PRICES SPECIFICATIONS RATINGS | HOW TO BUY

U

)

L2 au ' ER SPRING 2014
° Supplement to

The Definitive Guide to Buying New, Used, and Restored Pianos THE PIANO BOOK

igi

COUsS
D

WOD'YIANTONVId

LARRY FINE
Editor



“They are Fantastic, the EU122

sounds better
than any
studio piano in the

store, WOW!

. . . V4
The voicing, action, and tuning are superb.
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A MESSAGE FROM

THE PUBLISHER

Welcome to the Spring 2014 issue of Acoustic & Digital Piano Buyer,
a semiannual publication devoted to the purchase of new, used, and
restored acoustic pianos and digital pianos. Piano Buyer is the sup-
plement and successor to the well-known reference The Piano Book,
which, since 1987, has been the principal consumer guide to buying
a piano in the U.S. and Canada. Partially supported by advertising,
Piano Buyer is available free online at www.pianobuyer.com. It can
also be purchased in print from the website and in bookstores.

Piano Buyer is a hybrid book/magazine.
The “book” part consists of a collection
of how-to articles on the many aspects
of buying a piano. These basic articles
are repeated in every issue to serve the
many new buyers continually entering
the piano market. The “magazine” part
consists of features that change with
each issue to cover topics of more tem-
porary or niche interest, and to provide
variety. Each issue contains several of
these excellent features, many of which
remain relevant for years. If you missed
any of them, you’ll find them under
the website’s Archive tab. The brand,
model, and price reference material in
the second half of the publication is up-
dated, as needed, with each issue.

In this issue we offer several new
articles for your reading pleasure. If
you play the piano, the tone is probably
the aspect of the instrument that most
interests you. And if you don’t like the
tone of a particular piano you own or
are considering buying, you may feel
inclined to move on to a different one.
While in some cases that might indeed
be the best action to take, it’s also
possible that your present piano’s tone
could be improved—even restored to
how it sounded when new—through a
process called voicing. Piano technician
Sally Phillips takes us through the
procedures and terminology of voicing
in “Voicing and Tone: What Piano
Buyers and Owners Should Know” (p.
95). Phillips is assisted, via a YouTube
video, by 2005 Van Cliburn Piano Com-
petition winner Alexander Kobrin, who
further expounds on the importance

of voicing and tone; and by additional
sound samples and videos illustrating
the effects of voicing, and the evolution
over time of what has been considered
desirable in concert-piano tone.

It’s also possible that it’s not your
piano that needs voicing, but your room.
In “Ten Ways to Voice a Room” (p. 101),
piano technician and acoustician Chris
Storch suggests a number of actions you
can take to improve the acoustics of your
piano room, such as adding, subtracting,
or rearranging furniture; hanging or
removing drapery; or placing a rug
under the piano. While these are not
usually the first things that come to mind
when you’re dissatisfied with a piano’s
sound, they can have a tremendous effect
on your piano-playing experience, and
should be carefully considered when
buying or maintaining a piano.

If you played the piano as a child,
there’s a good chance that your
first instrument was a Baldwin—as
was mine. Once one of America’s
preeminent piano makers, Baldwin
fell on hard times in the 1990s, went
bankrupt in 2001, and was purchased
by Gibson Guitar Corporation.
Since then, Baldwin has kept a low
profile, concentrating primarily on
developing its manufacturing capacity
and markets in China, with, up to now,
relatively little distribution in the U.S.
That capacity having been developed,
however, Baldwin is now ready to roll
out a full complement of products in its
home country. Our reviewer, Dr. James
Lent, of UCLA’s Herb Albert School
of Music, tries out two vertical and

LARRY FINE

two new grand models to see if theyre
worthy of the Baldwin name (p. 50).

“For a generation of pianists, piano
buyers, technicians, and retailers,
the mid-level grand pianos made by
Kawai and Yamaha have achieved
benchmark status among mass-produced
instruments,” writes Dr. Owen Lovell,
Piano Buyer’s Piano Review Editor.
Recently, both lines underwent changes
that their respective makers considered
sufficiently important to require re-
naming: Kawai’s RX-BLAK line is now
GX-BLAK, and Yamaha’s C models
have become the CX series. In “Kawai
GX and Yamaha CX: Evolutionary or
Revolutionary?” (p. 54), Lovell com-
pares some of the new models with their
immediate predecessors to see how big
the changes really are.

Piano Buyer’s ratings of new pianos
are probably the publication’s most
read, most misunderstood, and most
controversial feature. As the quality of
low-end pianos rises, and the differences
between brands become increasingly
subtle and subjective, our ratings have
come to represent less our judgments of
the instruments, and more our sense of
how manufacturers and dealers position
them in the marketplace—partly by price,
but also by reputation and country of
origin. But we’ve never been completely
satisfied with this, in part because readers
who lack time, interest, and/or ability to
make their own judgments frequently
ask that we help them by recommending
specific models. We've risen to the
challenge with “Staff Picks,” our un-
apologetically subjective assessments of
the best in today’s acoustic, digital, and
hybrid pianos (p. 45).

Don’t forget to explore the rest of
our website. If youre shopping for a
new piano, our two searchable online
databases of 3,000 acoustic and more
than 200 digital models will help you
quickly home in on the instruments
that match your requirements for size,
furniture style, budget, and features. If

(continued on page 2)
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you’re shopping for a used instrument,
try our Piano Buyer Classifieds; us-
ing its powerful search engine, browse
among thousands of used pianos for
sale. If you're in need of piano-related
services—tuning, rebuilding, sales,
teaching, or moving—use our Local
Services Directory. And when you’re
ready to take a break, treat yourself to
some comic relief with our latest blog,
Piano-Buying Stories.

Finally, if you're reading this online,
consider buying a print copy of Piano
Buyer. It’s a handsome volume, printed
in color on glossy paper, and will make
a great reference, coffee-table book, or
gift. You can purchase it through the
website or in bookstores.

Piano Buyer exists to make shopping
for a piano easier and more enjoyable. If
you have a suggestion for how we can do
that better, please e-mail me at larry@
pianobuyer.com.

—Larry Fine, Publisher
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PRACTICE MAKES PERFECT. You've
probably heard that saying a hun-
dred times, especially if you’ve ever
studied the piano. Mom said it, so it
must be true, right?

Well, hold on a minute—noth-
ing against Mom, but let’s get real:
“Practice makes perfect” is a terri-
ble motto for piano players. First of
all, it’s incorrect—how can anything
become “perfect” if, every time, you
practice it wrong? And second, it
can’t even come close to capturing
the prodigious power of playing the
piano. So, with all due respect to
that venerable axiom, trash it—and
make way for a motto that proclaims
the real benefits of piano playing:
Practice makes prosperous.

People usually associate the word
prosperous with wealth. While that’s
certainly part of its meaning, many
dictionaries suggest a broader defi-
nition: to be prosperous is to flourish,
to thrive . . . to be successful. There-
fore, the phrase practice makes pros-
perous declares boldly that those
who play the piano are far more likely
to flourish, thrive, and experience
success in life than those who do not.
Quite a stretch, you say? Read on.

Thriving Children

Consider what happens when eight-
year-old Bobby decides to embrace
serious piano practice. Not only does
he embark upon a wondrous musi-
cal adventure (possibly the greatest
benefit of all) but, perhaps uncon-
sciously, he acquires a diversity of
skills far beyond the musical notes:

= He learns to work hard. Anyone
who excels at the piano has made

THE PRODIGIOUS POWER
OF PIANO PLAYING

Brian Chung

a commitment to practice with
vigor and determination.

He learns to focus. In a world
where iPods, MySpace, Facebook,
Twitter and mobile texting have
made multi-tasking the de facto
way of life, young people are at
risk of losing the art of concen-
tration. Piano practice reminds
Bobby how to focus on one
thing—and do it well.

He learns to be responsible.
Serious pianists learn that faithful,
consistent practice—even when
they don'’t feel like doing it—will
bring great satisfaction over time.

He learns to pay attention to
details. As his skills mature,
Bobby learns to observe the fine
points and use the most subtle
nuances to create art.

He learns to be
self-reliant. While
practicing, Bobby
can’t always rely
on Mom and Dad
for help. To suc-
ceed, he must
learn to work well
on his own.

thrive, and

He learns to be
creative. Creativ-
ity is a musician’s lifeblood.
Pianists use it not only to express
musical ideas, but also to conquer
the physical and mental obstacles
that arise when learning new music.

He learns to persevere. There is
little satisfaction in learning only
half of a piece of music. The deter-
mined pianist finds joy in follow-
ing through to the very end.

Those who play the
piano are far more
likely to flourish,

experience success
in life than those
who do not.

These are only some of the skills
Bobby will acquire as he devotes
himself to diligent piano practice.
So, how will such practice make him
prosperous?

Ask employers what they look for
when interviewing young job candi-
dates for their top positions. Most
are looking for a well-defined set of
character traits. Specifically, they
want people who know how to work
hard, can focus well and avoid dis-
tractions, are responsible, will pay
attention to details, are self-reliant
and creative, and will persevere on
a project from start to finish. Sound
familiar?

You see my point. The skills Bobby
learns by practicing the piano will be of
immeasurable value to him not only in
job interviews, but in every area of his
life. People who have these skills are
more likely to flour-
ish in college, thrive
in the work world,
advance in their ca-
reers—and generally
enjoy success in any
field of endeavor.

Test scores support
this contention. Stud-
ies show that students
of music typically
score higher on SATs
than do non-music
students—on average, 57 points
higher on the verbal section and
41 points higher in math.! Further,
a 1994 study showed that college
undergraduate students who ma-
jored in music had the highest rate

U Profile of SAT and Achievement Test Takers.
The College Board, compiled by Music Edu-
cators National Conference, 2001.

PIANOBUYER.COM
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of acceptance to medical school
(66%).2 Practice makes prosperous.
Prepare your children for success in
life: Introduce them to the piano.

Thriving Adults

But how about you? Are you among
the 82% of adults who have always
wanted to learn how to play an in-
strument? Did you know that adults
can gain as much as younger people
from playing the piano?

Even if you’ve already achieved
career success and significant wealth,
there can be so much more to a pros-
perous life. Consider what happens
when Nancy, a baby boomer and
successful business owner, decides
to join a recreational group piano
class for adults:

2 Peter H. Wood, “The Comparative Academic
Abilities of Students in Education and in Other
Areas of a Multi-focus University,” ERIC
Document ED327480 (1990).

3U.S. Gallup Poll. 2008 Music USA NAMM
Global Report (August, 2008): 139.

INFO@HZMPIANDO.COM

604-801-5393

m  She immediately feels relief firom
stress. After hours of intense daily
pressure at work, Nancy finds it
easy to unwind at the piano. The
class moves at a comfortable
pace and no one is ever required
to play solo—which means zero
stress. In her personal practice
and in class, Nancy can just relax
and have fun.

m She’s making new firiends.
Because recreational piano
classes are taught in groups,
Nancy enjoys getting to know
others who share a common
interest. Many of her classmates
are professional people like her
who, after raising a family, are
finally getting to try the things
they’ve always wanted to do. The
warm camaraderie among class
members is a wonderful surprise.

m  She enjoys playing her favorite
songs. Nancy always dreamed of
learning her two favorite Beatles
tunes. Now, she’s thrilled to play

intellectually and emotionally
stimulating for Nancy. She enjoys
a sense of adventure when ex-
ploring new musical concepts
and genres with her classmates.
Playing the piano has made her
feel more fully alive.

Studies have shown that recrea-
tional group music-making can signi-
ficantly improve the quality of life and
personal well-being among those
who embrace it. So even when you’re
playing the piano just for fun, prac-
tice makes prosperous in meaningful
ways that far exceed the balance in
your 401(k).

To give the piano a whirl, contact
a local music store or independent
piano teacher to find out about rec-
reational piano classes in your area.
Whether you’re young or old, striv-
ing for success or just playing for fun,
the prodigious power of playing the
piano can change your life. [ ]

How about you?
Are you among the
82% of adults who
have always wanted
to learn how to play
an instrument?

Brian Chung is Senior Vice President
of Kawai America Corporation and a
leading proponent of the benefits of
making music. He is also a pianist, and
co-author (with Dennis Thurmond) of
Improvisation at the Piano: A System-
atic Approach for the Classically
Trained Pianist (Alfred Publishing,
2007). Visit his website at
www.brianchung.net.

PIANOBUYER.COM
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ACOUSTIC OR DIGITAL:
What’s Best for Me?

Alden Skinner and Larry Fine

FOR MANY, there will be no easy answer to this question. Many
factors play into this seemingly simple decision, some practical,
some not. Ideally, perhaps, the answer should be “Both”—take
advantage of the “organic” qualities and connection with tradi-
tion of the acoustic piano, as well as the extreme flexibility of the
digital. But assuming that, for a variety of reasons, “Both” isn’t an
option, careful consideration of the advantages and disadvantages
of each will probably quickly reveal which will be best for you.

The advantages of the acoustic
piano start with the fact that it’s
the “real thing,” inherently capable
of nuances that are difficult for the
digital piano to emulate. The experi-
ence of playing an acoustic piano—
the harmonics, the vibrations, the
touch, the visual appeal, the interac-
tion with the room, the connection
with tradition—is so complex that
digitals cannot reproduceit all. And,
provided that it’s a decent instru-
ment and properly maintained, the
acoustic will continue to serve you
or a subsequent owner for several
generations, after which it might be
rebuilt and continue to make music.

If you’re a beginner, the tone and
touch of a good-quality digital piano
should not interfere with the elemen-
tary learning process for a while, but
is likely to become less satisfactory
as you advance. If your aspiration is
to play classical piano literature, the
choice is clear: A digital may serve as
a temporary or quiet-time practice
instrument (some well-known clas-
sical pianists request that a digital
piano be placed in their hotel rooms
for practice and warmup), but the
first time you play an acoustic piano
that stirs your soul, there will be
no turning back. Although digitals
continue to draw closer to the ideal,
there is, as yet, nothing like the total

experience of playing a fine acoustic
instrument.

The downside of an acoustic pi-
ano? Initial cost is generally higher,
they’re harder to move, the best ones
take up a lot of space, and tuning
and maintaining them adds several
hundred dollars a year to their cost.
And—most important—all they will
ever be or sound like is a piano.

So why do sales of digital pianos
outnumber sales of acoustics by more
than two to one? Because, in addi-
tion to making a piano sound, digi-
tals can also sound like any other
instrument imaginable. State-of-
the-art digital pianos
can allow a player
with even the most
basic keyboard skills
to sound like an en-
tire orchestra. Many
models have features
that will produce an
entire band or or-
chestra accompany-
ing you as the soloist.
Digital pianos can also be used as
player pianos. They can enhance
learning with educational software.
They can be attached to a computer,
and you can have an entire record-
ing studio at your fingertips, with
the computer printing the sheet mu-
sic for anything you play. Many fine

you?

Both variations
have places in our
musical lives. Now,
which is right for

players whose main piano is a qual-
ity acoustic also have a digital, pro-
viding the technology for band and/
or orchestral compositions, tran-
scriptions, and fun!

Add to all that the advantages
of lower cost, convenience, lack of
maintenance expense, the ability to
play silently with headphones, meet-
ing the needs of multiple family mem-
bers, the obvious advantages for
piano classes, and computer connec-
tivity, and you have a powerful argu-
ment for the digital.

While digital pianos have a lot of
advantages, it’s important to also
consider the disadvantages. In ad-
dition to those related to learning
and playing classical music, men-
tioned above, the life expectancy
of a good digital piano is limited,
primarily by obsolescence (digitals
haven’t been around long enough
to know how long they will physi-
cally last), while the life expectancy
of a good acoustic piano is upward
of 50 years. Acoustic
pianos hold their value
rather well, while digi-
tals, like other elec-
tronics, quickly drop
in value. Obviously,
then, if you’re buying
a starter instrument
and plan to upgrade
later, from a finan-
cial perspective you
would do better to start with an
acoustic piano.

Both variations have places in our
musical lives. Now, which is right
for you?

(If you’re still unsure, you might
want to consider a hybrid piano—see
our story on the subject in this issue.)

10
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Introduction

PIANO BUYING BASICS

LARRY FINE

An acoustic piano can be one of the most expensive—and diffi-
cult—purchases most households will ever make. The “difficult”
aspect arises from several factors that are peculiar to pianos and
the piano business. First, a “modern” piano is essentially a 19th-
century creation about which few people—even those who have
played piano all their lives—know very much, and about which
much of what they think they know may not be accurate or cur-
rent. Thus, a person who sets out to buy a piano is unlikely to
have a social support network of family and friends to serve as
advisors, as they might if buying a car, house, or kitchen appli-
ance. Even music teachers and experienced players often know
little about piano construction or the rapidly changing state of
piano manufacturing. They often rely on their past experience
with certain brands, most of which have changed significantly.

Second, acoustic pianos are mar-
keted nationally in the United States
under some 70 different brand names
(plus dozens of additional names
marketed locally) from a dozen coun-
tries, in thousands of furniture styles
and finishes—and that’s just new
pianos! Many once-popular brands
have long gone out of business, yet
pianos still bearing their name are
made overseas, often to much lower
standards, and marketed here. Add
in more than a century’s worth of
used pianos under thousands of
brand names in an almost infinite
variety of conditions of disrepair and
restoration. Just thinking about it
makes me dizzy.

Third, new pianos can vary in
price from $2,000 to $200,000. But
unlike most consumer items, whose
differences can be measured by the
number of functions performed, or
buttons, bells, whistles, and conve-
niences contained, most pianos, re-
gardless of price, look very similar

and do pretty much the same thing:
they’re shiny and black (or a wood
color), play 88 notes, and have three
pedals. The features advertised are
often abstract, misleading, or dif-
ficult to see or understand. For this
reason, it’s often not clear just what
you're getting for your money. This
can lead to decision-making paralysis.

Last, while many piano salespeople
do an honest and admirable job of
guiding their customers through this
maze, a significant minority—using
lies, tricky pricing games, and false
accusations against competing deal-
ers and brands—make the proverbial
used-car salesman look like a saint.
And once you get through haggling
over price—the norm in the piano
business—you may be ready for a trip
to a Middle East bazaar.

As you shop for a piano, you’ll
likely be bombarded with a great deal
of technical jargon—after all, the pi-
ano is a complicated instrument. But
don’t allow yourself to be confused

or intimidated. Although some tech-
nical information can be useful and
interesting, extensive familiarity with
technical issues usually isn’t essential
to a successful piano-shopping ex-
perience, especially when buying a
new piano. (A little greater familiar-
ity may be advisable when buying a
used or restored instrument.) Most
technical information you’ll come
across relates to how the manufac-
turer designed the instrument. You
should focus on how the instrument
sounds, feels, and looks, not how it
got that way. In addition, technical
features are often taken out of con-
text and manipulated by advertising
and salespeople—the real differences
in quality are often in subtleties of
design and construction that don’t
make good ad copy.

For 20 years, The Piano Book has
acted as a textbook on how to buy a
piano, but over the years many peo-
ple have asked for something a little
simpler. Acoustic & Digital Piano
Buyer is the answer, and this article
is the beginning. For those readers
who love reading about the finer
technical details, The Piano Book is
a must read. But in the interests of
brevity and simplicity, we decided
in this publication to keep technical
details to a minimum.

The purpose of this article is
modest: to provide an overview of
the piano-buying process, with an
emphasis on the decisions you’ll
have to make along the way, and on
the factors that will affect any acous-
tic piano purchase. To do this suc-
cinctly, it will be necessary to make
a number of generalizations, which
you can discard in favor of more
complete or nuanced explanations

12
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as you advance toward your goal.
References are given to other ar-
ticles in this publication, or to The
Piano Book, for further information
on selected topics. In addition, for
answers to specific questions that
arise while you shop, I recommend
visiting the Piano Forum at Piano
World (www.pianoworld.com), the
premiere website for everything re-
lated to pianos and pianists.

Vertical or Grand?

Probably the most basic decision to
make when buying a piano—and
one you may have made already—
is whether to buy a vertical or a
grand. The following describes some
of the advantages and disadvan-
tages of each.

Vertical Advantages

m Takes up less space, can fit into
corners

= Lower cost

= Easier to move

Vertical Disadvantages

® Sound tends to bounce back into
player’s face, making subtle
control of musical expression
more difficult.

m Action is not as advanced as
grand; repetition of notes is
slower and less reliable in most
cases, and damping is sometimes
less efficient.

m Keys are shorter than on grands,
making subtle control of musical
expression more difficult.

m Cabinetwork is usually less ele-
gant and less impressive.

Vertical pianos are suitable for
those with simpler musical needs, or
where budget and space constraints
preclude buying a grand. Despite the
disadvantages noted above, some of
the larger, more expensive verticals
do musically rival smaller, less ex-
pensive grands. They may be a good
choice where space is at a premium

A LITTLE BIT OF THE TECHNICAL

Cast Iron Plate

(strings not shown)

\

Soundboard

Pinblock \

Rim or Case

Hammers

Action

/

Exploded View of a Grand Piano

Keyboard

A little bit (but not too much)
of technical information about the
piano is useful to have while shop-
ping for one. Important words are in
boldface.

A piano can be thought of as com-
prising four elements: mechanical,
acoustical, structural, and cabinetry.

Mechanical: When you press a
piano key (usually 88 in number), the
motion of your finger is transmitted
through a series of levers and springs
to a felt-covered wooden hammer
that strikes the strings to set them vi-
brating. This complex system of keys,
hammers, levers, and springs is known
as the action. Also, when you press a
key, a felt damper resting against each
string lifts off, allowing the string to
vibrate. When you let the key up, the
damper returns to its resting place,
stopping the string’s vibration. Pedals,
usually three in number, are connected
to the action and dampers via trapwork

Tuning
Pins

—

4« ™ Bridge

\« Pedals

Courtesy Samick Music Corp.

levers, and serve specialized functions
such as sustaining and softening the
sound. The right-foot pedal is called
the damper or sustain pedal; it lifts
all the dampers off all the strings, al-
lowing the strings to ring sympatheti-
cally. The left-foot, soft pedal (on a
grand piano, the una corda pedal)
softens the sound. The function of the
middle pedal varies depending on the
type and price level of the piano (more
on that later). As a sostenuto pedal, it
selectively sustains notes or groups of
notes, a function required only rarely in
asmall percentage of classical composi-
tions. Other possible functions for the
middle pedal include a damper pedal
for the bass notes only, and a mute
pedal that reduces the sound volume
by about half.

Acoustical: Piano strings are made
of steel wire for the higher-sounding
notes (treble), and steel wire wrapped
with copper for the lower-sounding

14

PIANOBUYER.COM




<«—— damper
<—string

hammer

/

notes (bass). They are graduated
in thickness, length, and tension,
and strung tightly across the struc-
tural framework of the piano. Each
note has one, two, or three strings
associated with it. Each such set
of strings is known as a unison be-
cause all the strings in a set vibrate
at the same pitch. The strings lie
across narrow hardwood bridges
that transmit their vibrations to a
wooden soundboard, usually made
of spruce. The relatively large area
of the soundboard amplifies what
would otherwise be a rather weak
sound and broadcasts the sound to
the ears. The dimensions, arrange-
ment, and positioning of all the
acoustical elements in a piano is
known as the piano’s scale design.
The scale design varies with the
model and is a major determinant of
the piano’s tone.

Structural: The strings are strung
across a gold- or bronze-colored
plate (sometimes called a frame or
harp) of cast iron, which is bolted
to a substantial wooden framework.
This heavy-duty structure is neces-
sary to support the many tons of ten-
sion exerted by all the taut strings.
A vertical, or upright, piano is one
in which the structural element
stands vertically, and is most com-
monly placed against a wall. A grand
piano is one in which the structural

key

www.rennerusa.com

The key and action parts of a single note from a grand piano

[For online animation, click here.]

element lies horizontally. In a verti-
cal piano, the wooden framework
consists of vertical back posts and
connecting cross beams. In a grand,
wooden beams and the familiar
curved rim comprise the framework.
One end of each string is anchored
to the plate toward the rear of a
grand or the bottom of a vertical pi-
ano. The other end is coiled around a
tuning pin embedded in a laminated
hardwood pinblock hidden under
the plate at the front (grand) or top
(vertical). A piano is tuned by turn-
ing each tuning pin with a special
tool to make very slight adjustments
in the tension of its string, and thus
to the string’s frequency of vibra-
tion, or pitch.

Cabinetry: The piano’s cabinet
(vertical) or case (grand) provides
aesthetic beauty and some additional
structural support. A grand piano’s
rim is part of both the wooden struc-
tural framework and the case. Acces-
sory parts, such as the music desk and
lid, are both functional and aesthetic
in purpose.

Although the acoustical and struc-
tural elements have been described
separately, in fact the plate, wooden
framework, soundboard, bridges, and
strings form a single integrated unit
called the strung back. A piano, then,
consists of a strung back, an action,
and a cabinet or case.

but a more subtle control of musical
expression is desired.

Grand Advantages

®m Sound develops in a more aes-
thetically pleasing manner by
bouncing off nearby surfaces
and blending before reaching
player’s ears, making it easier to
control musical expression.

= More sophisticated action than
in a vertical. Grand action has
a repetition lever to aid in the
speed and reliability of repeti-
tion of notes, and is gravity-
assisted, rather than dependent
on artificial contrivances
(springs, straps) to return
hammers to rest.

m Longer keys provide better
leverage, allowing for signifi-
cantly greater control of musical
expression.

m Casework is usually more elegant
and aesthetically pleasing.

Grand Disadvantages

m Takes up more space
= Higher cost
m Harder to move

What Size?

Both verticals and grands come in
a wide variety of sizes. The impor-
tant thing to know here is that size
is directly related to musical quality.
Although many other factors also
contribute to tonal quality, all else
being equal, the longer strings of
larger pianos, especially in the bass
and mid-range sections, give off a
deeper, truer, more consonant tonal
quality than the strings of smaller
pianos. The treble and bass blend
better and the result is more pleas-
ing to the ear. Also, longer grands
usually have longer keys that gener-
ally allow superior control of musi-
cal expression than shorter grands.
Therefore, it’s best to buy the larg-
est piano you can afford and have

PIANOBUYER.COM
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space for. Small differences in size
between models are more signifi-
cant in smaller pianos than in larger
ones. However, a difference in size
of only an inch or two is generally
irrelevant, as it could be merely due
to a larger cabinet or case.

Verticals

HEIGHT

Vertical pianos are measured from
the floor to the top of the piano. Ver-
ticals less than 40" tall are known
as spinets. They were very popular
in the post-World War II period,
but in recent years have nearly died
out. Verticals from 40" to about 43"

or 44" are called consoles. Spinet and
console actions must be compromised
somewhat in size or placement
within the piano to fit them into
pianos of this size. The tone is also
compromised by the shorter strings
and smaller soundboard. For this
reason, manufacturers concentrate
on the furniture component of spin-
ets and consoles and make them in
a variety of decorator styles. They
are suitable for buyers whose piano
needs are casual, or for beginning
students, and for those who simply
want a nice-looking piece of fur-
niture in the home. Once students
progress to an intermediate or ad-
vanced stage, they are likely to need
a larger instrument.

Studio pianos, from about 44" to
47", are more serious instruments.
They are called studios because they
are commonly found in the practice
rooms of music schools. Manufac-
turers make them in both attractive
furniture styles for the home and in
functional, durable, but aesthetically

GROTRIAN

Because we love music.

bland styles for school and other in-
stitutional use. If you don’t require
attractive furniture, you may save
money by buying the school style. In
fact, many buyers prefer the simple
lines of the institutional models.

Verticals about 48" and taller,
called uprights, are the best musi-
cally. New ones top out at about
52", but in the early part of the 20th
century they were made even taller.
The tallest verticals take up no more
floor space than the shortest ones,
but some buyers may find the taller
models too massive for their taste.
Most uprights are made in an at-
tractive, black, traditional or insti-
tutional style, but are also available
with exotic veneers, inlays, and other
touches of elegance.

The width of a vertical piano is
usually a little under five feet and
the depth around two feet; however,
these dimensions are not signifi-
cantly related to musical quality.

LENGTH ——>‘

Grands

—

Grand pianos are measured with
the lid closed from the very front
of the piano (keyboard end) to the
very back (the tail). Lengths start at
4'6" and go to over 10' (even longer in
some experimental models). Widths
are usually around 5' and heights
around 3', but only the length has a
bearing on musical quality.

Grands less than 5' long are the
musical equivalent of spinets and
consoles; that is, they are musically
compromised and are mainly sold
as pieces of furniture. Grands be-
tween about 5' and 5'%' are very

—— —
]
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conta

PIANOBUYER.COM



popular. Although slightly com-
promised, they can reasonably serve
both musical and furniture functions
and are available in many furniture
styles. (By the way, piano profession-
als prefer the term small grand to
baby grand. Although there is no ex-
act definition, a small grand is gen-
erally one less than about 5% long.)
Above 52, pianos rapidly improve,
becoming professional quality at
about 6. Pianos intended for the
home or serious professional top out
at about 7' or 7%2. These sizes may
also satisfy the needs of smaller con-
cert venues. Larger venues require
concert grands, usually about 9' long.

When considering what size of
piano is right for your home, don’t
forget to add two to three feet to the
length of a grand or the depth of a
vertical for the piano bench and
pianist. Shoppers tend to underes-
timate what will fit and buy smaller
pianos than necessary. Sometimes,
the next-size-larger instrument can
give you a great deal of tonal im-
provement at little additional cost.
Dealers can usually lend you tem-
plates corresponding to different
piano sizes to lay down on your floor
so you can measure what will fit.

Budget

Your budget is probably the most
important factor in your choice of
piano, but it’s hard to make a budget
when you don't know how much pia-
nos cost. Here is some rule-of-thumb
information to get you started:
Most new vertical pianos sell in the
range of $3,000 to $10,000, though
some higher-end ones cost two or
three times that, and a few cost less.
Entry-level grand pianos generally
go for $5,000 to $10,000, mid-range
grands from $10,000 to $30,000,
and high-end grands for $30,000
to $100,000 or more. Unrestored
but playable used pianos cost from
perhaps 20 to 80 percent of the cost
of a comparable new instrument,
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depending on age and condition, with
15-year-old used pianos coming in at
about 50 percent. The cost of restored
instruments will be discussed later.
More complete and accurate infor-
mation can be found in the articles
on new and used pianos, and in the
“Model & Pricing Guide” refer-
ence section, elsewhere in this issue.

Rent or Buy?

If the piano is being purchased for a
beginner, there is a significant pos-
sibility that he or she will not stick
with playing the piano. To handle
this and other “high-risk” situations,
most dealers offer a rental/purchase
program. In the typical program, the
dealer would rent you the piano you
are considering purchasing for up to
six months. You would pay round-
trip moving expenses upfront, usu-
ally $300 to $400, plus a monthly
rental fee, typically $50 to $100 for
a vertical piano. (Rental/purchase
programs do not usually apply to
grand pianos.) Should you decide

to buy the piano at any time before
the end of the six-month term, all
money paid up to that point would
be applied to the purchase. Other-
wise, you would return the piano
and be under no further obligation.
Two pieces of advice here: First,
make sure you rent the piano you ul-
timately wish to buy, or at least rent
from the dealer who has that piano,
and not simply the piano or dealer
with the lowest rental rate—if you
eventually decide to buy from a dif-
ferent dealer, you’ll forfeit the rental
payments already made to the first
dealer. However, if you decide to
buy a different piano from the same
dealer from whom you rented, it’s
possible that dealer would agree to
apply some or all of the rental pay-
ments to the new piano—but check
on this in advance. Second, clarify
issues of price before you decide
whether to rent or buy. Specifically,
find out whether you’ll be allowed
to apply the rental payments toward,
for example, today’s sale price, rather

than toward the regular price six
months from now—or conversely, if
you’ll be held to today’s price should
there be a sale six months from now.
Keep in mind, however, that a “sale”
is generally a reduction in price de-
signed to entice you to buy now.

Quality

Like just about everything else you
can buy, pianos come in a range of
quality levels. When we speak of
quality in a piano, we are referring
to how it sounds, plays, and looks,
and how well it will hold up with
time and use. These are functions
of the care taken in the design of the
instrument; the quality of the mate-
rials used and how they are assem-
bled; and the amount of handwork
put into the final musical and aes-
thetic finishing of the instrument.
With a new piano, we are also con-
cerned, to a lesser extent, with how
much pre-sale service is required by
the dealer to make the instrument
ready—a dealer is less likely to per-
form a lot of “make-ready” on an
inexpensive piano. Also important
are the terms of the warranty and
the manufacturer’s (or other war-
rantor’s) reputation for honoring
warranties. The prestige value of the
name and the history of the brand
may also be perceived as a form of
quality by some buyers. The Piano
Book goes into great detail about
what creates quality in a piano.

As you can imagine, any discus-
sion of quality in pianos is likely
to involve a lot of subjectivity and be
somewhat controversial. However, a
useful generalization for the pur-
pose of discussing quality can be had
by dividing pianos into two types:
performance-grade and consumer-
grade. Performance-grade pianos are
made to a single, high quality stan-
dard, usually in relatively small
quantities, by companies that strongly
favor quality considerations over cost.
Consumer-grade pianos, on the
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Portland’s Own Piano Shop on the Left Bank:

www.classicportland.com

isitors to Classic Pianos of Portland, Oregon are surprised

‘ / to discover the ambiance of an old-world Restoration Shop

and three distinctive Piano Salons within a museum-like

atmosphere of used brick walls, waxed concrete and rough plank

floors, original wall art created from antique piano parts, and
hanging re-bronzed piano harps.

Adjacent to the piano shop is a circa 1912 craftsman mission chapel
that once served as offices for the Episcopal Diocese of Oregon.
Now restored and enlarged to include a condominium for out of
town guests, this quaint structure for auditioning pianos has been
renamed The Schimmel House (Das Schimmel Haus).

Classic Pianos, located at the East End of the Ross Island Bridge,
crossing over the Willamette River into Portland’s historic
southeast “Brooklyn Neighborhood,” has reached national and
international recognition. Guests often comment that it's a
chapter right out of Thad Carhart’'s national bestseller, THE
PIANO SHOP ON THE LEFT BANK: “Discovering a Forgotten

Passion in a Paris Atelier.” CLASSIC COLLECTION — Fully restored 1928

. . . . . . Steinway & Sons Model B Louis XV. Sold and
Classic Pianos is owned by Maurice Unis and his three sons, shippedy to Dr. and Mrs. J. Berg of San Luis

Brian, Aaron, and Taylor. Winner of every Top Dealer Award Obispo, California.

from European, Asian, and American, piano manufacturers,

Classic Pianos represents Bosendorfer, Schimmel, Yamaha, Mason & Hamlin, and also showcases a CLASSIC
COLLECTION of vintage-restored Steinway & Sons and Mason & Hamlin grands.

Classic Collection sales and shipments coast-to-coast in U.S. and Canada

CUSTOMER COMMENTS: “In the course of a nation-wide search, we finally discovered Classic Pianos.... We could
not have made a better choice. Classic Pianos is home to an amazing group of professionals. “
— Julie Berg, San Luis Obispo, California
Pianist, Teacher, and College Educator

VISITOR COMMENTS: “I was overwhelmed: I had never, previously, encountered such a galaxy of new pianos...
among the finest obtainable in the United States, in Europe, and in the Orient.”
— Lucien Needham , Alberta, Canada
Associate, Graduate, and Fellow, Guildhall School of Music

COMMENTS BY CONCERT PIANISTS: “I have known Maurice Unis, and some of his associates, for over 25 years.
His understanding of technical rebuilding and piano restoration is, in a word, ‘unparalleled.””
— Mark Westcott, Portland, Oregon
Master of Music, Eastman School of Music
Winner of Five International Competitions, including Third Prize
Van Cliburn International Piano Competition, 1969.

“Your masterful approach to tuning, voicing, regulating, and restoring heirloom Mason & Hamlin and Steinway grands recalls
another bygone era of the Golden Age of Pianos. Bravo!”
— Eric Himy, Washington, DC
Master of Music, The Juilliard School, New York.
Winner of numerous piano competitions, including the
Gold Medal at the 1988 World Piano Competition

ALPASSION FOR PIANQS
ﬁ Milwaukie Avenue  Portland, Oregon 97202  Telephone: (503) 239-9969

PIANOBUYER.CO 19

www.classicportland.com




other hand, are built to be sold at
a particular price, and the design,
materials, and level of workmanship
are chosen to fit that price. Most
consumer-grade pianos are mass-
produced at a variety of price levels,
with materials and designs chosen
accordingly. Throughout much of
the 20th century, the United States
produced both types of piano in
abundance. At the present time,
however, most performance-grade
pianos are made in Europe and the
United States, while virtually all
consumer-grade pianos are made in
Asia. Due to globalization and other
factors, the distinction between the
two types of piano is beginning to
blur. This is discussed at greater
length in the article “The New-
Piano Market Today,” elsewhere in
this issue.

The above explanation of quality
in pianos is very general, and some
aspects of quality may be more ap-
plicable to your situation than oth-
ers. Therefore, it pays to take some

time to consider exactly what you
expect from your piano, both practi-
cally and in terms of lifestyle. Prac-
tical needs include, among others,
the level of expressiveness you re-
quire in the piano’s tone and touch,
how long you want the instrument
to last or intend to keep it, and what
furniture it must match—as well as
certain functional considerations,
such as whether you use the middle
pedal, desire a fallboard (key cover)
that closes slowly, or need to be able
to lock the piano. Lifestyle needs
are those that involve the prestige
or artistic value of the instrument,
and how ownership of it makes you
feel or makes you appear to others.
Just as a casual driver may own a
Mercedes, or one devoid of artistic
abilities may own great works of
art, many who don’t play a note pur-
chase expensive pianos for their ar-
tistic and prestige value.

A couple of the practical consid-
erations require further discussion.
Concerning expressiveness: What

kind of music do you play or aspire
to play? One can play any kind of
music on any piano. However, some
pianos seem better suited in tone
and touch than other kinds to some
kinds of music. Quality in piano
tone is often defined in terms of the
instrument’s ability to excel at pleas-
ing players of so-called “classical”
music because this kind of music
tends to make the greatest expres-
sive demands on an instrument. So
if you aspire to play classical music
seriously, you may wish to one day
own a fine instrument capable of the
nuanced tone and touch the music
demands. On the other hand, if clas-
sical music isn’t your thing, you can
probably get away with a much less
expensive instrument.

A key factor concerns how long
you want to keep the instrument: Is it
for a beginner, especially a youngster,
and you’re not sure piano lessons will
“stick”? Is it a stepping stone to a
better piano later on? Then an inex-
pensive piano may do. Do you want
this to be the last piano you’ll ever
buy?Then,evenifyourplayingdoesn’t
yet justify it, buy a piano you can
grow into but never grow out of.

A note about how long a piano
will last—a question I hear every
day. The answer varies for pianos
almost as much as it does for peo-
ple. A piano played 16 hours a day
in a school practice room might be
“dead” in ten years or less, whereas
one pampered in a living room in
a mild climate might last nearly a
century before requiring complete
restoration to function again. A
rule-of-thumb answer typically given
is that an average piano under av-
erage conditions will last 40 to 50
years. If past experience is any guide,
it would not be unreasonable to pre-
dict that the best-made pianos will
last about twice as long as entry-
level ones, given similar conditions
of use and climate. However—and
this is the important point—most
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pianos are discarded not because
they no longer function—in fact,
they may go on to long lives as used
pianos for other people—but be-
cause they no longer meet the needs
or expectations of their owners or
players. A player may have musically
advanced beyond what the instru-
ment will deliver, or the owner may
now be wealthier and have higher
expectations for everything he or
she buys—or perhaps no one in the
house is playing anymore and the pi-
ano is just taking up space. Thus, the
important consideration for most
buyers, especially buyers of new or
relatively young pianos, is how long
the piano in question will meet their
needs and expectations, rather than
how long that piano will last.

You'll get a better sense of what
quality means in a piano if you play
a wide variety of them, including

ones that cost less than what you
plan to spend, as well as ones you
can't afford. Warning: The latter
can prove dangerous to your bank
account. It's not unusual for a buyer
to begin shopping with the inten-
tion of buying a $3,000 vertical, only
to emerge some time later with a
$30,000 grand!

New or Used?

The next choice you’ll have to make
is whether to buy new or used. The
market for used pianos is several
times the size of the market for new
ones. Let’s look at the merits of each
choice:

New Piano Advantages

= Manufacturer’s warranty
= Little chance of hidden defects

Lower maintenance costs
Easier to shop for

Usually more local choices
Longer piano life expectancy
Greater peace of mind after
purchasing

New Piano Disadvantages

m Higher upfront cost

= Significant depreciation loss if
resold within first few years

® Limited choice of attractive old
styles and finishes

Used Piano Advantages

= Lower upfront cost

m  Greater choice of attractive old
styles and finishes

®m Can be more fun and interesting
to shop for (if you like shopping
for old things)

= Restorer may detail instrument
to an extent that rivals new piano

Joseph Brodmann Pianos.

The name of Joseph Brodmann, the famous
Viennese piano maker, stands for more
than just a product name. The well-known,
wide range of grand and upright pianos is
widely accepted as the leading piano in its
class - for players and institutions alike.
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= Piano likely to be already sig-
nificantly depreciated, resulting
in little or no loss if resold

Used Piano Disadvantages

= No manufacturer’s warranty
(though there may be a dealer’s
or restorer’s warranty)

m  Greater chance of hidden defects
(unless completely restored)

= Higher maintenance costs
(unless completely restored)

= Shorter piano life expectancy
(unless completely restored)

= Can be maddeningly difficult
and confusing to shop for

m Need to pay technician to
examine and appraise it

= Usually fewer local choices

m Possible need to size up restorer’s
ability to do a good job

Despite the longer list of disad-
vantages, most people buy used be-
cause of the lower upfront cost and
because they feel they can manage
the risks involved. The most impor-
tant rule by far in managing risk
is to have the piano professionally
examined and appraised by a pi-
ano technician prior to purchase.
This is especially important when

Reinstalling the cast-iron plate during the
rebuilding of a grand piano

www.spaldingpiano.com

buying from a private-party seller
because there is no warranty, but
it should also be done for peace
of mind when buying from a pro-
fessional seller, particularly if the
piano is over ten years old. This
will cost between $100 and $200
and is well worth the money. If
you don’t already have a piano
technician you trust, hire a Reg-
istered Piano Technician (RPT)
member of the Piano Technicians
Guild (PTG). You can locate one
near you on the PTG website, www
.ptg.org. (To be designated an RPT,
one must pass a series of tests. This
provides the customer with some as-
surance of competence.)

A subset of used pianos consists
of instruments that have been pro-
fessionally restored. The complete
restoration of a piano is known as
rebuilding. There is no universally
agreed-on definition of what is in-
cluded in a rebuilding job, so you
have to ask specifically what has
been done. A minimal partial res-
toration is called reconditioning—
often just cleaning up the piano,
replacing a few parts, and adjusting
it. Vertical pianos are almost never
completely rebuilt because the cost
cannot be recouped in the sale price.
However, verticals are frequently
reconditioned. A complete rebuild-
ing of a top-quality grand piano
by a top-notch rebuilder generally
costs from $20,000 to $40,000—and
that’s if you own the piano. If you're
buying the piano too, figure a total
cost of from 75 to more than 100
percent of the cost of a new piano of
similar quality. A partial rebuilding
of a lower-quality brand might cost
half that, or even less.

Buying a used or restored piano
is generally more difficult than buy-
ing a new one because, in addition
to making judgments about the un-
derlying quality of the instrument,
you also must make judgments about
its condition or about the skill and

trustworthiness of the restorer—
there’s a greater concern about be-
ing burned if you make a mistake.
Some find this too stressful or time-
consuming. Others find the hunt fas-
cinating, and end up discovering an
entire world of piano buffs, and pi-
ano technical and historical trivia, in
their community or online. It helps
to remember that a new piano be-
comes “used” the moment it is first
sold. Although junk certainly exists,
used pianos actually come in a bewil-
dering variety of conditions and situ-
ations, many of which can be quite
attractive, musically and financially.
The subject is vast. The Piano Book
has a chapter devoted to it, includ-
ing how to do your own preliminary
technical examination of a piano.
A summary of the most important
information, including a description
of the most common types of used
pianos, where to find them, and how
much to pay, can be found in the ar-
ticle “Buying a Used or Restored
Piano” elsewhere in this issue.

The Piano Dealer

The piano dealer is a very impor-
tant part of the piano-buying expe-
rience, for several reasons. First, a
knowledgeable and helpful sales-
person can help you sort through
the myriad possibilities and quickly
home in on the piano that’s right
for you. Second, a dealership with
a good selection of instruments can
provide you with enough options to
choose from that you don’t end up
settling for less than what you really
want (although you can make up
for this to some extent by shopping
among a number of dealers). Third,
all pianos arrive from the factory
needing some kind of pre-sale ad-
justment to compensate for changes
that occur during shipment, or for
musical finishing work left uncom-
pleted at the factory. Dealers vary
a great deal in their willingness to
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perform this work. There’s noth-
ing worse than trying to shop for a
piano, and finding them out of tune
or with obvious defects. It’s under-
standable that the dealer will put the
most work into the more expensive
pianos, but a good dealer will make
sure that even the lower-cost instru-
ments are reasonably playable. Last,
a good dealer will provide prompt,
courteous, skilled service to correct
any small problems that occur after
the sale, and act as your intermedi-
ary with the factory in the rare event
that warranty service is needed.
Knowledge, experience, helpfulness,
selection, and service—that’s what
you’re looking for in a dealer.

Shopping Long-Distance
via the Internet

The question often arises as to
whether one should shop for a piano
long-distance via the Internet. It turns
out that this is really two different

DESIGNED IN THE USA

MANUFACTURED IN CHINA
www.cline-pianos.com 509.946.8078

© 2013 Cline Pianos. All rights reserved. A Vienna International Brand.

questions. The first is whether one
should locate a dealer via the Inter-
net, possibly far away, then visit that
dealer to buy a piano. The second
is whether one should buy a piano
sight unseen over the Internet.

If you’re shopping for a new pi-
ano, you’ll probably have to visit
a dealer. This is because dealers
are generally prohibited by their
agreements with manufacturers
from quoting prices over the phone
or via the Internet to customers
outside their “market territory,”
the definition of which differs from
brand to brand. But once you set
foot in the dealer’s place of busi-
ness, regardless of where you came
from, you're considered a legitimate
customer and all restrictions are off,
even after you return home. There
are no such restrictions for advertis-
ing or selling used pianos.

Customers, of course, don’t care
about “market territories.” They just

USA PRODUCTION MANAGEMENT

want to get the best deal. Given the
ease of comparison shopping via the
Internet, and the frequency with which
people travel for business or plea-
sure, dealers are increasingly testing
the limits of their territorial restric-
tions, and more and more sales are
taking place at dealerships outside
the customer’s area. This is a deli-
cate subject in the industry, and the
practice is officially discouraged by
dealers and manufacturers alike.
In private, however, dealers are of-
ten happy when the extra business
walks in the door (though they hate
like heck to lose a sale to a dealer
outside their area), and some manu-
facturers are choosing to look the
other way.

There are obvious advantages to
shopping locally, and it would be
foolish not to at least begin there.
Shopping, delivery, and after-sale
service are all much easier, and
there can be pleasure in forging a
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relationship with a local merchant.
That said, every person’s lifestyle
and priorities are different. A New
Yorker who frequently does busi-
ness in San Francisco may find it
more “local” to visit a piano dealer

in downtown San Francisco, near
his or her business meeting, than to
drive all over the New York metro-
politan area with spouse and chil-
dren on a Saturday morning. In the
marketplace, the customer is king.
As people become more and more
at ease with doing business of all
kinds long-distance with the aid
of the Internet, it’s inevitable that
piano shopping will migrate in that
direction as well. In recognition of
this trend, several manufacturers
now mandate that when a customer
buys a piano from a dealer outside
the customer’s local area, the local
authorized dealer of that brand will
actually deliver the piano, and will
receive a small percentage of the
sale from the selling dealer in return
for handling any warranty issues
that may arise.

Buying a piano sight unseen
(which, in view of the above discus-
sion, must involve used pianos, not
new) is something entirely different.
Obviously, if you’re at all musically
sensitive, buying a piano without
trying it out first is just plain nuts.
But, as much as I hate to admit it,
it may make sense for some people.
In the piano business, we like to say
(and I say it a lot) that a piano is
not a commodity; that is, a product
of which one example is more or less
interchangeable with another. Each
piano is unique, etc., etc., and must
be individually chosen. But for some-
one who is buying a piano for a be-
ginner, who has no preference in
touch and tone, and just wants a
piano that’s reasonably priced, re-
liable, and looks nice, a piano may,
in fact, actually be a “commodity.”
I might wish it were otherwise, just
as an audiophile might wish that
I wouldn’t buy a stereo system off
the shelf of a discount department
store, but we’re all aficionados of
some things and indifferent about
others, and that’s our choice. Fur-
thermore, just as people who buy

electronic keyboards frequently
graduate to acoustic pianos, the
person who today buys a piano
over the Internet may tomorrow
be shopping at a local dealer for a
better piano with a particular touch
and tone. Although it isn’t some-
thing I'd advise as a general rule,
the fact is that many people have
bought pianos over the Internet
without first trying them out and
are pleased with their purchase
(and some people, probably, are not
so pleased).

If you're thinking of making a long-
distance purchase, however, please
take some precautions (not all of these
precautions will be applicable to ev-
ery purchase). First, consider whether
it’s really worth it once you’ve taken
into account the cost of long-distance
shipping. Find out as much as you
can about the dealer. Get references.
Get pictures of the piano. Hire a
piano technician in the dealer’s area
to inspect the piano (use the Piano
Technicians Guild website, www
.ptg.org, to find a technician) and
ask the technician about the dealer’s
reputation. Make sure the dealer is
experienced with arranging long-
distance piano moves, and uses a
mover that specializes in pianos.
Find out who is responsible for tun-
ing and adjusting the piano in your
home, and for repairing any defects
or dings in the finish. Get the details
of the warranty, especially who is
responsible for paying the return
freight if the piano is defective. Find
out how payment is to be made in a
way that protects both parties. And
if, after all this, you still want to buy
long-distance, my best wishes for a
successful purchase.

Negotiating Price
and Trade-Ins

The prices of new pianos are nearly
always negotiable. Only a handful of
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dealers have non-negotiable prices.
If in doubt, just ask—you’ll be able
to tell. Some dealers carry this bar-
gaining to extremes, whereas others
start pretty close to the final price.
Many dealers don’t like to display
a piano’s price because not doing
so gives them more latitude in de-
ciding on a starting price for ne-
gotiation, depending on how they
size up the customer. This makes
shopping more difficult. Use the
price information in the “Model &
Pricing Guide” of the current issue
of Acoustic & Digital Piano Buyer
to determine the likely range within
which a given model will sell. Don’t
give in too quickly. It’s quite com-
mon for the salesperson to call a day
or two later and offer a lower price.
If there’s an alternative piano at an-
other dealership that will suit your
needs just as well, it will help your
negotiating position to let the sales-
person know that.

Due to the high cost of advertis-
ing and conducting piano mega-
sales (such as college sales, truck-
load sales, etc.), prices at these events
are often actually higher than the
price you could negotiate any day
of the week, and the pressure to buy
can be enormous. Shop at these sales
only after you’ve shopped elsewhere,
and look for the real bargains that
occasionally exist.

If you're buying a new piano to
replace one that’s no longer satisfac-
tory, you’ll probably want to trade
in the old one. Dealers will usu-
ally take a trade-in, no matter how
bad it is, just to be able to facilitate
the sale. In fact, in many cases the
dealer will offer you what seems like
a king’s ransom for the old one. The
downside is that when a generous
trade-in allowance is given on the
old piano, the dealer is then likely
to offer you a less-generous price
on the new one. To see if you’re be-
ing offered a good deal, you’ll have
to carefully analyze the fair-market

value of the old piano and what
would be a likely price for the new
one without a trade-in. Sometimes it
will be to your advantage to sell the
old piano privately, though in that
case you’ll need to take into account
the hassle factor as well.

For more information about new-
piano prices and negotiating, see
the introduction to the “Model &
Pricing Guide,” elsewhere in this
issue, as well as in The Piano Book.

Used-piano prices may or may
not be negotiable. If the used piano
is being sold by a dealer who pri-
marily sells new pianos at negotiable
prices, then the used-piano prices
are probably also negotiable. Prices
of restored pianos sold by the re-
storer are less likely to be negotiable,
as technical people are usually less
comfortable with bargaining. Prices
of pianos for sale by private-party
sellers are usually negotiable, in part
because the seller often has little
idea of what the piano should sell for
and has just made up a price on the
basis of wishful thinking. But even
knowledgeable sellers will usually
leave a little wiggle room in their price.

Electronic Player-Piano
Systems

Prior to the Great Depression,
most pianos were outfitted with
player-piano mechanisms—the kind
that ran on pneumatic pressure and
paper rolls. Today’s player pianos
are all electronic; they run on CDs,
iPods, floppy diskettes, or electronic
downloads from the Internet, and
are far more versatile and sophisti-
cated than their pneumatic ances-
tors. Now you don’t have to wait
until Junior grows up to hear some-
thing interesting from the piano!
A substantial percentage of new
pianos, especially grands, are being
outfitted with these systems. In fact,
many pianos are being purchased
as home-entertainment centers by

Typically, the control box for an electronic
player-piano system is attached to the
underside of the keybed.

buyers who have no intention of ever
playing the piano themselves.

Several companies make these
systems. Yamaha’s Disklavier system
is built into select Yamaha models
at the Yamaha factory. PianoDisc
and QRS Pianomation, the two ma-
jor after-market systems, can be in-
stalled in any piano, new or used,
typically by the dealer or at an inter-
mediate distribution point. If installed
properly by a trained and authorized
installer, none of these systems will
harm the piano or void its warranty.
However, such installations are com-
plicated and messy and must be done
in a shop, not in your home.

The most basic system will play
your piano and accompany it with
synthesized orchestration or actual re-
corded accompaniment over speakers
attached to the piano. These systems
generally add about $4,000 to $7,000
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Continental Style

to the price of the piano. Add another
$1,500 to $2,000 to enable the piano
torecord your own playing for future
playback. For a little bit more, you
can mute the piano (stop the ham-
mers from hitting the strings), turn
on a digital piano sound, and listen
through headphones. The range of
prices reflects the variety of con-
figurations and options available, in-
cluding what music source you use
(CD, iPod, MP3 player, etc.) and how
much memory storage you purchase,
among others. There are also higher-
level systems at twice the price that
provide touch screens with wireless
connection for instant download-
ing of songs from the Internet. See
the article “Buying an Electronic
Player-Piano System” elsewhere in
this issue for more information.

Furniture Style and Finish

Although for most buyers the quali-
ties of performance and construc-
tion are of greatest importance in
selecting a piano, a piano is also a
large piece of furniture that tends
to become the focal point of what-
ever room it is placed in. This is es-
pecially true of grands. Add to that
the fact that you’ll be looking at it
for many years to come, and it be-
comes obvious that appearance can
be an important consideration. For
some buyers, it may be the most im-
portant consideration.

Wyman/Orla

Institutional or
Professional Style

Samick Music Corp.

Decorator Style:
French Provincial Cherry

Decorator Style:
Mediterranean Oak

Vertical pianos without front legs
are known as Continental style (also
called Contemporary, European Con-
temporary, or Eurostyle). They are
usually the smallest (42 to 43 inches
high) and least expensive pianos in a
manufacturer’s product line.

Pianos with legs supported by
toe blocks are sometimes known as
Institutional or Professional style,
particularly when the cabinet also
has little in the way of decoration or
embellishment.

School pianos are a subset of the
institutional-style category. Gener-
ally 45 to 47 inches in height, these

Pramberger Piano Co.

Samick Music Corp.

School Style

Decorator Style:
Traditional Mahogany

Hybrid Style

are institutional-style pianos made
specifically for use in school prac-
tice rooms and classrooms. They
usually come equipped with long
music racks for holding multiple
sheets of music, locks for both
the lid and the fallboard, and
heavy-duty casters for easier mov-
ing. They are generally available
in ebony or satin wood finishes.
Sturdy and sometimes plain-
looking, they are also often pur-
chased by non-institutional cus-
tomers for less furniture-conscious
locations. (If you’re buying a pi-
ano for an institution, please read
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Yamaha Corp.

Straight Leg

Spade Leg

“Buying Pianos for an Institution,”
elsewhere in this issue.)

Vertical pianos with free-stand-
ing legs not reinforced by toe blocks
are generally known as Decorator style.
Common decorator styles are Queen
Anne and French Provincial, gen-
erally in cherry (or Country French
in oak), all with curved legs; Ital-
ian Provincial, typically in walnut
with square legs; Mediterranean, usu-
ally in oak with hexagonal legs; and
Traditional, most often in mahogany
or walnut, with round or hexagonal
legs. Matching music racks and cabi-
net decoration are common furni-
ture embellishments. Furniture-style
preference is an entirely personal mat-
ter. A practical consideration, how-
ever, is that front legs not supported
by toe blocks have a tendency to break
if the piano is moved frequently.

Hybrids styles, containing fea-
tures of both institutional and
decorator styles, are common, espe-
cially in Asian pianos.

Grand pianos come in far fewer
styles than verticals. As you shop, it
is likely you will see only a few dif-
ferent styles, in a number of woods
and finishes.

Victorian Style
with Ice-Cream Cone legs

The traditional grand piano case
is likely familiar to everyone. It has
rather straight or slightly tapered legs,
often flaring slightly just above the
floor (called a spade leg), and usually
a rather plain, solid music rack.

Victorian style (sometimes called
Classic style) is an imitation of a
style in fashion in the late 1800s, with
large, round, fluted legs and a fancy,
carved music desk. Variations of the
Victorian style have “ice-cream cone”
or other types of round-ish legs.

As with verticals, grands also
come in Queen Anne and French
Provincial styles, with curved legs,
and in other period styles. In addi-
tion to the leg style, these usually dif-
fer in the treatment of the music rack
and cabinet embellishment as well.

Pianos come in a variety of woods,
most commonly ebony (sometimes
called ebonized), which is not actual
ebony wood, but an inexpensive,
sturdy veneer that has been painted
black; as well as mahogany, cherry,
walnut, and oak. Exotic woods in-
clude bubinga, rosewood, and many
others, available on higher-priced
uprights and grands. In pianos of
lesser quality, sometimes a less

Petrof

Queen Anne Style

expensive wood will be stained to
look like a more expensive one. Pianos
are also available in ivory or white,
and it’s often possible to special-order
a piano in red, blue, or other colors.

In addition to the wood itself, the
way the wood is finished also varies.
Piano finishes come in either high
polish (high gloss) or satin finishes.
Satin reflects light but not images,
whereas high polish is nearly mir-
ror-like. Variations on satin include
matte, which is completely flat (i.e.,
reflects no light), and open-pore
finishes, common on European
pianos, in which the grain is not
filled in before finishing, leaving a
slightly grainier texture. A few fin-
ishes are semigloss, which is part-
way between satin and high polish.
As with furniture style, the finish is
an entirely personal matter, though
it should be noted that satin finishes
tend to show fingerprints more than
do high-polish finishes.

Most piano finishes are either lac-
quer or polyester. Lacquer was the
finish on most pianos made in the
first three-quarters of the 20th cen-
tury, but it is gradually being sup-
planted by polyester. In my opinion,
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lacquer finishes—especially high-
gloss lacquer—are more beautiful
than polyester, but they scratch quite
easily, whereas polyester is very du-
rable. (Lacquer finishes can be re-
paired more easily.) Hand-rubbed
satin lacquer is particularly elegant.
Sometimes, when a customer de-
sires a piano in a satin finish but the
dealer has in stock only the high-pol-
ish polyester model, the dealer will
offer to buff it down to a satin fin-
ish at a cost of $500 to $1,000. This
is commonly done, and it works, but
usually doesn’t look as nice as the
factory-made satin finish.

Touch and Tone

Touch, in its simplest form, refers to
the effort required to press the piano
keys. Unfortunately, the specifica-
tions provided by the manufacturers,
expressed in grams, don’t do justice to
this complicated subject. The appar-
ent touch can be very different when
the piano is played fast and loud than
when it is played soft and slow, and
this difference is not captured in the

< ADVERTISEMENT >
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This year, Petrof will celebrate its 150th
anniversary. In 1864, Antonin Petrof estab-
lished the company in his hometown, Hradec
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upon returning from his piano-making
apprenticeship in Vienna. Focusing on qual-
ity, the company became one of the most
famous makers of high-quality instruments,
and remained so until 1948, when Czechoslo-
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numbers. If you are other than a be-
ginner, be sure to try it out both ways.

Advanced pianists tend to prefer
a touch that is moderately firm be-
cause it provides better control than
a very light touch and strengthens
the muscles. Too light a touch, even
for a beginner, can cause laziness,
but too firm a touch can be physi-
cally harmful over time. The touch
of most new pianos today is within a
reasonable range for their intended
audience, but the touch of older pia-
nos can vary a lot depending on con-
dition. A piano teacher may be able to
assist in evaluating the touch of a pi-
ano for a beginner, particularly if con-
sidering an entry-level or used piano.

Piano tone is also very complex.
The most basic aspect of tone, and
the one most easily changed, is its
brightness or mellowness. A bright
tone, sometimes described by
purchasers as sharp or loud, is one in
which higher-pitched overtones pre-
dominate. A mellow tone, sometimes
described as warm, dull, or soft, is one
in which lower-pitched overtones are
dominant. Most pianos are some-
where in between, and vary from
one part of the keyboard to another,
or depending on how hard one plays.
The key to satisfaction is to make
sure that the tone is right for the mu-
sic you most often play or listen to.
For example, jazz pianists will often
prefer a brighter tone, whereas clas-
sical pianists will often prefer one
that is mellower, or that can be var-
ied easily from soft to loud; i.e., that
has a broad dynamic range. How-
ever, there is no accounting for taste,
and there are as many exceptions to
these generalizations as there are fol-
lowers. A piano technician can make
adjustments to the brightness or mel-
lowness of the tone through a pro-
cess known as voicing.

Another aspect of tone to pay atten-
tion to is sustain, which is how long the
sound of a note continues at an audible
level, while its key is depressed, before

THE PIANO AS

SCULPTURE

Both grands and verticals are avail-
able in Designer versions, with such
decorative features as inlays and
marquetry, carving, wood veneer or
chrome accents, burl woods, two-
tone effects, decorative moldings,
painting, and more. Some designer
pianos are outrageous or defy cate-
gorization, while others attempt to
be very “modern,” or combine both
the modern and the traditional.

The highest form of piano art is
embodied in Art-Case pianos. These
are usually highly decorated instru-
ments, their embellishments orga-
nized around a theme and designed
by a famous furniture designer, who
in his work may make use of inlays,
paintings, gem stones, or just about
any other medium one can think of.
These pianos are very expensive and
considered works of art as well as mu-
sical instruments.

Under the heading “Piano Art,”
examples of designer and art-case
pianos are scattered throughout this
publication for your appreciation and
amusement.

disappearing. Practically speaking,
this determines the ability of a me-
lodic line to “sing” above an accom-
paniment, especially when played in
the critical mid-treble section.

Most pianos will play loudly quite
reliably, but providing good expres-
sion when played softly is consider-
ably more challenging. When trying
out a piano, be sure to play at a vari-
ety of dynamic levels. Test the action
with your most technically demand-
ing passages. Don’t forget to test the
pedals for sensitivity commensurate
with your musical needs.

Room acoustics have a tremen-
dous effect on piano tone, so you’ll
want to note the extent to which the
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acoustics of the dealer’s showroom
differ from those of your home, and
make allowance for it. Hard surfaces,
such as bare walls, tile, and glass
will make the tone brighter. Absor-
bent surfaces—upholstered furniture,
heavy drapes, plush carpeting—will
make it mellower. Once the piano
is in the home, a technician may be
able to make adjustments to the tone,
but to avoid unpleasant surprises,
it’s best to buy a piano whose tone is
already close to what you want. Ad-
justing the room acoustics through
the strategic use of wall hangings,
scatter rugs, and furniture can also
help. See the article “Ten Ways to
Voice a Room,” elsewhere in this
issue.

The Piano Warranty

The majority of pianos never gen-
erate a warranty claim. That said,
few people would sleep well worry-
ing about potential problems aris-
ing in such a major purchase. Key

warranty issues are: what is covered,
for how long, and who stands behind
the warranty. The overwhelming ma-
jority of new-piano warranties cover
the cost of parts and labor necessary
to correct any defect in materials
or workmanship. The warrantor
(usually the manufacturer or dis-
tributor) also generally reserves the
right to replace the piano should
it choose to in lieu of repair. The
warrantee (the customer) generally
makes warranty claims to the dealer
who, upon approval of the warran-
tor, makes the necessary repairs or
replaces the instrument, as applica-
ble. If the dealer is out of business,
or if the customer has moved, war-
ranty claims are made to the new
local dealer of that brand, if any, or
directly to the warrantor.
Warranties are in effect from
the date of purchase and generally
run between five and fifteen years,

depending on the manufacturer.
Note that there is little correlation
between the length of warranty and
the quality of the piano, as decisions
on warranty terms are often made
based on marketing factors. For ex-
ample, a new manufacturer might
well offer a longer warranty to help
bolster sales.

The Magnuson-Moss Warranty
Act mandates that warranties be
either full or limited. In the piano
industry, the only significant differ-
ence is that full warranties remain in
effect for the entire stated term, re-
gardless of piano ownership, whereas
limited warranties cover only the
original purchaser. If you plan on
possibly selling or trading up within
a few years, a full warranty offers
protection to the new owner, increas-
ing the piano’s value to them, and may
justify a little higher selling price or
trade-in value.
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The final key issue about piano
warranties concerns who stands be-
hind the warranty. In most cases
the warranty is backed by the actual
manufacturer. This is advantageous,
as the manufacturer has a major
capital investment in its factory and
has probably been in business for
many years. The likelihood is that it
will be around for the entire five- to
fifteen-year period of your warranty.
In today’s piano market, however,
many brands are manufactured un-
der contract for a distributor, and
the warranty is backed only by that
distributor. Often, the distributor’s
only investment is a small rented
office/warehouse and a few dozen
pianos. Pianos are also often made
to order for a particular dealership
under a private brand name and are
sold—and warranted—only by that
dealership and/or its affiliates. In
those cases, the warranty is further
limited by the financial strength of
the distributor or dealership, which
can be difficult for the shopper to
evaluate. In these situations, caution
is called for.

When purchasing a used or re-
stored piano, there is no warranty from
a private, non-commercial seller, but a
commercial seller will usually provide
some kind of warranty, even if for only
a few months. Pianos that have been
completely restored typically come
with a warranty with terms similar to
that of a new piano, though of course it
is backed by only the restorer.

Miscellaneous Practical
Considerations

Bench

In all likelihood, your purchase of
a new piano will include a match-
ing bench. Benches for consumer-
grade pianos are usually made by
the piano manufacturer and come
with the piano. Benches for perfor-
mance-grade pianos are more often
provided separately by the dealer.

The original
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Tel: 813-961-8405 Fax: 813-961-8514
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www. august-foerster.de

Benches come in two basic
types: fixed-height and adjustable.
Consumer-grade pianos usually
come with fixed-height benches that
have either a solid top that matches
the piano’s finish, or a padded
top with sides and legs finished to
match the piano. The legs of most
benches will be miniatures of the
piano’s legs, particularly for deco-
rative models. Most piano benches
have music storage compartments.
School and institutional-type verti-
cal pianos often come with so-called
“stretcher” benches—the legs are

connected with wooden reinforcing
struts to better endure heavy use.

Adjustable benches are preferred
by serious players, and by children
and adults who are shorter or taller
than average. The deeply-tufted tops
come in a heavy-duty vinyl and look
like leather; tops of actual leather
are available at additional cost. Ad-
justable benches vary considerably
in quality. The best ones are expen-
sive ($500 to $750) but are built to
last a lifetime.

Finally, if the piano you want
doesn’t come with the bench you
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desire, talk to your dealer. It’s com-
mon for dealers to swap benches
or bench tops to accommodate your
preference, or to offer an upgrade to a
better bench in lieu of a discount on
the piano.

For more information, see “Benches,
Lamps, Accessories, and Problem
Solvers,” elsewhere in this issue.

Middle Pedal

As I mentioned near the beginning of
this article, the function of the mid-
dle pedal varies. In some circum-
stances, you may need to consider
whether the function of the middle
pedal on a particular instrument
will meet your musical needs.

On most new vertical pianos, the
middle pedal operates a mute that
reduces the sound volume by about
50 percent, a feature often appreci-
ated by family members of beginning
students. If your piano lacks this
feature, after-market mute mecha-
nisms are available for grands and
verticals through piano technicians

or dealers. On older verticals and a
few new ones, the middle pedal, if
not a mute, usually operates a bass
sustain, although occasionally it’s a
“dummy” pedal that does nothing at
all. I’ve never known anyone to ac-
tually use a bass-sustain pedal, so it
might as well be a dummy.

On most grands and a few expen-
sive uprights, the middle pedal op-
erates a sostenuto mechanism that
selectively sustains only those notes
whose keys are down at the moment
the pedal is pressed. This mecha-
nism is called into action for only
a relatively few pieces of classical
music, yet it is generally considered
obligatory for any “serious” instru-
ment. Only inexpensive new and
used grands omit the sostenuto, usu-
ally in favor of a bass sustain. (The
obligatory nature of the sostenuto
pedal—or any middle pedal—on a
grand piano is a largely American
phenomenon. Until fairly recently,
many “serious” European pianos
made for the European market had
only two pedals.)

Fallboard (Keyboard Cover)

Vertical pianos use one of three ba-
sic fallboard designs: the Boston
fallboard, a sliding fallboard (both
of which disappear when open), or
a one-piece “drop” fallboard with

integrated music shelf.

The Boston fallboard is found
on most furniture-style pianos and
characteristically is a two-piece,
double-hinged assembly. It is easily
removed for service, and the rigid-
ity provided by the hinges keeps the
fallboard and the piano’s side arms
from being scratched when the fall-
board is opened or closed.

The sliding fallboard, a one-piece
cover that slides out from under the
music desk to cover the keys, is con-
siderably less expensive. However,
if it is pulled unevenly and/or up-
wardly, it can scratch the fallboard
or the inside of the piano’s side arms.

The one-piece “drop” fallboard is
commonly found on larger uprights.
It is simply hinged at the back and
lifts up to just past vertical, where it
lies against the upper front panel of
the piano. Attached to its underside
is a small music shelf that is exposed
when the fallboard is opened, then
manually unfolded.

Grand pianos use a smaller one-
piece “drop” fallboard that opens
under the music desk. Fallboards on
many newer grands are hydraulically
damped so as to close slowly over the
keys, eliminating the possibility of
harming the player’s or a young child’s
fingers. Aftermarket kits are available
for pianos that lack this feature. L]
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WHEN | BEGAN servicing pianos during the 1970s, most pianos sold
in the U.S. (with the important exception of the growing number
of pianos from Japan) were made in the U.S. by about a dozen
different makers, which together turned out hundreds of thou-
sands of pianos annually. By current standards, many were not
particularly well made. Today, only three companies make pia-
nos in the U.S. in any real quantities, which combined amount to
no more than a few thousand instruments per year. However, over
40,000 new acoustic pianos are sold here annually under some
70 different brand names, made by more than 30 companies in a
dozen countries. The quality is the best it’s ever been. Here are

the highlights of what’s happened:

m The Japanese “invasion” of the
1960s onward was followed by a
wave of pianos from Korea in the
1980s and "90s. Together, these
imports put most low- and mid-
priced American makers out of
business.

m Rising wages in Korea in the
1990s caused much of that
country’s piano production to
move to Indonesia and China.

= The economic emergence of
China during the 2000s resulted
in a new wave of low-priced, low-
quality pianos appearing in the
U.S. and globally.

m Foreign firms and investors have
combined low-cost Chinese and
Indonesian labor with high-
quality design and manufacturing
expertise, parts, and materials
from Western countries to
greatly increase the quality of
low-priced Chinese and Indo-
nesian pianos.

m  Cheaper equipment for computer-
aided design and manufacturing
has allowed for their more wide-
spread use by small and large
firms alike, with a consequent

increase in precision of manu-
facturing at all price levels.

Since the 1990s, a dozen or more
European makers of high-quality
pianos have been aggressively
marketing their pianos in the U.S.,
challenging entrenched interests
and creating more choice and
higher quality in the high end of
the piano market. They are cur-
rently hampered, however, by a
disadvantageous
exchange rate.

To better survive
in a global econ-
omy, high-end
companies have
diversified their
product lines to
include low- and
mid-priced pianos,
setting up fac-
tories or forming
alliances with
companies in
parts of the world where labor is
cheaper. At the same time,
makers of low- and mid-priced
pianos are creating higher-priced
models using parts and expertise

Over 40,000 new
acoustic pianos are and
sold here annually
under some 70
different brand
names, made by more

usually associated with the high-
end companies, thus blurring the
line between the high and low
ends of the piano market.

China

The first piano factory in China
is said to have been established
in 1895, in Shanghai (perhaps by
the British?). During the 1950s,
the Communists consolidated the
country’s piano manufacturing into
four government-owned factories:
Shanghai, Beijing, and Dongbei
(means “northeast”) in the north-
ern part of the country, and Guang-
zhou Pearl River in the south.
Piano making, though industrial,
remained primitive well into the
1990s. In that decade, the gov-
ernment of China began to open
the country’s economy to foreign
investment, first only to part-
nerships with the government,
and later to completely private
concerns.

As China’s economy
has opened up, the
nation’s rising middle
upper classes
have created a sharp
increase in demand
for pianos. Tempted
by the enormous po-
tential of the Chi-
nese domestic mar-

than 30 Companies in ket’ as well as by the
a dozen countries.

lure of cheap goods
manufactured for the
West, foreign interests have built
new piano factories in China,
bought existing factories, or con-
tracted with existing factories for
the manufacture of pianos. The
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government has also poured money
into its own factories to make
them more competitive and to
accommodate the growing demand.

Except for the government in-
volvement, the piano-making scene
in China today is reminiscent of that
in the U.S. a century ago: Hundreds
of small firms assemble pianos from
parts or subassemblies obtained
from dozens of suppliers and sell
them on a mostly regional basis. The
government factories and a few large
foreign ones sell nationally. Most
of the pianos sold in the Chinese
domestic market are still primitive
by Western standards. Primarily,
the quality has markedly improved
where foreign technical assistance or
investment has been involved; only
those pianos are good enough to be
sold in the West.

Although in China the govern-
ment factories have long had a

U elyer

Albert W eber

A Timeless Classic Since 1852

To find your nearest dealer visit weberpiano.com

monopoly on sales through piano
dealers, that hold is gradually being
eroded, and the government entities
are experiencing great competitive
pressure from all the smaller players.
Combined with the inefficiencies and
debt inherent in government opera-
tions, the current competitive situation
is probably making the government
think twice about continuing to sub-
sidize the piano industry. Already, one
of its factories, Dongbei, has been priva-
tized through its sale to Gibson Guitar
Corporation, parent of Baldwin Piano
Company; and another, Guangzhou
Pearl River, has successfully completed
an initial public offering to become a
public company.

Besides Baldwin, Pearl River, and
the government-owned factories,
other large makers in China for the
North American market are Parsons
Music (Hong Kong), Yamaha (Japan),
Young Chang (Korea), and, for the

Canadian market, Kawai (Japan)—
all of whom own factories in China.
Other foreign-owned companies that
own factories in China or contract
with Chinese manufacturers to make
pianos for the U.S. market include
AXL (Palatino brand), Bechstein
(W. Hoffmann Vision brand), Bliith-
ner (Irmler Studio brand), Brodmann,
Cunningham, Feurich, Heintzman,
Perzina, Schulze Pollmann, and
Wilh. Steinberg. Many American
distributors and dealers contract
with Beijing, Dongbei, Pearl River,
and Sejung, selling pianos in the
U.S. under a multitude of names.
Steinway & Sons markets the Essex
brand, designed by Steinway and
manufactured by Pearl River.

And one company, Hailun, is
owned and operated by a Chinese
entrepreneur, Chen Hailun.

From about 2000 to 2005, most sales
of Chinese pianos in the U.S. were
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based on the idea of luring custom-
ers into the store to buy the least ex-
pensive piano possible. Dealers that
staked their business on this approach
often lost it. A growing trend now is to
manufacture and sell somewhat higher-
priced pianos that have added value in
the form of better components, often
imported to China from Europe and
the U.S., but still taking advantage of
the low cost of Chinese labor. The best
ones are not just a collection of parts,
however, but also have improved
designs developed with foreign
technical assistance, and sufficient
oversight to make sure the designs
are properly executed.

The oversight is especially im-
portant. Chinese piano manufac-
turers have been quite aggressive in
acquiring piano-making knowledge,
and are happy to use their alliances
with Western distributors in fur-
thering that end. There has been a

-

tendency, however, for Chinese fac-
tory managers to ignore the advice
and requests of Western distributors
once their inspectors leave the factory,
resulting in product that does not
meet the standards or specifications
contracted for. The distributors have
gradually discovered that the only
way to overcome this problem is
to own the factory themselves, to
maintain a constant presence at the
factory, or to constitute such a large
percentage of the Chinese company’s
business that they, the Westerners,
can control production. Alterna-
tively, a Western company can exam-
ine all the pianos in its home country
before sending them on to dealers,
but this is less satisfactory than stop-
ping problems at the source. Western
distributors of Korean pianos used
to complain of a similar problem
with Korean factory managers dur-
ing the height of that country’s piano

industry in the 1980s and ’90s. As in
Korea, the situation in China is rap-
idly improving as the Chinese become
accustomed to Western ways of doing
business and more focused on qual-
ity control.

Pianos made in China now domi-
nate the North American market,
constituting more than a third of all
new pianos sold in the U.S. A decade
ago, most were just barely acceptable
technically, and musically undesir-
able. Over the years, however, both the
technical and musical qualities have
taken big leaps forward. While some
remain at the entry level, others rival
the performance of more expensive
pianos from other parts of the world.
Reports sometimes suggest less con-
sistency than with pianos from other
countries, and a continuing need for
thorough pre-sale preparation by
the dealer (who sometimes must weed
out the bad ones and return them to
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the factory), but otherwise few major
problems. The prices of the better
models are rising, but for entry- and
mid-level buyers, many Chinese brands
are still good value.

Indonesia

Indonesia is China’s closest com-
petitor in terms of price and quality.
But unlike China, in which many
small and large companies, domes-
tic and foreign, are involved in piano
manufacturing, virtually all pianos
made in Indonesia are the products
of three large, foreign players: Ya-
maha, Kawai, and Samick. For the
U.S. market, Yamaha makes only
one model, an entry-level grand,
in Indonesia; Kawai makes all its
small and medium-sized verticals
there, and one entry-level grand;
and Samick makes all its pianos for
sale in North America there, both
grand and vertical.

Overall, the manufacturing
quality is similar to China’s, but In-
donesia got to this level of quality
more rapidly and is perhaps more
consistent. This may have been due
to the smaller number and, on
average, larger size of Indonesia’s
piano manufacturers, as well as to
cultural and political differences
between the countries. Development
of manufacturing in Indonesia was
aided by the fact that the country
was already a democratic (more or
less), capitalist nation with strong
ties to the West, and accustomed to
Western ways of working and doing
business, with English widely spoken.
The government does not own or
manage the factories.

One of the big challenges in
Indonesia, as in the rest of tropi-
cal Asia (which includes southern
China), is climate control inside the
factories, and the proper handling
of wood to avoid problems later on
when the instruments are shipped
to drier countries and the wood dries
out. All three companies, as well as

Pearl River in southern China, have
done a good job of meeting this chal-
lenge (though some only recently),
but caution and proper climate con-
trol by the consumer are especially
advised when these pianos are to be
used in very difficult, dry indoor
climates.

Korea

The Korean piano
industry has had a
tumultuous history,
from its beginnings
in the war-torn 1950s
through its meteoric
global rise in the
1980s; through labor
unrest, the Asian eco-
nomic crisis, and the
abrupt collapse of
the country’s piano
industry in the 1990s;
and most recently through bank-
ruptcies, reorganizations, aborted
takeovers, and more bankruptcies.
Today, both Samick and Young
Chang seem to be on relatively sta-
ble financial footing, the latter hav-
ing just emerged from bankruptcy
after being purchased by Hyundai
Development Company. As men-
tioned earlier, due to high labor
costs in Korea, both companies
have moved most of their manufac-
turing elsewhere, limiting produc-
tion at home to the more expensive
models.

Quality control in the Korean
models is now nearly as good as in
pianos from Japan, but getting there
has taken 30 years of two steps for-
ward, one step back. The reasons for
the slow development are probably
numerous, but undoubtedly some are
cultural in nature: Western piano-com-
pany personnel have often reported
that their Korean counterparts can
be proud people, reluctant to take ad-
vice from Americans (not that they
necessarily should—unless they’re
trying to sell products to Americans).

Quality control in
the Korean models
is now nearly as
good as in pianos
from Japan, but
getting there has
taken 30 years of
two steps forward,
one step back.

Musically, the two companies’
pianos have never really gained
clear, aesthetic identities of their
own, other than as very acceptable
musical products. Periodic redesigns
by German engineers, or American
engineers with Germanic names
(always sought by piano makers),
have brought some
progress, but never as
much as was hoped
for. Part of the rea-
son for the lack of
identity may be that
there have been such
a multitude of prod-
uct lines made in
different factories to
constantly changing
specifications that
nothing has settled
down long enough to
stick. Internal poli-
tics and dealing with
quality-control problems have also
taken up much energy over the
years.

Things are settling down now for
both companies. Samick, in its up-
per- and mid-level lines, is producing
some of its nicest pianos ever. Young
Chang is playing catch-up, but also
has some good designs, with new
ones in the pipeline. Both companies’
top-level products have much to offer
at good prices.

Japan

Japan’s two major piano manu-
facturers, Yamaha and Kawai,
began making pianos around 1900
and 1927, respectively, with export to
the United States beginning in ear-
nest in the early 1960s. The first few
years of export were spent learning to
season the wood to the demands of
the North American climate, but
since then the quality control has
been impressive, to say the least,
and the standard to which other
piano manufacturers aspire. Both
companies also have outstanding
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warranty service, so customers are
never left hanging with unsatis-
factory instruments. As in Korea,
labor costs in Japan have risen to the
point where both companies have
been forced to move much of their
manufacturing elsewhere, making
only their more expensive models in
Japan. With some exceptions, their
grands and tallest uprights are made
in Japan, small and mid-sized verti-
cals in other Asian countries.

The tone of Japanese pianos
tends to be a little on the bright
and percussive side (Yamaha more
than Kawai), though less so than
in previous years, and pleasing in
their own way. In addition to their
regular lines, both companies make
high-end lines with more “classi-
cal” qualities, as well as entry-level
lines that reflect a compromise
between price and quality. The
pianos are very popular with institu-
tions and are real workhorses. Al-
though more expensive than most
other Asian pianos, a Japanese-made
Yamaha or Kawai piano is hard to
beat for reliability. Kawai also manu-
factures the Boston brand, designed
by Steinway and sold through Stein-
way dealers.

United States

Only three companies manufacture
pianos here in any numbers: Stein-
way & Sons, Mason & Hamlin, and
Charles R. Walter. A couple of other
makers are in very limited produc-
tion: Astin-Weight in Salt Lake City,
whose factory was shut down several
years ago by storm damage, says
it still makes a few pianos; and pia-
nos are once again being assembled
in Chicago under the Kimball name
using parts sourced from around the
world. A few boutique makers, such
as Ravenscroft, build high-end pia-
nos to order. Baldwin, for a century
one of the largest American produc-
ers, finally ceased most production

at its American factory in 2009, hav-
ing moved nearly all piano produc-
tion to its two plants in China.
Steinway & Sons has been mak-
ing high-quality pianos in New
York City since its founding in
1853 by German immigrants. For
most of the past century, the com-
pany has had little competition in
the U.S.: when one desired to buy a
piano of the highest quality, it was
simply understood that one meant a
Steinway. The last decade or two has
seen a gradual erosion
of that status by more
than a dozen Euro-
pean firms and our
own Mason & Ham-
lin. Although each by
itself is too small to
make a dent in Stein-
way’s business, their
combined effect has
been to claim a substan-
tial share of the market
for high-end pianos in
the home. (Steinway
still dominates the
concert-grand market
and, to some extent, the institutional
market.) This has been made easier
by the fact that in certain respects
these European-made pianos are
visibly and audibly of higher qual-
ity than American-made Steinways
(to be distinguished from Steinways
made at the company’s branch fac-
tory in Hamburg, Germany, which
are of the highest quaity). Steinways
have classic designs and use proven
materials and methods of construc-
tion, but the musical and aesthetic fin-
ishing of the American-made pianos
has too often been left uncompleted
at the factory in the expectation,
frequently unmet, that the dealers
would finish it off. Fortunately, the
past few years have seen a reversal of
this trend in the form of many small
improvements at the factory, as well
as perhaps better performance by
dealers. Though there is room for

The rush to sell

to Americans has
caused some
European companies
to reconsider the
tonal designs of their

further improvement, the ratio of
compliments to complaints, in my ex-
perience, has become more favorable.
The recent replacement of American
Steinway management by personnel
from Steinway’s European branches
may also be having a salutary effect.

Mason & Hamlin, Steinway’s
principal competitor in the early
part of the 20th century, went into
a long period of decline after the
Great Depression. After a series of
bankruptcies and reorganizations in
the 1980s and ’90s,
Mason & Hamlin was
purchased in 1996 by
the Burgett brothers,
owners of PianoDisc,
a leading manufac-
turer of player-piano
systems. Since then,
from an old brick
factory building in
Haverhill, Massa-
chusetts, the Burgetts
have completely re-
stored the company

instruments. to its former excel-

lence, and then some.
They and their staff have designed or
redesigned a complete line of grand
pianos and modernized century-old
equipment. Rather than compete with
Steinway on Steinway’s terms, Mason
& Hamlin has repositioned itself as
an innovator, seeking out or devel-
oping high-quality but lower-cost
parts and materials from around
the world, and combining them
with traditional craftsmanship to
produce a great piano at a somewhat
lower price.

Charles R. Walter, a piano de-
sign engineer by profession, has
been making high-quality vertical
pianos in Elkhart, Indiana, since the
1970s, and grands for over ten years.
The factory is staffed in large part
by members of his extended fam-
ily. The instruments are built using
the best traditional materials and
construction practices. Right now,
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times are tough for small compa-
nies such as this, which produce an
excellent product but are neither the
high-priced celebrated names nor the
low-cost mass producers. If you’re
looking to “buy American,” you can’t
get any more American than Charles
R. Walter.

Europe

European makers that regularly
sell in the U.S. include: Bechstein,
Bliithner, Feurich, August Forster,
Grotrian, Sauter, Schimmel, Seiler,
Steingraeber, and Wilh. Steinberg
(Germany); Bosendorfer (Austria);
Fazioli and Schulze Pollmann (It-
aly); Estonia (Estonia); and Petrof
(Czech Republic). Most are of
extremely high quality; even the
least of them is very good. Until
two decades ago, most of these
brands were virtually unknown or
unavailable in the U.S., but as the
European demand for pianos con-
tracted, many of the companies
found that Americans, with their
large homes and incomes, would
buy all the grand pianos they could
produce. The liberation of East-
ern Europe resulted
in an increase in the
quality of such vener-
able brands as Estonia
and Petrof, which had
suffered under Com-
munist rule, and these
brands, too, became
available and accepted
here.

The rush to sell to
Americans has caused
some European compa-
nies to reconsider the tonal designs
of their instruments and to redesign
them for better sound projection,
tonal color, and sustain—that is, to
sound more like American Stein-
ways. Considering that some of these
companies are five or six generations
old and have redesigned their pianos

The worldwide
changes in the piano
industry are making
it more difficult to
advise piano
shoppers.

about that many times in 150 years,
this degree of activity is unusual. Some
of the redesigns have been great mu-
sical successes; nevertheless, the loss
of diversity in piano sound is to be
mourned.

Several German companies have
started or acquired second-tier lines
to diversify their product lines, and
have gradually shifted much of their
production to former Soviet-bloc
countries with lower labor costs,
producing brands such as Bohemia
and W. Hoffmann (by Bechstein) in
the Czech Republic, and Vogel (by
Schimmel) in Poland. Today, there
is enough commonality in busi-
ness practices, laws, and attitudes
toward quality among the countries
of Europe that the distinction between
Eastern and Western Europe carries
little meaning—except for labor
costs, where the savings can be great.

Globalization, Quality,
and Value

The worldwide changes in the piano
industry are making it more diffi-
cult to advise piano shoppers. For
many years, the paradigm for piano
quality has been an
international peck-
ing order: pianos
from Russia, China,
and Indonesia at the
bottom; followed by
Korea, Japan, and
Eastern Europe;
and, finally, Western
Europe at the top,
with pianos from the
U.S. scattered here
and there, depend-
ing on the brand. This pecking order
has never been foolproof, but it has
served a generation of piano buyers
well enough as a rule of thumb.

Now this order is being disturbed
by globalization. High-end and low-
end makers are, to some extent, adopting
each other’s methods and narrowing

the differences between them.
On the one hand, some Western
European and American makers of
high-end pianos are partially com-
puterizing the manufacture of their
“hand-built” pianos, quietly sourcing
parts and subassemblies from China,
and developing less expensive prod-
uct lines in Eastern Europe and Asia.
On the other hand, some Korean and
Chinese makers are importing parts
and technology from Germany, Ja-
pan, and the U.S., producing pianos
that sometimes rival the performance
of more expensive pianos from the
West. Global alliances are bringing
new products to market that are more
hybridized than anything we’ve seen
before. Although the old pecking order
still has some validity, the number of
exceptions is increasing, causing tem-
porary confusion in the marketplace
until a new order emerges.

At the same time that the range of
quality differences is narrowing, the
range of prices is widening, bringing
into greater prominence issues of
“value.” Eastern European brands
have emerged as “value” alternatives
to Western European brands, the lat-
ter becoming frightfully expensive
due to high labor costs and the rapid
appreciation of the euro against the
dollar. Some of the better pianos
from China, Korea, and Indonesia
have become value alternatives to
Japanese pianos. Brands that don’t
scream “value” are being squeezed
out of the market.

As mentioned above, one of the
consequences of globalization is that
parts and materials formerly avail-
able only to high-end makers are now
for sale to any company, anywhere,
that’s willing to pay for them. Thus,
you’ll see a number of Asian firms
marketing their pianos with a list of
well-regarded brand-name com-
ponents from Germany and North
America, such as Renner, Roslau,
Mapes, and Bolduc. The question then
naturally arises: Given that high-end

40

PIANOBUYER.COM



nerson

Old Traditions ©> New Beginnings

Shanghai e Seattle = Boston e Vienna

W.P. Emerson
Since 1849

emerson-piano.com ¢ 509.946.8078

pianos are so expensive, and that
today one can buy for so little a
Chinese-made piano with German
design, German parts, and perhaps
even a German name, is it still worth
buying a performance-grade piano
made in the West? Are there any dif-
ferences worth paying for?

There’s no question that high-end
components, such as Renner ham-
mers and Bolduc soundboards, add
to the quality and value of consumer-
grade pianos in which they’re used.
But in terms of quality, components
such as these are only the tip of the
iceberg. Although the difference be-
tween performance- and consumer-
grade pianos has narrowed, in many
ways the two types of manufactur-
ers still live in different worlds.

Differences are manifested in such
things as the selection, drying, and
use of wood; final regulation and
voicing; and attention to technical
and cosmetic details.

Makers of performance-grade
pianos use higher grades of wood,
selected for finer grain, more even
color, or greater hardness, strength,
and/or acoustical properties, as the
use requires. Wood is seasoned more
carefully and for longer periods of
time, resulting in greater dimen-
sional stability and a longer-lasting
product. Veneers are more carefully
matched, and finishes polished to a
greater smoothness. Action assem-
blies purchased from suppliers may
be taken apart and put back together
to more exacting tolerances than

originally supplied. The workspace
is set up to allow workers more time
to complete their tasks and a greater
opportunity to catch and correct er-
rors. Much more time is spent on fi-
nal regulation and voicing, with an
instrument not leaving the factory,
in some cases, until a musician has
had an opportunity to play it and be
satisfied. Of course, the degree to
which these manifestations of qual-
ity, and many others not mentioned,
are present will vary by brand and
circumstance, but underlying them
all is this philosophical difference:
with performance-grade pianos,
the driving force behind decision-
making tends to be the quality of
the product; with consumer-grade
pianos, cost is a greater factor.

PIANOBUYER.COM

41



A MAP OF THE MARKET
FOR NEW PIANOS

The chart and commentary that fol-
low are intended to provide the new-
comer to the piano market with a
simple summary of how this market
is organized. Although summarizing
the market requires making a certain
number of subjective judgments, this
summary is intended less as a ranking
of quality than as a description of how
manufacturers and dealers position
their products in the marketplace,
which is largely along lines of price,
country of origin, and reputation.
While these factors are often associ-
ated with quality, that association is
far from perfectly consistent.

Why don’t we strictly judge piano
quality in Piano Buyer? During the
last half of the 20th century, a great
many pianos, especially low-end in-
struments manufactured in the U.S.
and in developing countries, had sig-
nificant defects that made separating
good instruments from bad relatively
easy. That is no longer the case. Due
to globalization and the computer-
ization of manufacturing, virtually
all pianos now sold in the West are
competently made and without ma-
jor defects, and the differences be-
tween them are increasingly subtle
and subjective. In addition, price is
sometimes more a reflection of labor
costs in the country of origin than
of quality. While it’s still clear that
high-end pianos are better than en-
try-level ones, comparisons of instru-
ments that are closer in price are less
conclusive, and much more subject
to the whims of personal preference,
how well the pianos have been pre-
pared for sale, room acoustics, and
so forth. Furthermore, even those re-
sponsible for the technical design of
pianos often can’t agree on which fea-
tures and specifications produce the
best instruments! In such a context
of extreme subjectivity, contradic-
tory expert opinion, and a changing

Highest Quality/
Prestige
Verticals:

$25,000-$50,000

Grands 5'to 7":
$75,000-$125,000

Very High Quality
Verticals:
$20,000-$30,000
Grands 5'to 7':
$40,000-$90,000

PERFORMANCE-GRADE PIANOS

High Quality
Verticals:
$15,000-$30,000
Grands 5'to 7':
$40,000-$70,000

C. Bechstein
Bluthner
Bosendorfer
Fazioli
Grotrian
Sauter
Steingraeber & S6hne

Steinway & Sons
(Hamburg)

Bechstein (Academy/B)

Estonia

August Forster
Haessler

Shigeru Kawai
Mason & Hamlin
Schimmel (Konzert/Classic)
Seiler (Germany)

Steinway & Sons
(New York)

Yamaha (CF)

Petrof

Schimmel
(International)

Schulze Pollmann
grands

Wilh. Steinberg (1Q)
Charles R. Walter

European Affiliated
Verticals:
$10,000-$20,000
Grands 5'to 7":
$30,000-$40,000

Deluxe Consumer
(Japanese)

Verticals:
$10,000-$17,000
Grands 5'to 7':
$23,000-$55,000

INTERMEDIATE-GRADE PIANOS

Deluxe Consumer
(Other Asian)

Verticals:
$10,000-$14,000
Grands 5'to 7':
$25,000-$36,000

Brodmann (AS)
W. Hoffmann
Irmler (Professional)
Schulze Pollmann
verticals
Seiler (ED)
Wilhelm Schimmel/
Vogel

Boston (Japan)
Kawai (RX/GX) grands
Kawai verticals
(Japan)
Yamaha (C/CX) grands

Yamaha verticals
(Japan)

Hailun (Vienna)
Kayserburg (Artist)

Wm. Knabe
(Concert Artist)

Perzina verticals

J.P. Pramberger
(Platinum)

Albert Weber

Note: Unless otherwise stated, brand names refer to both grand and vertical models.

market, making too many judgments
about piano quality tends to give a
false impression of scientific objectiv-
ity, and inhibits shoppers from mak-
ing their own judgments and possibly
discovering something wonderful for
themselves.

For these reasons, we have chosen
to take a less active but, we think,
more honest approach to giving

piano-buying advice, by providing
newcomers to the market with a
simple frame of reference and a few
personal recommendations (see our
new “Staff Picks” section beginning
on page 47), and otherwise letting
them explore and discover for them-
selves what appeals to them.

The key to proper use of this chart,
then, is not to follow it religiously, but
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CONSUMER-GRADE PIANOS

Samick/ Young Chang

Yamaha/Kawai

Other Companies

Upper Level
Verticals:
$5,000-$10,000
Grands
5'to7":
$13,000-$30,000

Boston verticals (Indonesia)

Kawai (GE) grands

Kawai verticals (Indonesia)

Yamaha (GC) grands
Yamaha verticals (China)

Brodmann (PE) grands
Cunningham

Feurich (China)

Hailun

Irmler (Studio)
Perzina grands
Ritmuller (Premium)

Wm. Knabe (Academy)
Kohler & Campbell

Verticals: - _
$5,000-$8,000 (Millennium)

Grands Pramberger (Signature)
5'to 7' Johannes Seiler

Kawai (GM) grands
Yamaha (GB) grands

Weber
Young Chang

$12,000-$30,000

Baldwin (China)
Brodmann (PE) verticals
Essex

Heintzman

Kingsburg verticals
Palatino

Ritmuller (Classic)

Story & Clark (Signature)

Young Chan
$10,000-$22,000 < <

QliceRangs Wm. Knabe (Baltimore) Cable-Nelson (Yamaha)
Kohler & Campbell
(New Yorker)
Verticals: Pramberger (Legacy)
$4,000-$6,500 | 5amick
Grands Weber
5'to 7":

Cristofori/Lyrica

Everett

Hallet, Davis & Co. (HD)
Kingsburg grands
Henry F. Miller

Pearl River

Story & Clark (Heritage)

Entry Level
Verticals:
$4,000-$6,000
Grands
5'to 7"
$10,000-$14,000

To better understand this chart,

please read the

accompanying commentary.

Altenburg

Falcone

Geo. Steck

Hallet, Davis & Co. (H/HS)
Hardman, Peck & Co.
Hobart M. Cable
Schumann

Taylor London

Wyman

Note: Unless otherwise stated, brand names refer to both grand and vertical models.

to understand that, given its nature,
it should be used only as a learning
tool. In addition, use common sense
when comparing one brand with an-
other. Compare verticals with other
verticals of similar size, and grands
with similarly sized grands, or mod-
els whose selling prices fall within
the same range. Don’t get hung up
on small differences between one

subgroup and the next—the distinc-
tions can be quite subtle. Further-
more, the preparation of the piano by
the dealer can be at least as important
to the quality of the product you re-
ceive as some of the distinctions listed
in the chart. Note that, for the sake
of simplicity, there may be quality
differences within a single product
line that are not indicated here; and

a few brands have been omitted due
solely to lack of sufficient informa-
tion about them. Within each group
or subgroup, the brands are listed in
alphabetical order. No judgment of
these brands’ relative quality should
be inferred from this order.

Prices shown for each group rep-
resent, in round numbers, a typi-
cal range of Suggested Maximum
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Prices (SMP) of new pianos in the
least expensive styles and finishes
(significant discounts from these
prices are likely—see page 204 for
explanation).

A generalization useful to under-
standing the piano market is that pi-
anos can be divided into two types,
Performance Grade and Consumer
Grade, both of which are necessary
to meet the needs of the wide variety
of piano buyers.

Performance-Grade Pianos

Performance-grade pianos gener-
ally have several of the following
attributes:

m They are built to a single high
standard, almost without regard to

cost, and the price charged reflects
whatever it takes to build such a
piano and bring it to market.

A greater proportion of the labor
required to build them is in the
handwork involved in making
custom refinements to individual
instruments, often with fanatical
attention to detail.

Most are made in relatively small
quantities by firms that have
been in business for generations,
often under the ownership of the
same family. As a result, many
have achieved almost legendary
status, and are often purchased
as much for their prestige value
as for their performance.

These are the instruments most
likely to be called into service
when the highest performance

level is required, particularly for
classical music.

= Most performance-grade pianos
are made in Europe or the
United States.

Performance-grade pianos are di-
vided here into three subcategories,
based on our perception of their
reputation in both the musical and
technical spheres of the piano busi-
ness. The first subcategory is reserved
for a few brands whose prestige fig-
ures prominently in their value. Of
course, this prestige is based in large
part on their extremely high quality,
but marketing success and historical
accident also play important roles in
the reputations of these and other
high-end brands. Also, preferences
among performance-grade pianos
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in general are greatly dependent on
musical taste in tone and touch. For
these reasons, a number of brands
in the second subcategory have as
devoted a following as those in the
first and, practically speaking, are
probably just as good despite not
having as much prestige associated
with their names. The brands in the
third subcategory are considered
runners-up; however, most of these
are also considerably less expensive,
and may be a better value when the
highest levels of quality or prestige
are not needed.

Consumer-Grade Pianos

Consumer-grade pianos are built
to be sold at a particular price, and
adjustments to (i.e., compromises
in) materials, workmanship, and
method and location of manufac-
ture are made to meet that price.
Most are mass-produced in Asia,
with less in the way of custom refine-
ment of individual instruments.

Consumer-grade pianos are sub-
categorized here mostly, but not en-
tirely, by price. As mentioned earlier,
in the current piano market, price is
not a perfect indicator of technical or
musical quality. However, price be-
comes a better indicator of quality
when quality is understood to include
all factors that consumers value—not
only an instrument’s performance,
but also the brand’s reputation and its
track record for durability, reliability,
warranty service, and resale value.
This is especially relevant for con-
sumer-grade pianos, where purchas-
ers often are more interested in these
other factors than in the instrument’s
performance. It also means, however,
that some brands may be rated a little
higher or lower than they would be if
rated on musical performance alone.
In a few cases we’ve made small adjust-
ments when we felt that considerations
of price alone seriously under- or over-
valued a brand.

As can be expected, upper-level
consumer-grade pianos generally
have premium components and bet-
ter performance than lower-level in-
struments. The entry-level models are
basic, no-frills pianos suitable for be-
ginners and casual users, but which
a conscientious student may outgrow
in a few years. As piano quality in
general improves, the distinctions be-
tween levels become more subtle and
difficult to discern.

Intermediate-Grade Pianos

As discussed earlier, globalization
and the computerization of manu-
facturing have, to some extent,
blurred the distinctions between
performance- and consumer-grade
pianos. Increasingly, makers of per-
formance-grade instruments have
been creating lower-cost brands by
manufacturing instruments and com-
ponents in countries with cheaper la-
bor, while makers of consumer-grade
pianos have been bringing to market
higher-quality models by perfect-
ing automation and sourcing parts
worldwide. This has created dif-
ficulties in classifying brands by
means of a two-grade system, both
because some brands defy such clas-
sification, and because of the bottle-
neck that results from the attempt to
rate too many brands relative to one
another in a restricted space. To al-
leviate this problem, we’ve spun off
a third type of piano, called Inter-
mediate Grade.

Intermediate-grade pianos are of
two types. One, here called Deluxe
Consumer, consists of former con-
sumer-grade brands that in recent
years have become so advanced in
their designs, materials, and manu-
facturing technologies that they now
rival some performance-grade pianos
in musicality, and are sometimes rec-
ommended as substitutes for them, of-
ten at considerably lower prices. The
second type, here called European

Affiliated, consists of lesser product
lines of companies, mostly Euro-
pean, that are principally known
for their performance-grade mod-
els. Increasingly, instruments from
this latter group are being partly
made in China or Indonesia, then
shipped to Europe for completion.
Exactly how much of their manu-
facture is actually done in Europe—
which, after all, is offered as a
justification for their higher price—
is sometimes a well-kept secret and
the subject of much speculation. As
the quality of pianos throughout
the market rises and becomes more
homogeneous, debate about these
dual-origin models tends to seesaw
between “What a rip-off for what’s
basically a Chinese (or Indonesian)
piano” and “What a great deal
for an instrument that’s virtually
the same as a high-end European
one.” We’ll let you be the judge of
which of these extremes is closer to
the truth.

STAFF PICKS
by Piano Buyer staff

Due to the highly subjective nature
of piano ratings, in “A Map of the
Market for New Pianos” (page 42),
we purposely avoided making too
many judgments about the quality
of the various brands. Instead, we
provided, as a frame of reference, a
summary of the way pianos are pre-
sented in the marketplace by manu-
facturers and dealers. However, we
feel we owe some specific recom-
mendations to the many readers
who have requested them, in part
to simplify the buying process for
shoppers who lack the time, ability,
or interest to make their own discov-
eries. To emphasize the subjective na-
ture of these recommendations, we
provide them in this list rather than
through the Map. This way, too, we
don’t have to pass judgment on each
and every brand and model.
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Classics/

Perennial

Musical Good Price

Brand/Model

ACOUSTIC PIANOS
Baldwin R1 (5' 8")
Baldwin L1 (6' 3")
Baldwin SF10E (7')

Bechstein, C., Concert 8
(51.5")

Bluthner 2 (7' 8")
Bdsendorfer 200 (6' 7")
Brodmann PE 187 (6' 2")

AN W WA

X\

Cunningham Studio
Grand (5'4")

Estonia L168 (5' 6")
Estonia L190 (6' 3")

Forster, August,190 (6' 4")
Grotrian Cabinet (6' 3")

Hailun HU5-P (50")

Hailun HG178 (5' 10")

Hardman, Peck & Co.
RA45F (45")

Kawai K-3 (48")

Kawai RX-2BLK
(now GX-2BLK) (5' 11")

Kawai, Shigeru, SK-6L (7')
Kayserburg KA-132 (52")

Knabe, Wm., WKV 131
(52")

Mason & Hamlin A (5' 8") 7
Mason & Hamlin AA (6'4")

X\

It’s important to understand that
in any artistic field, “expert” recom-
mendations are only partially recog-
nitions of inherent quality; in other
ways, they are simply personal pref-
erences. Thus, while you can prob-
ably count on pianos recommended
by us to be “good” instruments, it
doesn’t follow from that that you will

Favorites Standouts Values

(3)

31,300

Comments

Classics for decades, Baldwin Artist Grands are
no longer being made, but some are still on
dealers’ showroom floors.

One of the all-time great upright pianos.

A lovely and distinct chamber instrument.

Design said to be based on that of a Steinway

Estonia grands are an excellent value among
high-end pianos. The tone of the L190 has
lyrical beauty and is without harshness.

Uniquely diverse timbre. Subject of book Grand
Obsession, by Perry Knize.

A “total package”—balanced tone, responsive

Beautiful cabinet, well constructed.

A must-try for those shopping for a grand

Lovely, singing tone.

32,460
v 46,056
v 70,600
Vv 121,932
121,998
74 74 18,580
model A.
v Vv 16,890
% V- 36,433
. e 43,453
7 67,718
|7 79,472
174 74 7,736
action.
% v 17,233
74 4,790
- 8,790
33,190
under 6' long.
% 71,200
174 15,590
% 7 10,700
49,989
% 56,990

(continued)

necessarily like them as much as we
do. Our recommendations also say
virtually nothing about brands and
models that are not on the list. Either
we haven’t had the opportunity to
try them out (or, at least, not under
favorable conditions), or they just
didn’t stand out to us as being really
special—but that doesn’t mean there’s

anything wrong with them, or that
you wouldn’t want to take one home
with you.

This list focuses on home- and
studio-size instruments and does not
include concert grands. A work in
progress, it is by no means compre-
hensive, and will likely grow and evolve
with future issues of Piano Buyer.
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Classics/

Perennial
Brand/Model

Musical Good Price

Comments

ACOUSTIC PIANOS (continued)
Mason & Hamlin BB (7') 7

Pearl River EU122 (48")
Perzina GP-122 (48")
Perzina GP-130A (51")

Petrof P 125 (49.25")
Pramberger PS-175 (5' 9")
Ritmuller UH-121R (48")
Ritmaller GH-148R (4' 10")

Sauter 220 "Omega"

(7! 3II)

Schimmel K 132 (52")

Schimmel C 213 (7')

Schimmel K 219 (7' 2")

Schulze Pollmann 126/P6

(50")

Schumann (Welkin Sound)

UM22TD (48")

Seiler ED-186 (6' 2")

Seiler, Johannes GS-160

(5| 3::)

Steinberg, Wilh., AC 188

(61 2||)

Steingraeber & S6hne

C212 (7')

Steinway & Sons M (5' 7") v
Steinway & Sons O (5' 10.5") %

Steinway & Sons A (6' 2") I

Classics/Perennial Favorites are
models with a long-standing reputa-
tion for performance and durability.
They are generally top sellers from
well-known manufacturers.

Musical Standouts represent
pianos that play and sound great to us.
Although the list understandably tends
to favor larger instruments, we’ve also

Favorites Standouts Values (€))

I 64,454 Prodigious bass register sounds like that of a
concert grand.
I d 5,390
I I 7,660
I 9,990 A vertical piano that can hold its own against
some far more expensive peers.
I 24,626
I 15,112
I I 7,590 One of our favorite vertical pianos at this price.
4 I 11,190 Amazingly good performance for such a small
piano.
I 118,980 An incredibly capable tool for any serious
pianist—and for fun, take a look under the lid.
I 34,780
I 60,480
I 80,800 A fantastic instrument.
Vv 26,395 Upright with equal parts aesthetic and tonal
beauty.
e 4,616
[ [ 29,590 Clear treble tone and good sustain.
v I 16,180 Pleasantly mellow with an elegant look.
I e 45,882
v 128,598 Remarkable tonal subtlety.
63,100
71,100
81,800

included several smaller models that
are noteworthy for having great sound
for their size.

Good Values are pianos whose per-
formance per dollar, in our opinion,
is particularly attractive.

Vertical piano sizes are shown
in inches, grand piano sizes in feet
and inches. Prices shown for acoustic

(continued)

pianos are the Suggested Maximum
Prices (SMP) of the least expensive
style and finish (significant discounts
from these prices are likely—see
page 205 for explanation). Prices
shown for digitals and hybrids are
the Estimated Prices of the least ex-
pensive finish (see page 269 for ex-
planation). []
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Classics/

Perennial Musical Good Price
Brand/Model Favorites Standouts Values (€)) Comments

ACOUSTIC PIANOS (continued)

Steinway & Sons B v % 92,400 Very popular model in college and

(6' 10.5") conservatory teaching studios, and the
standard against which other high-end
grands are measured.

Story & Clark H60 (5' 3") [ 15,895 When you take into account all the
technology it comes with (player piano and
MIDI record), this piano is a great value.

Walter, Charles R., Vv v 12,000 Proof that a 43" piano can be musical, and it's
1520/1500 (43"/45") made in the U.S.A.
Weber W150 (4' 11") v e 11,580 Surprisingly musical and satisfying tone for

such a short grand.

Weber W185 (6' 1") I I 16,980 Satisfyingly beautiful tone at a good price.

Yamaha U1 (48") I I 10,199 The standard against which every 48" vertical
is inevitably compared.

Yamaha C3 (now C3X) [ 46,798 A workhorse in countless teaching studios

(6'1") and institutional practice rooms.

Yamaha C5 (now C5X) e 51,798

(6'7")

Yamaha C7 (now C7X) %4 66,598 Very popular in recording studios; musically

(7' 6") versatile in the hands of the right technician.

Yamaha Silent Piano [ 8,998 An affordable acoustic with the flexibility of

b25G2 a digital.

DIGITALS & HYBRIDS

Casio Privia PX-5S %4 999 A professional instrument at a consumer
price.

Kawai CN34 v 2,399 A great feature package for the price.

Kawai CA95 - 4,627 Its Soundboard Speaker System makes this
model a cross between a digital and a hybrid.

Kawai VPC1 e 1,849 Not a digital piano per se, but rather a
dedicated controller keyboard for software
(virtual) pianos, with Kawai’s great RM3lI
action.

Kurzweil CUP-2 Vv 4,299 An extremely compact contemporary design
conceals a wealth of voices and features.

Roland HP504 4 2,599 A way-above-average starter instrument with
Ivory Feel keyboard.

Roland V-Piano Grand I 19,950 Enclosed in an elegant grand-piano cabinet,
the V-Piano gives you the technology to
design your own piano.

Yamaha Clavinova - % 7,018 A price/performance sweet spot in ensemble

CVP-605 digital pianos.

Yamaha Arius YDP-181 v I 1,700 A direct descendant of the venerable YDP-223
from 2002. A perennial best-seller.

Yamaha AvantGrand I 12,362 A game changer that redefined our

N2/N3 18,698 expectations for the sound and feel of a non-

acoustic piano.
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t was my pleasure recently to tour Hollywood Piano Company, in

Burbank, California, and to play four models of Baldwin piano on

display there. Two of the models, introduced a few years ago, were very
affordable uprights priced under $10,000; the other two, released more recently,
were mid-level grands priced under $30,000. Having grown up practicing on a
Baldwin upright—my first piano—and playing on a Baldwin grand in church
while in high school, I was curious to see how the company’s products had

evolved since my earliest years of playing.

Beginning with the largest and most expensive, | sam-
pled a 6'3" BP190 grand, which had a truly marvelous
dynamic range across the entire keyboard. The key dip
felt a bit shallow, as I recall it did on many Baldwin pia-
nos past, yet I can’t remember ever sampling a Baldwin
with so many tonal colors, or one so well suited to the
full range of repertoire, from Bach and Chopin to Rach-
maninoff and Joplin. I was very impressed by its ability
to repeat notes fast and reliably, and by the clean cutoff
of sound when keys were released. The pedal movement
was a little shallow compared to that of a Steinway, for
example, but easy to control. For volume control, the lid
prop featured a mini-stick in addition to the standard
half- and full-stick options—perfectly suited to accom-
panying singers and violinists who appreciate the rich-
ness and fullness of a grand but don’t like it overly loud.
The BP190 had a wonderfully orchestral sonority, and
was much less percussive than the Japanese pia-
nos I'm accustomed to playing in schools. As it
could easily be mistaken for a 7' grand, it would
be a fine piano for a church or small concert
hall, but would also be well suited for a
high-class living room, studio, classroom, or
choral room. The sample I played, situated
in Hollywood’s performance space, was fin-
ished in high-gloss ebony, and was as beautiful to
look at as it was to play. It would be an excellent choice
for use in a full-length recital.

Baldwin’s 5' 10" BP178 grand was very close in quality
to the BP190, and, like that model, is a great fit for pia-
nists of all levels. It very much reminded me of the 5' 7"
Steinway M in my home, and could easily be mistaken
for a 6' or larger piano. The sample I played, finished in
high-gloss ebony, had definite class and sophistication.

The bass had an unexpected power, richness, and depth,
making the Brahms Opp. 118 and 119 very satisfying to
play. The upper register had a wonderful natural bright-
ness without being too percussive; its clear, clean sound
made it a wonderful choice for the Chopin A-minor
Etude, Op.10 No.2. I found the

action light, nimble, and easy

to control, with excellent

repetition. As such, it

would be a fabulous

pick for anyone

who likes to

practice
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Chopin études without difficulty or strain. I played the
F-Major Etude, Op.10 No.8, and the piece had never felt
easier to play. In addition to the Chopin, I especially
enjoyed the sounds of Gershwin, Mozart, and Proko-
fiev on this instrument, and bringing out different voices
was effortless when playing Bach. Of the four pianos
I sampled that day, the BP178’s pedal had the greatest
depth of travel, and changed the tonal color the most
dramatically. The BP178 would be a great instrument for
teaching, and reminds me of the best comparably sized
Kawais I have played. I would highly recommend it in
the mid-priced grand category.

For those shopping for a superior vertical piano,
Baldwin has done some very creative things to make
the vertical not seem like one. When I sampled the 52"
B252 upright, I was surprised how much it had in com-
mon with the grands. Easy to play, it also had excellent
dynamic range, color, and sensitivity—due, I suspect, to
the longer strings that its greater height makes possible.
I was especially excited about its lyricism as I played a
Chopin nocturne, and its tonal colors in Debussy’s Clair
de Lune. Given the inherent limitations of a vertical
piano action, the rapidly repeated notes in Gershwin’s
Rhapsody in Blue were admittedly tricky, but certainly
possible when the tempo was kept under control. I loved
its sound in Beethoven’s “Moonlight” Sonata, finding it
equally favorable in both loud and soft dynamic ranges.
The bass notes tended to ring a bit after being forcefully
played staccato; however, with additional regulation,
I predict that this issue could be easily solved. As one
who frequently rehearses on upright pianos in schools,
I would gladly take the B252 in trade for the pianos of
other makes I often have to play. This sample, in satin
black, looked very classy; the B252 should be ideal for
home use, individual practice, or ensemble rehearsal in
the studio.

Baldwin also offers the B243, a 47" institutional studio
upright that, at less than $7,000, is very affordable, and
that handled sophisticated repertoire much better than
one would expect from an upright. I felt I could “dig in”
with the keys more on this piano than on the other mod-
els I played; however, it didn’t produce as wide a dynamic
range of sound. The walnut-finished sample I tried han-
dled technical pieces better than lyrical ones, as its ac-
tion would not allow for as nuanced a touch as the other
models. For example, I found the B243 very satisfying
for works such as Liszt’s Piano Concerto No.l, with its
third movement’s light yet difficult-to-control fingertip-
intensive passages in fast 16th notes; while less successful
in a coloristic piece such as Ravel’s Jeux d’eau. It also
tended to ring a bit after the pedal was released, but I
was assured that this could be improved with additional

BALDWIN MODELS REVIEWED
Prices for models in ebony finish

Model Size MSRP SMP*

BP190 6’3" $ 38,385.00 $24,990.00
BP178 510" $30,385.00 $20,990.00
B252 47" $11,495.00 $8,190.00
B243 43" $9,265.00 $6,790.00

*Suggested Maximum Price. Most sales take place ata modest
discount to this price. See page 205 for more information.

regulation. The B243’s action, though not at the level
of a top-tier grand, had impressive repetition for an
upright, and I was surprised, given the piano’s deeper
key dip, how easily I could play both the repeating and
glissando passages in Ravel’s extremely demanding A4/-
borada del Gracioso, something I normally would be
afraid to attempt on an upright. This would be an ideal
practice piano for the home or studio, and an excellent
buy for schools.

All in all, my trip to Hollywood Piano Company en-
couraged me as to the evolution of the Baldwin brand.
My experiences with Baldwin two decades ago were that
the company produced pianos musically inferior to those
from Boston, Kawai, and Yamaha; this latest experience
demonstrated that Baldwin instruments currently com-
pare very favorably to those brands. The Baldwins also
tend to be well priced; these pianos are excellent buys. I
can hardly wait to play Baldwin’s larger grands as they
become available—I'm fascinated to see how the com-
pany’s changes have influenced their highest-end pianos.
If they’re anything like the BP190 and BP178, I'm sure to
be most satisfied. | |

Dr. James Lent is Lecturer in Collaborative Piano at UCLA’s
Herb Albert School of Music. He can be reached at
drjameslent@yahoo.com.
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“Sharp tools make good work. Parsons’ art of piano making is based on
sophisticated equipment and the refinement of production methods.”

Although Parsons Music Group had a strong retail network featuring brands from around the world, it had always been the desire of the company’s
president, Terence Ng, to do something more: to build a piano he could be proud of, and that would stand on its own. More important, he wanted to
perfect piano manufacturing. Of course, making an 88-key instrument is easier said than done. Parsons began to turn Ng’s dream into reality in 1997 by
seeking cooperation with factories in mainland China, but initially met with failure. Two years later, however, Parsons finally had a breakthrough, and
successfully established a piano factory in Yichang, a city in Hubei Province, in central China. This was only the beginning of Parsons’ manufacturing
business; over the next ten years, the company completed construction of a series of vertically integrated production facilities for pianos.

Wood Processing for Pianos in Yantai

TRANS-PAC (Yantai) Timber Co., Ltd. was jointly established by Parsons

TRANS-PAC (Yantai) Timber Co. Music Corporation and TRANS-PAC Group. With its own timberlands,
TRANS-PAC Group is entirely vertically integrated, from planting and
harvesting to manufacturing, marketing, and shipping. The TRANS-
PAC (Yantai) facility occupies over 133,333 sq. meters, and is mainly
responsible for wood importing, log processing, and marketing for
wooden piano accessories. TRANS-PAC is now the world’s largest
supplier of Alaskan Dragon Spruce logs. Parsons reserves the best logs
for the production of pianos and guitars in its own factories.

Iron-Plate Casting for Pianos
in Yichang, Hubei Province

To ensure the quality of the iron plates for all of its pianos,
Parsons built 2 modern iron-plate factory. Located 70 km
from Yichang, the factory is capable of manufacturing

100,000 cast-i i lat h .
VT CASIFITON pIano prates each year Iron-Plate Casting Factory

Piano Component Factory in Yichang, Hubei Province

Located in the military area of Yichang, this factory specifically produces piano
components such as hammers, actions, and keyboards. Having inherited, in
its music schools and retail stores, the benefits of professional-quality products
from Germany and Japan, Parsons likewise adopted international standards in
choosing the best materials and most sophisticated equipment for manufacturing
for, and exporting piano components to, renowned musical-instrument makers
in China, Germany, Indonesia, Japan, Korea, and other countries.
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Piano Manufacturing

The strict quality standards and high efficiency of Parsons’ immense retail network created a
strong need for a Parsons house brand. At that point, many piano makers approached Parsons,
including companies in Austria, Germany, Great Britain, Japan, Korea, and the United States.
They chose Parsons to ensure that their brands would be made according to international
manufacturing standards. Parsons subsequently acquired or created strategic alliances with
such brands as Kawai, Pianoforce, Wilh. Steinberg, and TRANS-PAC (Yantai) Timber Co.

The Upright Piano Factory Wilh. Steinberg Piano Factory in Germany
in Yichang has an annual

capacity of 100,000
instruments.

The Grand Piano Factory in Yichang has
an annual capacity of 8,000 grands and
8,000 high-end uprights.

If the period from 2000 to 2008 is seen as the development stage for Parsons Music Group’s piano production, the years since then can be regarded as
a resource-consolidation stage that has allowed the company to develop into a true “music kingdom.” Parsons has enhanced its shop-management
system, optimized the standardization of its management in mainland China and Hong Kong, and expanded its wholesale and export business worldwide,
including to Asia, Australia, Europe, and the United States.

At this time, Parsons Music Group owns
eight subsidiary brands, and has eight
vertically integrated plants: six devoted to
piano production, one to digital pianos,
and one to guitars.

Parsons Music Group’s professional Research & Development team comprises the brightest minds in musical-instrument design. With the aid of high
technology, a scientific production process, and first-class machinery—the bases of excellence in traditional craft throughout the entire vertically

integrated production process—every piano Parsons produces is made to more fully accomplish the company’s mission of making pianos that are
“world-class and China’s best.”
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or a generation of pianists, piano buyers, technicians, and retailers,
the mid-level grand pianos made by Kawai and Yamaha have achieved
benchmark status among mass-produced instruments. These pianos
have historically offered levels of quality, performance, and value that
less-well-established or cheaper brands have aspired to match, and are often
purchased as less-expensive substitutes for instruments costing twice as much.

In the past two years, these model lines have been revised: Kawai’s RX-BLAK
series 1s now called GX-BLAK, and Yamaha’s C models have been replaced by the
CX line. With the assistance of both companies, I had a chance to do side-by-side
comparisons between a couple of the new models and their immediate predecessors.
How have their tone, touch, and/or appearance changed? Can the changes be
described as evolutionary or revolutionary? My observations follow.

Kawai GX-2 vs. RX-2

Unveiled at the National Association of Music Mer-
chants (NAMM) 2013 trade show, Kawai’s GX series
of grand pianos evolved from the company’s venerable
RX series. At NAMM, Piano Buyer staff members had
a chance to speak with Kawai’s technical and marketing
representatives about the instruments, and briefly tried
each new model.

Long an unabashed proponent of the use, in piano ac-
tions, of plastic and composite materials as alternatives
to wood, Kawai has a history of frequently updating its
acoustic piano models. Those familiar with past Kawai
grand models will recall the introduction, in 1996, of the
RX series with its Ultra Responsive action made of ABS
Styran, updated in 2004 with the carbon-fiber—reinforced
Millennium IIT action; and, in 2010, the introduction of a
resin-reinforced hammer shank in the RX-BLAK series
action. Other Kawai grand series include the entry-level
GM models, the cost-efficient and slightly larger GE
pianos, and the limited-production, high-end Shigeru
Kawai series.

Although, as of this writing, new RX-BLAK instru-
ments can still be found in some dealer inventories, the
GX-BLAK series pianos have begun to appear, and will
ultimately replace the RX models. The GX models have

continued on page 55

Yamaha C7X vs. C7

Released in 2012, Yamaha’s CX series of grand piano
models replaces the established C series, formerly known
as the Conservatory Collection. Over the past five de-
cades, the C-series pianos have earned an almost legend-
ary reputation for consistency, durability, and value, and
can be found in frequent use in institutions, homes, and
even concert halls. Like the C models, the CX instru-
ments are made in Japan, and are priced and positioned
between the lower-cost, basic GB and GC lines and the
premium, hand-built CF series.

Refinements in the CX series include materials trick-
led down from Yamaha’s flagship CFX concert grand,
an instrument that underwent nearly two decades of
design and development before being launched in 2010.
Throughout the CX series, hammer felt is identical in
quality to that of the CFX, while the 6’ 1” C3X and larger
models also benefit from the same method of sound-
board-bridge-rim assembly as the CFX. In its description
of the new models, Yamaha also points to a strengthened
back frame, changes in cabinet appearance, higher-qual-
ity music wire, and a slow-close fallboard and a lid-prop
stopper. (Re: the last two features, the piano industry
seems obsessed with finger-pinching accidents, which, in
33 years of playing, I've yet to experience.)

continued on page 56
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Kawai GX-2 vs. RX-2 continued

longer keys than the equivalent RX pianos, which Kawai
says provides better touch control, similar to that of a
larger piano, and lengthens some GX models by about an
inch. The GX pinblock is fitted to the plate, overlapped
by the stretcher, and anchored to the rim of the piano for
greater tuning stability and rigidity. Soundboard taper-
ing and string scaling have been changed slightly. Kawai
also notes for the GX an updated rim construction,
called Konsei Katagi, of alternating layers of small- and
large-pore hardwoods: one for power and projection, the
other for warmth. The finishes, materials, and quality
control are otherwise identical.

While I was visiting the Boston area, Kawai provided
me the opportunity to try—at Piano Mill, a dealer in
Rockland, Massachusetts—old and new versions of
one model in this series: the 5' 10" RX-2 BLAK (a Piano
Buyer “Staff Pick”) and the 5' 11" GX-2 BLAK.

From this player’s perspective, these instruments
have very similar tonal characteristics: good clarity of
the low bass for the size, a relatively smooth transition
from copper-wound bass strings to plain-wire tenor
strings (often a weakness
in smaller pianos), and
a treble tone without
harsh attack sound unless
pushed to the absolute dy-
namic limit. The treble sec-
tion exhibits an adequate
amount of sustain, a slight
sense of warmth that’s
missing from the sound
of many other Asian pia-
nos, and a dynamic range
obviously intended for
rooms of small to moder-
ate size. Even so-called
“mass-produced” pianos
are never identical to a
discerning ear, and the
RX-2 T tested had a more
focused sound than the
slightly ~ woollier-sound-
ing GX-2 nearby, though
the tonal resemblance of
the two instruments was
otherwise unmistakable.
Both pianos were finished
in polished ebony, and
shared the same adjustable
music-desk design with

The keys of the GX-BLAK models are about one inch longer
than those of their predecessors, the RX-BLAKs. Both use
Kawai's carbon-fiber—reinforced Millennium Il action.

aluminum reinforcement and a hard finish that seem to
hold up well in real-world use.

Not surprisingly, given the increase in key length, it’s
the performance of its action that distinguishes the new
GX-2 from the RX-2. The differences in responsiveness
and touch control are subtle; ’ll try to describe them us-
ing a familiar piece of repertoire. Haydn’s Piano Sonata
in G major, Hob. XVI:6, a favorite early Classical work
of my former teacher that I learned at the start of my
doctoral studies many years ago, has never left my fin-
gers. Ebullient and light in style, and littered with deco-
rations, it requires great dexterity at the fingertip level
and little use of arm weight. In terms of interpretation,
the sonata seems to beg for additional ornamentation at
the performer’s whim with each successive section repeat
or da capo, and even a short cadenza or two placed af-
ter dramatic fermatas in the slow movement. The very
sparsely notated second movement, a minuet and trio,
easily incites in me a level of florid ornamentation that
borders the fringes of good stylistic taste and drives my
technique and the capabilities of the piano to the limits
of control and intelligibility. In short, this sonata is per-
fect for this comparison.

Setting the keysintomo-
tion—for example, when
carefully balancing the
left-hand chords of the
slow movement—required
a subtly more deliberate
effort on the RX-2 than
on the GX-2. In actual
playing, I found that very
fast passages tended to
“speak” a little more read-
ily on the GX-2. For exam-
ple, the RX-2 would repeat
and reproduce fast pas-
sages with a high degree
of competence, but in the
ornamented second move-
ment, and in the terrifi-
cally rapid finale, I found
myself analyzing my pos-
ture and hand shape to
reliably reproduce notes in
passages that demanded
the most finger dexter-
ity—not so with the GX-2.
Kawai notes that a very
subtle difference provided
by the longer keys of the

continued on page 57
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Yamaha C7X vs. C7 continued

Yamaha provided both a C7X and a C7 from its con-
cert reserve at Yamaha Artist Services in New York City,
for a side-by-side comparison in the Piano Salon—a
small, multipurpose performance space housing some
dozen concert grands. Although the C7 was not new, it
had been beautifully maintained (tuned, voiced, and reg-
ulated) by their concert technicians, and played as well
asany C7 I've tried. Formidably long at 7' 6" (admittedly,
larger than the instruments we typically review in Piano
Buyer), the outgoing C7 model sees frequent use in re-
cording studios, churches, and concert halls. I wanted to
see—away from trade-show noise and sales hype—what
Yamaha was really after with the new CX series: an evo-
lutionary step, or a complete departure from the tonal
characteristics, both positive and negative, that are at-
tributed to the C series and to Yamaha pianos in general.

The exterior of the new CX models has many subtle
design touches that modernize the grand piano’s tradi-
tional appearance. Particularly noteworthy are the pia-
no’s arms, which have a more expressive, sculpted shape.
The lyre on the new model has a clean, modern look, and
the legs are straight, without a flare at the bottom. Also,
the shape of the music desk has been simplified in an el-
egant way that matches the rest of the case.

A look under the lid of the C7X at the plate, strings,
bridges, and tuning pins revealed no changes from the
C7 obvious to the naked eye. From my seat at the key-
board, however, I could see that the pronounced curve at
the front of the C-series sharp keys (something I found a

The redesigned arms, legs, and pedal lyres of the CX models
have a sleeker, more modern look.

little unusual on later C-series pianos) has given way in
the CX models to the more typical slight taper, and [ was
told that the sharps were now made of real ebony. The
white keys of both the new and old models are made of
Yamaha'’s synthetic Ivorite. This material is less slippery
under the fingers than other plastics, and provides the
more matte look of ivory keys.

While it had always been my experience that Yamaha
pianos possessed a clean sound quality with a clear at-
tack, the company appears to have been voicing its pia-
nos less brightly in recent years, a point also made by
Rhonda Ringering in her review of the 48" Ul vertical
(Piano Buyer, Spring 2013). That was certainly what I
heard from the C7 at Yamaha Artist Services, which I
played first. This piano had been voiced to have a sur-
prisingly warm midsection tone. Although the attack
sound was still clearly defined, this expertly voiced sam-
ple didn’t begin to sound edgy until I really pushed the
volume to fortissimo, or attacked the keys rapidly with
my fingers. Chick Corea’s delightful set of 20 Children’s
Songs—pieces 1 occasionally program in solo recitals
to clear the air between denser or longer works of the
traditional classical literature—were a delight to play
on the C7. Re-creating Corea’s senses of articulation,
inflection, and atmosphere was effortless in Children’s
Song No.4; and the piano’s low-bass section was chest-
thumpingly visceral in No.12. The C7 also had a sustain
long enough to play long phrases and slow tempi in the

continued on page 57
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Kawai GX-2 vs. RX-2 continued

GX-2 is greater leverage—and, by association, control—
when playing the shorter black keys, or when striking the
keys farther in toward the fallboard, something pianists
often must do.

With the new GX-BLAK series, Kawai has subtly up-
graded one of the most popular series of mid-level grand

Yamaha C7X vs. C7 continued

more contemplative Nos. 17 and 19, while the action was
controllable enough to allow me to pull out inner voices
from the texture whenever I wished. The characteristi-
cally clean sound quality was still present in sustained
treble notes, though it’s worth noting that some pianists
find this sound a bit sterile and lacking in complexity,
one of the stereotypes of Yamaha pianos in general.
This brings us to the new Yamaha C7X, which I played
next. Immediately noticeable was a less percussive attack
sound at all dynamic levels. The combination of chords
and melody in the opening themes of Schubert’s iconic
Sonata in B-flat Major, D.960, had a lovely legato qual-
ity. Though both the old and new models had a decent
amount of sustain, the C7X distinguished itself from the
C7 in having what piano technicians often call “bloom™:
after the key was struck, the tone ripened instead of sim-
ply dying away. This aspect of the C7X, and its more
delicate attack sound, combined to make an instrument
that seemed at once more colorful, more intimate, and
better suited to the romantic repertoire than the typical
C7. Chopin’s introspective Polonaise-Fantasie, Op.61,
was a surprisingly rewarding experience on this instru-
ment. That’s not to say that the mild-mannered C7X is
incapable of a wide dynamic range—when pushed, it can
create an interesting after-ring—but it differs from the

pianos. The GX-BLAK action merges the company’s pen-
chant for high-technology materials with easy playabil-
ity that will please both novice and professional pianists;
these qualities, combined with the pleasant tonal attri-
butes and modest size of the RX-2, make the evolved GX-2
a worthy successor and a Piano Buyer “Staff Pick.”

C7 in that brightness and explosive dynamics aren’t the
first things that come to mind when playing one.

Taking a moment to stretch my legs and walk around
the facility, I met Yamaha’s chief concert technician,
Hiro Mizutani, who invited me to try the flagship CFX
9’ concert grand on the stage. As this would be only my
second experience of playing this model, I happily ac-
cepted his invitation and enjoyed the CFX’s marvelous
evenness of tone. After a few minutes, I made a beeline
back to the 7' 6" C7X. The more colorful sounds of these
newer Yamaha models were surprisingly similar, espe-
cially considering that the CFX costs twice as much as
the C7X; still, the C7X lacked the buttery-smooth per-
fection of the CFX’s ideally regulated action.

As my time in the Piano Salon drew to a close, I re-
flected in a more general way on the changes Yamaha has
incorporated into its CX series. The C7X has acquired
many of the positive attributes usually associated with
more expensive American and European pianos. Ele-
ments of the tone have certainly undergone a transfor-
mation and matured, while the exterior design of the
piano shows a subtle inventiveness. Instantly audible in
a side-by-side comparison of the C7X with its predecessor
model, these timbral changes could be considered a revo-
lutionary departure from the brand’s historical norms. ||

The Steinway Vines of Morning Glory

Designed by Silas Kopf

Vines of Morning Glovy illustrates masterful marquetry in seven

immaculate panels that surround the case with charming morning-
glory blooms. Each panel contains pictures of morning-glory vines

with very large white blooms on a background of laurel burl

bordered with ebony inlay. The backdrop to these images is a very

rich walnut burl wood, trimmed with a holly inlay that reflects the

white of the keys. The split legs create organic, V-shaped silhouettes

that emulate the arching vines and tie together this charming design.
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(This article is adapted from Chapter 5, “Buying a Used Piano,” of The Piano
Book, Fourth Edition, by Larry Fine. Steve Brady updated the depreciation
schedule and used-piano pricing information. Before reading this article, be sure
to read “Piano Buying Basics”—especially the section “New or Used?”"—else-

where in this publication. )

WHAT TO BUY:
A Historical Overview

1700-1880

The piano was invented about 1700
by Bartolomeo Cristofori, a harpsi-
chord maker in Padua, Italy. Cristo-
fori replaced the plucking-quill action
of the harpsichord, which can pluck
only with unvarying force and hence
unvarying volume of sound, with a
newly designed striking-hammer ac-
tion, whose force could be precisely
controlled by the player. Thus was
born the gravicembalo col piano e
forte (keyboard instrument with
soft and loud). This name was later
shortened to pianoforte, then forte-
piano, and finally just piano. In the
1700s the new instrument, made
mostly by craftsmen in their shops,
spread quietly through upper-class
Europe. A number of different forms
of piano action and structure were
invented, such as the Viennese ac-
tion, the English action, the square
piano, and so on. Replicas of early

Cristofori Piano, circa 1720

fortepianos are popular among cer-
tain musicians who prefer to play
the music of that period on the origi-
nal instruments for which that mu-
sic was written.

In the 1800s the piano spread more
quickly through the middle classes,
and across the ocean to North
America. Riding along with the In-
dustrial Revolution, piano-making
evolved from a craft into an indus-
try. Many important changes took
place during the 19th century: The
upright piano was invented; the mod-
ern grand piano action was invented,
incorporating the best aspects of the
previous rival actions; the cast-iron
plate was invented, vastly strength-
ening the structure and allowing the
strings to be stretched at a higher
tension, thus increasing the power
and volume of sound; the range of
the instrument was extended from
about five octaves to the present
seven-plus octaves; and, toward the
end of the century, the square piano
died out, leaving just grands of vari-
ous sizes and the full-size upright.
By 1880, most of these changes were
in place; the pianos made today are
not very different from those of a
hundred or more years ago.

In your search for a piano, you're
unlikely to run across instruments
made before 1880, with two excep-
tions. The square piano, or square
grand, as it is sometimes called,
looks like a rectangular box on
legs (see illustration), and was very

popular as a home piano during the
19th century. Its ornate Victorian
case makes very pretty furniture—
but it also makes a terrible musical
instrument for 21st-century playing
and practicing. Tuning, servicing,
and repair are difficult and expen-
sive, very few piano technicians
know how to do it, and parts are
hard to come by. Even at their best,
these instruments are unsuitable to
practice on, even for beginners.
Another piano to avoid is a type
of upright made primarily in Eu-
rope from the middle to the end of
the 19th century. The dampers on
these piano are positioned above the
hammers and actuated by wires in
front of the action—the reverse of
a modern-day upright. This over-
damper system has been nicknamed
the “birdcage action” because the
damper wires form an enclosure
that resembles a bird cage. Besides
being very difficult to tune and ser-
vice through the “bird cage,” these
pianos are usually so worn out that
they won’t hold a tuning longer than
about ten seconds, and their actions
work erratically at best. Many of
these pianos were cheaply made to
begin with, but they often have or-
nate cabinets and fancy features,

Square Grand, 19th Century
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PIANO RESTORATION

I had been waiting to make this purchase for many years,
and so when it came to it, they were very willing to work
with me and make it easy.

Michael Bunchman, Concert Pianist & Instructor. Bought a 1928 Steinway Model L.

(¢ I’'m very spoiled, 'm very lucky and I'm very appreciative to the
Lindeblads for delivering to me the piano of my dreams.

Sheryll Vanderhooft. Bought a 1932 Mason & Hamlin Grand AA.

( The Lindeblads were very careful to listen to what I was
looking for and actually make adjustments on the piano. ,,

Ron Meador. Bought a 1927 Steinway Model L.

(¢ ¢ ‘Do it once. Do it right’ That’s what Paul was saying. ‘We’ll work
with your budget” And that’s exactly what he did. It was great. 9%

Anthony Dibenedetto. Restored a 1927 Steinway Model M.

Paul just had a great deal where you can pay half, he’ll work
on it, and you can see if you like it. It just worked perfectly. 9

Ruth Pasquariello, Piano Teacher. Bought a 1927 Knabe Grand.

Winning Our Customers’ Trust Since 1920.

Don't take it from us. Our pianos and our customers speak for themselves.
You can see more of both at www.lindebladpiano.com. (888) 587-4266

Nationwide Service « Piano Restoration « Piano Sales - Steinway Specialist



Some of the well-regarded
piano brand names
of the 1900-1930 period,
in alphabetical order.
Apollo Jewett
Baldwin Kimball
Bechstein Wm. Knabe
Bluthner Krakauer
Bosendorfer Lester
A.B. Chase Mason & Hamlin
Chickering McPhail
Emerson Henry F. Miller
Everett Packard
Haines Bros. Sohmer
Hallet & Davis Steinert
Hamilton Steinway & Sons
Heintzman Chas. Stieff
Hume Vose & Sons
Ibach Weber
Ivers & Pond Wing

such as candlestick holders, that
make them attractive to antique
collectors.

Although most pianos you’ll come
across made prior to 1880 will have
little practical or financial value, the
few that have historical value are
best left to specialists and collectors
who can properly conserve them.

1880-1900

The years from 1880 to about 1900
were a transition period, as some old
styles were slow to fade. But some
pianos from this period may be suit-
able for you. A piano with only 85
instead of 88 notes may be perfectly
satisfactory if you don’t anticipate
ever needing the highest three notes.
The resale value of such a piano
may be slightly lower than its mod-
ern equivalent, but so should be the
price you pay for it. A piano with an
old-style cast-iron plate that, while
extending the full length of the pi-
ano, leaves the pinblock exposed to
view is, for all practical purposes,
just as structurally sound as one in
which the plate covers the pinblock.

Avoid, however, the so-called “three-
quarter-plate” piano, in which the
plate ends just short of the pinblock.
These pianos have a high rate of
structural failure. Pianos with ac-
tions that are only very slight varia-
tions on modern actions are fine as
long as the parts are not obsolete
and absolutely unobtainable.

Most pianos this old will need a
considerable amount of repair and
restoration to be fully usable, so the
best candidates from this period
will be those instruments that justify
the expense involved, such as Stein-
way, Mason & Hamlin, Bechstein,
and Bliithner grands, or, in rare
instances, a more ordinary brand
that has been exceptionally well pre-
served. With occasional exceptions,
the vast majority of uprights and
cheaper grands that survive from
this period are not worth repairing,
unless for historical or sentimental
reasons.

1900-1930

The period from about 1900 to 1930
was the heyday of piano manufac-
turing in America. The piano held
an important place in the national
economy and as a symbol of cul-
ture and social status. Hundreds

An old-fashioned, pneumaticallydriven player
piano with punched-paper music roll and
pumping pedals

www.antiqueplayerpiano.com

of small firms turned out millions
of pianos during this time; in fact,
far more pianos were made annu-
ally then than are made today. If
you’re shopping for a used full-size
upright or a grand, some of the pia-
nos you’ll see will probably be from
this period. Smaller pianos weren’t
introduced until later. Although some
well-preserved instruments from
this period may be usable as is,
most will need rebuilding, or at least
reconditioning.

Those in the market for a used pi-
ano often ask for recommendations
of specific brands from this period.
This is a problem, because the pres-
ent condition of the piano, the kind
of use you’ll be giving it, and the cost
of the piano and repairs are far more
important factors than the brand
when considering the purchase of an
old piano. Even a piano of the best
brand, if poorly maintained or badly
repaired, can be an unwise purchase.
Time and wear are great levelers,
and a piano of only average quality
that has not been used much may
be a much better buy. Nevertheless,
since that answer never satisfies any-
one, | offer a list (see box) of some of
the brand names of the period that
were most highly regarded. Please note
that this list, which is by no means
complete—or universally agreed on—
applies only to pianos made before
about 1930, since in many cases the
same names were later applied to en-
tirely different, usually lower, qual-
ity standards.

During this period, a large percent-
age of the pianos made were outfitted
with pneumatically driven player-
piano systems. When these mecha-
nisms eventually fell into disrepair,
they were often removed. Although
there is still a small group of techni-
cians and hobbyists dedicated to re-
storing these fascinating relics of the
past, in most cases it is not economi-
cally practical to do so except for
historical or sentimental reasons.
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GRAY-MARKET

PIANOS

If you're looking for a piano made
within the last few decades, there
is usually a plentiful supply of used
Yamaha and Kawai pianos originally
made for the Japanese market. How-
ever, there has been some contro-
versy about them. Sometimes called
“gray-market” pianos, these instru-
ments were originally sold to fami-
lies and schools in Japan, and some
years later were discarded in favor
of new pianos. There being little
market for these used pianos in Ja-
pan—the Japanese are said to have
a cultural bias against buying any
used goods—enterprising business-
people buy them up, restore them to
varying degrees, and export them to
the U.S. and other countries, where
they are sold by dealers of used pia-
nos at a fraction of the price of a
new Yamaha or Kawai. Used Korean
pianos are available under similar cir-
cumstances. (Note: The term “gray
market” is used somewhat errone-
ously to describe these pianos. They
are used instruments, not new, and
there is nothing illegal about buying
and selling them.)

Yamaha has taken a public stand
warning against the purchase of a used
Yamaha piano made for the Japanese
market. When Yamaha first began ex-
porting pianos to the United States,
the company found that some pianos
sent to areas of the U.S. with very
dry indoor climates, such as parts of
the desert Southwest and places
that were bitterly cold in the winter,
would develop problems in a short
period of time: tuning pins would be-
come loose, soundboards and bridges
would crack, and glue joints would
come apart. To protect against this
happening, Yamaha began to season
the wood for destination: a low mois-
ture content for pianos bound for the
U.S., which has the greatest extremes
of dryness; a higher moisture content
for Europe; and the highest moisture
content for Japan, which is relatively
humid. The gray-market pianos, Ya-
maha says, having been seasoned for
the relatively humid Japanese climate,

will not stand up to our dryness. The
company claims to have received many
calls from dissatisfied owners of these
pianos, but cannot help them because
the warranty, in addition to having ex-
pired, is effective only in the country
in which the piano was originally sold
when new.

My own research has led me to
believe that while there is some basis
for Yamaha's concerns, their warnings
are exaggerated. There probably is a
little greater chance, statistically, that
these pianos will develop problems in
conditions of extreme dryness than will
Yamahas seasoned for and sold in the
U.S. However, thousands of gray-mar-
ket pianos have been sold by hundreds
of dealers throughout the country, in all
types of climates, for many years, and
I haven't found evidence of anything
close to an epidemic of problems with
them. In mild and moderate climates,
reported problems are rare. There are,
however, some precautions that should
be taken.

These pianos are available to deal-
ersin a wide variety of ages and condi-
tions. The better dealers will sell only
those in good condition made since
about the mid-1980s. In some cases,
the dealers or their suppliers will recon-
dition or partially rebuild the pianos
before offering them for sale. Make
sure to get a warranty that runs for
at least five years, as any problems
will usually show up within that pe-
riod if they are going to show up at
all. Finally, be sure to use some kind of
humidity-control system in situations
of unusual dryness. Remember that
air-conditioning, as well as heating,
can cause indoor dryness.

It's not always possible to deter-
mine visually whether a particular
instrument was made for the U.S. or
the Japanese market, as some original
differences may have been altered by
the supplier. The dealer may know,
and Yamaha has a utility on its website
(www.yamaha.com/pianoserials/
index.asp) that will look up the origin
of a particular Yamaha piano by serial
number.

1930-1960

The rise of radio and talking pic-
tures in the 1920s competed with
pianos for the public’s attention and
weakened the piano industry, and
the Great Depression decimated it.
During the Depression, many piano
makers, both good and bad, went
bankrupt, and their names were
bought up by the surviving compa-
nies. Sometimes the defunct com-
pany’s designs continued to be used,
but often only the name lived on. Still,
piano making in the 1930s, though re-
duced in quantity from earlier years,
was in most cases of a similar quality.

To revive the depressed piano mar-
ket in the mid-1930s, piano makers
came up with a new idea: the small
piano. Despite the fact that small
pianos, both vertical and grand, are
musically inferior to larger ones,
the public decided that spinets, con-
soles, and small grands were prefer-
able because they looked better in
the smaller homes and apartments
of the day. There has always been
a furniture aspect to the piano, but
the degree to which piano makers
catered to that aspect from the mid-
’30s onward marked a revolution in
piano marketing.

During World War 11, many pi-
ano factories were commandeered
to make airplane wings and other
wartime products, and what piano
making there was fell somewhat in
quality because of a lack of good raw
materials and skilled labor. Things
changed for the better in the post-
war period, and you’ll sometimes
find used pianos from this period,
still in reasonably good condition or
needing some reconditioning, from
such brands as Steinway, Baldwin,
Mason & Hamlin, Sohmer, Everett,
Knabe, and Wurlitzer.

1960—Present

In the 1960s, the Japanese began ex-
porting pianos to the U.S. in large
numbers. Although at first they had
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some difficulty building pianos to
the demands of our climate, by the
mid- to late-’60s their quality was so
high and their prices so low that they
threatened to put all U.S. makers
out of business. In response, most
of the mid-priced American makers
cheapened their product to compete.
As a result, the 20 years from about
1965 to 1985 are considered, from a
quality standpoint, to be a low point
in U.S. piano manufacturing. In any
case, the Americans were unable to
compete. The international takeover
of the U.S. piano market accelerated
in the 1980s as the Koreans began
to export here, and by 1985 all but a
few U.S. piano makers had gone out
of business. As in an earlier period,
some of their brand names were pur-
chased and later used by others.
Please see the article “The New-
Piano Market Today” for more in-
formation on the post-1960 period.

A used piano made within the
past few decades can often be a very
good deal, as these instruments may
still show very few signs of age and
wear, but with a price far below that
of a new piano. The most recently
made used pianos may even come
with a warranty that is still in effect.
Also, the influx of new, low-priced,
Chinese- and Indonesian-made pia-
nos has driven down the price of
used pianos, in some cases rather
substantially, as the imports offer
the opportunity to buy a new piano
for a price only a little higher than
a decent used one previously com-
manded. If you’re considering a
piano from this period, you may
wish to read applicable articles in
this publication about new pianos,
as well as current and past editions
of The Piano Book. See also the ac-
companying article about so-called
gray-market pianos.

Though in each decade both
good and bad pianos have been
produced, and each piano must be
judged on its own merits, this brief
historical overview may give you
some idea of what to expect to see
as you shop for a used piano. You
can determine the age of a piano
by finding its serial number (The
Piano Book tells how) and looking
it up in the Pierce Piano Atlas (Www.
piercepianoatlas.com), or perhaps
by asking a piano dealer or techni-
cian to look it up for you.

How to Find a Used Piano

Finding a used piano essentially in-
volves networking, a concept very
much in vogue these days. Some net-
working can be done by computer,
and some with old-fashioned phone
calls and shoe leather. Here are some
of your options—you may be able to
think of others.

TouchRail™ by PitchLock
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u  Contact piano technicians, re-
builders, and used-piano dealers

People who service pianos often
have customers who want to sell their
instruments. Some technicians also
restore pianos for sale in their shops.
Contacting these technicians or vis-
iting their shops is a good way to
acquaint yourself with local market
conditions, to better understand
what’s involved in piano restoration,
and to see an interesting slice of life
in your community you might not
otherwise encounter. If you decide
to buy from a technician, you may
pay more than you would a private
party, but you’ll have the peace of
mind of knowing that the piano has
been checked over, repaired, and
comes with a warranty. Even though
you trust the seller, it’s a good idea
to hire an independent technician to
inspect the piano before purchase,
just as you would if the piano were
being sold by a private party, be-
cause even the best technicians can
differ in their professional abilities
and opinions.

u  Visit dealers of new pianos

New-piano dealers take used pianos
in trade for new ones all the time,
and need to dispose of them to re-
coup the trade-in allowance they gave
on the new piano. Although many
of the trade-ins will be older pianos,
it’s quite common for a customer
to trade in a piano purchased only
a few years earlier for a bigger or
better model, leaving a nearly new
piano for you to buy at a substan-
tial discount on its price when new.
Again, you may pay more than you
would from a private party—usually
20 to 30 percent more—but it may be
difficult to find something like this
from a private party, and the dealer
will likely also give some sort of
warranty. Some of the best deals I've
seen have been acquired this way. If
you're also considering the option of
buying a new piano, then you’ll be

able to explore both options with a
single visit. On the other hand, some-
times dealers advertise used pianos
just to get customers into the store,
where they can be sold on a new
piano. The used piano advertised
may be overpriced, or may no longer
be available. When you have a used
piano inspected, make sure the
technician you hire owes no favors
to the dealer who’s selling it.

u Shopping via the Internet

The best way to use the Internet to
shop for a used piano is to look for
sellers, both commercial and non-
commercial, within driving distance
of your home. That way, you can more
easily try out the piano, develop a face-
to-face relationship with the seller, and
get a better sense of whether or not
you want to do business with them.
Craigslist (www.craigslist.org), though
not a piano-specific site, seems to
have become the preferred classified-
ad site for this purpose, as it’s both
free and is organized by city. If you
travel frequently, you should check
out sellers in other cities, too—easy
to do on Craigslist. Other popular
piano classified-ad sites include www
.pianoworld.com (which also has
extensive forums for exchanging in-
formation and getting answers to
your questions), www.pianomart.com
(smartly organized for easy search-
ing), www.pianobroker.com, and our
own Piano Buyer Classifieds (www
.pianobuyer.com), which uses the
Pianomart database and search
engine. These sites either charge a
monthly fee to list or a small commis-
sion upon sale, but are free to buyers.

You'll also find pianos for sale
on the Internet auction site eBay.
Search on a variety of keywords, as
each keyword will bring up a differ-
ent group of pianos for sale. This can
be frustrating, as either too broad
or too specific a search term may
yield unsatisfactory results. The
bidding process generally provides

a window of time during which you
can contact the seller for more infor-
mation, see the piano, and have it in-
spected before placing a bid. This is
definitely not a good way to buy a pi-
ano unless you have the opportunity
to first try out the piano and have
it inspected. On both eBay and the
classified-ad sites mentioned above,
many listings that appear to be non-
commercial will actually turn out
to have been placed by commercial
sellers, who may have many more
pianos for sale than the one in the ad
you answered.

The website of the Piano Tech-
nicians Guild (www.ptg.org) has a
listing of dealer websites and other
resources that may be useful in
locating used or restored pianos.
If your situation is such that find-
ing a local source of used pianos is
unlikely, one reliable source that
ships nationwide is Rick Jones Pia-
nos in Beltsville, Maryland (www
.rickjonespianos.com).

If you’re thinking of making a
long-distance purchase, the pre-
cautions mentioned in the section
“Shopping Long-Distance via the
Internet,” in the article “Piano Buying
Basics,” bear repeating: First, take into
account the cost of long-distance ship-
ping and consider whether it’s really
worth it. If buying from a commercial
source, find out as much as you can
about the dealer. Get references. If
you haven’t actually seen the piano,
get pictures of it. Hire a technician
in the seller’s area to inspect the
piano and ask the technician about
a commercial seller’s reputation.
Make sure the dealer has experience
in arranging long-distance moves, and
uses a mover that specializes in pia-
nos. Find out who will be respon-
sible for tuning and adjusting the
piano in your home, and for repair-
ing any defects or dings in the finish.
Get the details of any warranty, es-
pecially who is responsible for pay-
ing the return freight if the piano is
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defective. Find out how payment is
to be made in a way that protects
both parties.

u  Non-Internet Techniques

In this age of the Internet, it’s impor-
tant not to forget older, more conven-
tional methods of networking that
still work, such as placing and an-
swering classified print ads in local
newspapers and want-ad booklets;
and posting and answering notices
on bulletin boards anywhere people
congregate, such as houses of worship,
community centers, laundromats, etc.
Other, more aggressive, techniques
include contacting movers and stor-
age warehouses to see if they have
any pianos abandoned by their own-
ers; attending auctions; contacting
attorneys and others who handle the
disposition of estates; and just plain
old asking around among cowork-
ers, friends, and acquaintances.

u  Obtaining a Piano from
a Friend or Relative

It’s nice when pianos remain in the
family. I got my piano that way. But
pianos purchased from friends and
relatives or received as gifts are as
likely as any others to have expen-
sive problems you should know
about. It’s very hard to refuse a gift,
and perhaps embarrassing to hire a
piano technician to inspect it before
you accept it, but for your own pro-
tection you should insist on doing
so. Otherwise you may spend a lot
of money to move a “gift” you could
have done without.

Which of these routes to finding a
used piano you end up following will
depend on your situation and what
you’re looking for. If you have a lot
of time and transportation is no
problem, you may get the best deal
by shopping around among private

owners or in out-of-the-way places.
If you're busy or without a car but
have money to spend, it may be more
convenient to shop among piano
technicians, rebuilders, or dealers,
who may be able to show you several
pianos at the same time and spare
you from worrying about future
repair costs and problems. If you
travel a lot to other cities or have few
piano resources in your local area,
the Internet can be a big help in lo-
cating an appropriate commercial
or non-commercial source far away.
(See the ads in this publication
for movers that specialize in long-
distance piano moving.) The best
route also depends on where you
live, as some communities may have
a brisk trade in used pianos among
private owners but few rebuilding
shops, or vice versa, or have an abun-
dance of old uprights but few grands.

Buying a Restored Piano

Three terms are often used in dis-
cussions of piano restoration work:
repair, reconditioning, and rebuild-
ing. There are no precise definitions
of these terms, and any particular
job may contain elements of more
than one of them. It’s therefore very
important, when having restora-
tion work done on your piano or
when buying a piano on which such
work has been done, to find out ex-
actly what jobs have been, or will be,
carried out. “This piano has been
reconditioned” or “I’ll rebuild this
piano” are not sufficient answers.
One technician’s rebuilding may be
another’s reconditioning.

Repair jobs generally involve fix-
ing isolated broken parts, such as a
broken hammer, a missing string, or
an improperly working pedal. That
is, a repair does not necessarily in-
volve upgrading the condition of the
instrument as a whole, but addresses
only specific broken or improperly
adjusted parts.
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Reconditioning always involves
a general upgrading of the entire
piano, but with as little actual re-
placement of parts as possible. For
instance, reconditioning an old
upright might include resurfacing
the hammer felt (instead of replac-
ing the hammers) and twisting (in-
stead of replacing) the bass strings
to improve their tone. However, defi-
nitions of reconditioning can vary
widely: Many technicians would
consider the replacement of ham-
mers, tuning pins, and strings to be
part of a reconditioning job in which
more extensive work is either not
needed or not cost-effective; others
would call such work a partial rebuild.

Rebuilding is the most complete
of the three levels of restoration.
Ideally, rebuilding means putting
the piano into “like new” condition.
In practice, however, it may involve
much less, depending on the needs
and value of the particular instru-
ment, theamount of money available,

and the scrupulousness of the re-
builder. Restringing the piano and
replacing the pinblock in a grand,
as well as repairing or replacing the
soundboard, would typically be parts
of a rebuilding job. In the action,
rebuilding would include replacing
the hammer heads, damper felts,
and key bushings, and replacing or
completely overhauling other sets
of parts as well. Refinishing the piano
case is also generally part of the re-
building process. Because of the
confusion over the definitions of
these terms, sometimes the term re-
manufacturing is used to distinguish
the most complete rebuilding job
possible—including replacement of
the soundboard—from a lesser
“rebuilding.” However, there is no
substitute for requesting from the
technician an itemization of the
work performed.

When considering buying a re-
built piano, or having a piano re-
built, particularly an expensive one,

Restoring the piano case to like-new condition

A rebuilt grand piano action with
new hammers is ready for regu-
lating and voicing.

the rebuilder’s experience level should
count heavily in your decision. The
complete rebuilding of a piano re-
quires many dissimilar skills. The
skills required for installing a
soundboard, for example, are very
different from those required for in-
stalling a new set of hammers or for
regulating the action. Mastering all
of these skills can take a very long
time. In a sense, you should be shop-
ping for the rebuilder as much as for
the piano.
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|:| GRAND PIANO REBUILDING CHEC

The following is a list of the tasks
that might comprise a fairly complete
rebuilding of a grand piano. Any par-
ticular job may be either more or less
extensive than shown here, depend-
ing on the needs and value of the in-
strument and other factors, but this
list can serve as a guide. See also The
Piano Book for information about
specific rebuilding issues pertaining
to Steinway and Mason & Hamlin
pianos.

Notice that the restoration can
be divided into three main parts: the
soundbox or resonating unit, the ac-
tion, and the cabinet. The soundbox
(also known as the strung back or
belly) includes the soundboard, ribs,
bridges, strings, pinblock, tuning pins,
plate, and the structural parts of the
case; the action includes the keyframe
and action frame, keys and keytops,
hammers, dampers, trapwork, and all
other moving action parts; the cabinet
includes cosmetic repair and refinishing
of the case and of the nonstructural
cabinet parts and hardware. Note
that the damper parts that contact the
strings are restored with the soundbox,
whereas the damper underlever action
is treated with the rest of the action.

There is very little overlap among
the three types of work; each of the
three parts could be performed alone
or at different times, as technical con-
ditions permit and/or financial consid-
erations require. In a typical complete
rebuilding job, restoration of the
soundbox might comprise 45 percent
of the cost, the action 30 percent, and
the cabinet 25 percent, though these
percentages will vary according to the
particulars of the job.

Soundbox or resonating unit

= Replace or repair soundboard,
refinish, install new soundboard

decal (if not replacing soundboard:
shim soundboard cracks, reglue
ribs as necessary, refinish, install
new soundboard decal)

= Replace pinblock
Replace bridges or bridge caps
Replace or ream agraffes, restore
capo-bar bearing surface

= Refinish plate, paint lettering,
replace understring felts

= Replace strings and tuning pins,
tune to pitch

= Replace damper felts, refinish
damper heads, regulate
dampers

Action

= Replace hammers, shanks, and
flanges

= Replace or overhaul wippen/
repetition assemblies

= Replace backchecks

Replace front-rail key bushings

Replace balance-rail key bushings

or key buttons

Replace or clean keytops

Replace key-end felts

Clean keys

Clean and refelt keyframe

Replace let-off felts or buttons

Clean and, if necessary, repair

action frame

Regulate action, voice

Overhaul or replace damper

underlever action and damper

guide rail

= Overhaul pedal lyre and
trapwork, regulate

Cabinet

= Repair music desk, legs, other
cabinet parts, as needed

= Repair loose or missing veneer
Strip and refinish exterior; refinish
bench to match piano

= Buff and lacquer solid-brass hard-
ware, replate plated hardware

Many rebuilders contract out por-
tions of the job, particularly the refin-
ishing of the piano’s case, to others
who have special expertise. Al-
though this has always been so, more

recently groups of technicians, each
with his or her own business and
shop, have been openly advertising
their close, long-term collaboration
with one another on rebuilding jobs.

In a typical collaboration of this type,
one person might rebuild the strung
back or soundbox (soundboard,
bridges, pinblock, strings, tuning pins,
cast-iron plate); another would rebuild
the action and do the final musical fin-
ishing, such as regulating and voicing;
and the third would refinish the case.
Collaboration of this kind is a positive
development, as it means that each
technician does only what he or she
does best, resulting in a better job
for the customer. But make sure you
know with whom you are contracting
or from whom you are buying, and
which technician is responsible for
making things right if problems arise.
It may occur to you that you could
save a lot of money by buying an un-
restored piano and having a tech-
nician completely restore it, rather
than buying the completely restored
piano from the technician. This is of-
ten true. But the results of a rebuild-
ing job tend to be musically uncertain.
That is, if you are particular in your
taste for tone and touch, you may
or may not care for how the instru-
ment ultimately turns out. For that
reason, especially if a lot of money
is involved, you might be better off
letting the technician make the extra
profit in return for taking the risk.

“Vintage” . . . or New?

“Vintage” pianos are those made
during the golden years of piano-
making in the United States—
roughly, from 1880 to World War II.
More specifically, the term usually
refers to the Steinway and Mason
& Hamlin pianos made during that
period, though it’s occasionally
applied to other great American
makes as well. In the last few de-
cades the demand for these pianos,
and consequently their prices, has
mushroomed due to a (until re-
cently) strong economy, increased
entrepreneurial activity on the part
of rebuilders and piano brokers,
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allegations by rebuilders and oth-
ers that today’s new pianos are not
as well made as the older ones were,
and the purchase of many older
Steinways by Steinway & Sons itself
for rebuilding in its factory.

What makes these vintage pianos
so alluring? Many musicians and
technicians believe that these in-
struments, when rebuilt, sound and
play better than new pianos. How-
ever, no one knows for sure why this
should be so, since most of the com-
ponents in the piano are replaced
during rebuilding. Some point to the
fact that Steinway operated its own
plate foundry until about World
War 11, afterward using a commer-
cial plate foundry (which it now
owns). Because this radical change
in the manufacture of such an im-
portant component roughly corre-
sponds with the end of the vintage
era, and because the plate is one of
the few original parts to survive
the rebuilding process, some spec-
ulate that it holds the key to the
difference. Others say it has to do
with changes in the quality of the
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est parts available.”

Sauter, the world’s oldest piano manufacturer, has
been making pianos in southern Germany since
1819. The company continues to be owned and led
by the Sauter family.

For more information, call or e-mail:

Vienna International, Inc.
509-946-8078
vienna2music@gmail.com
www.sauter-pianos.de

wood available to Steinway and
other companies. Still others say it
wasn’t any single thing, but rather
a combination of many fortuitous
factors, including extremely skilled
and talented craftsmen, that enabled
these companies to make such spe-
cial pianos during that period, but
allegedly not afterward (though that
doesn’t explain why the rebuilt ones
from that period should be better).
Steinway & Sons, for its part, dis-
putes the entire idea that older Stein-
ways are better, dismissing it as a
romantic notion spread by purveyors
of those pianos in their own financial
interest. The company says it has done
extensive testing of both plates and
woods, and the idea that the older
plates and woods were better has no
scientific basis. It says it has also care-
fully inspected hundreds of older
Steinways at its factory rebuilding
facility, which is the largest Steinway

rebuilding facility in the world, and
finds no evidence that the older pia-
nos were built better than today’s—in
fact, it believes that just the opposite
is true. Steinway acknowledges that
some pianists may prefer the sound
of specific older pianos for subjec-
tive artistic reasons, but says that those
considering the purchase of a restored,
older instrument should do so to save
money, not to seek better quality.

For more discussion of this topic,
and of specific technical issues
applicable to the rebuilding of a
Steinway or Mason & Hamlin, please
see The Piano Book.

How Much Is It Worth?

The valuation of used pianos is dif-
ficult. Prices of used pianos vary
wildly, depending on local econo-
mies, supply and demand, and the
cosmetics and playing condition of
the instrument at hand, including
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APPRECIATE OR DEPRECIATE?

Some piano manufacturers market
their instruments as “investments”
and tout their potential for apprecia-
tion in value. If that’s the case, then
why a depreciation schedule? Do pia-
nos appreciate or depreciate?

It depends on how you look at it.
Imagine parking a sum of money in a
savings account earning 2 percent in-
terest at a time when inflation is at 3
percent. Each year, the balance in the
account grows . . . and /oses purchasing
power. This is something like the situ-
ation with pianos. After a large initial
drop in value during the first five to ten
years (because, unless given an incen-
tive to buy used, most people would
prefer a new piano), used pianos lose
value in comparison with similar new
ones at about 1.5 to 2 percent per year.
However, because the price of every-
thing (including pianos) is rising in price
at 3 or 3.5 percent per year (the rate of
inflation), the value of your used piano
will appear to rise by 1 to 2 percent per
year (the difference between the de-
preciation and the inflation).

Why do we figure depreciation from
a comparable new piano instead of fig-
uring appreciation from the original

price of the used one? Theoretically, it
could be done either way. But the price
of a comparable new piano is easier to
look up—one might have to do a lot
of research to find out what grandma
paid for her piano. And the price of the
new piano embodies all the inflation
that has occurred between the original
purchase of the used piano and the
present, avoiding the trouble of hav-
ing to look up the change in the cost
of living during that time. The case is
even stronger for using this method
with foreign-made pianos: Tying the
value of a used piano to the cost of a
comparable new one makes it unneces-
sary to calculate the changes in the cur-
rency exchange rate—and sometimes
changes in the currency itself!—that
have occurred since the used piano
was new.

Figuring depreciation from a com-
parable new piano is not without its
own problems, however. With so many
piano brands of the past now defunct
or made to entirely different standards
(usually in China), the task of figuring
out what constitutes a “comparable”
new piano can sometimes be formi-
dable, if not impossible.

the amount and quality of any res-
toration work done. As if this weren’t
enough, it’s almost a certainty that no
two piano technicians or piano sales-
people would return exactly the same
verdict on any given piano’s value. Art
being what it is, beauty is in the eye and
ear of the potential purchaser, and val-
ues are very much subjective.

In addition, when considering a
used piano being sold by a private,
non-commercial seller, keep in mind
that many such sellers really have no
firm idea of how much their piano is
worth, and have made up something
based on little more than a wish.
Therefore, don’t let a high asking
price keep you from making a more

reasonable offer. Ask the seller how
they arrived at their asking price.
If you can back up your offer with
your own technician’s appraisal
(including a list of the things that
need to be fixed), credible listings of
similar pianos, or other evidence of
the piano’s true value, you stand a
good chance of getting the piano at
or close to your price.

In this article, I've tried to assem-
ble some information and tools to
help buyers and sellers understand
the appraisal process and determine
the value of a piano within a reason-
able range.

Fair market value is the price
at which an item would change

hands between a willing buyer and
a willing seller, neither of whom is
compelled to buy or sell, and each of
whom has reasonable knowledge of
the relevant facts.

Appraisers of used pianos and
other consumer goods typically use
three different methods to determine
fair market value: comparable sales,
depreciation, and idealized value
minus the cost of restoration.

Comparable Sales

The comparable sales method com-
pares the piano being appraised
with recent actual selling prices of
other pianos of like brand, model,
age, condition, and location. Gen-
erally speaking, this is the most ac-
curate method of determining value
when one has access to a body of
information on recent sale prices
of comparable items. The problem
here is that, with few exceptions,
it’s rare to find several recently sold
pianos that are perfect matches for
all these criteria. There is no central
repository for sales information on
used pianos, and each appraiser or
technician, over a lifetime, sees pia-
nos that are so diverse and scattered
as to these criteria that they are
likely to be of only limited value as
appraisal guides. (Exceptions might
be technicians or dealers who spe-
cialize in used Yamaha, Kawai, or
Steinway pianos, brands that have
attained near-commodity status in
the piano business.)

To handle this problem, I and
my staff have attempted to approxi-
mate the fair market value of pianos
of various types, ages, and condi-
tions by querying a number of piano
technicians about their memories
of comparable sales. The result is
the accompanying chart, “Prices of
Used Pianos,” though I stress that
we do not have enough data to do
more than make rough estimates.
This chart is most useful for de-
termining the approximate value
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of many brands of older piano for
which it would otherwise be difficult
to find enough comparable sales to
determine a value. Understandably,
however, the price ranges shown in
the chart are quite broad. The chart
is organized by categories of verti-
cal and grand piano broken down by
age (pre-1950 and 1950-1980), quality
(Average, Better, Best), and condition
(Worse, Average, Better, Recondi-
tioned, and Rebuilt). For prices of pi-
anos made since 1980, I suggest using
the depreciation method, described
later in this article.

The price ranges given reflect
the wide possibilities a buyer faces
in the used-piano market. At the
low end of each range is a price one
might find in a poor economy or
a “buyer’s market,” where supply

exceeds demand. At the high end,
the prices are consistent with both
a better economy and a higher
demand for the type of instrument
indicated. In some categories, the
prices we received from our sources
varied all over the map, and we
had to use a considerable amount
of editorial discretion to produce
price ranges that were not so broad
as to be useless as guidelines, and
to retain at least a modicum of
internal consistency in the chart.
For that reason, you should expect
to find some markets or situations
in which prices higher or lower
than those given here are normal or
appropriate.

The prices given here for pianos
that are not reconditioned or re-
built (those labeled Worse, Average,

Better) are the price ranges you
might expect to find when buying
pianos from private owners. The Re-
conditioned and Rebuilt categories
represent prices you might encoun-
ter when shopping for such pianos at
plano stores or from piano technicians,
with a warranty given. In some cases
we have omitted the Rebuilt price
because we would not expect re-
building to be cost-effective for pia-
nos of that general age and type. In
every case, prices assume the least
expensive style and finish; prices for
pianos with fancier cabinets, exotic
veneers, inlays, and so forth, could
be much higher.

Quality
“Best brands” include Steinway,
Mason & Hamlin, and the very best

PRICES OF USED PIANOS (US$)

Private Seller Dealer
Worse Average Better Reconditioned Rebuilt

Vertical, pre-1950, average brand 0-300 300-750 600-1,000 1,000-1,500 N/A
Vertical, pre-1950, better brand 150-500 400-1,000 700-1,500 1,200-2,000 N/A
Vertical, pre-1950, best brand 500-1,000 1,000-3,000 2,000-5,000 3,000-6,000 10,000-16,000
Vertical, 1950-1980, average brand 200-600 400-1,000 1,000-1,500 1,200-2,500 N/A
Vertical, 1950-1980, better brand 400-800 700-1,500 1,000-2,500 2,000-4,500 N/A
Vertical, 1950-1980, best brand 700-2,000 1,500-2,500 3,000-5,000 4,000-7,000 7,000-10,000
Vertical, 1980- Use Depreciation Schedule

Grand, pre-1950, average brand, 5' 0-500 700-1,500 1,000-2,500 1,500-3,500 N/A
Grand, pre-1950, average brand, 6' 500-1,200 1,500-2,000 2,000-3,000 3,500-4,500 N/A
Grand, pre-1950, average brand, 7' 800-1,500 1,500-3,500 3,000-5,000 4,000-7,000 8,000-10,000
Grand, pre-1950, better brand, 5' 500-1,000 2,000-3,000 2,500-4,000 5,000-8,000 N/A
Grand, pre-1950, better brand, 6' 1,000-2,500 2,500-4,000 4,000-7,000 7,000-10,000 12,000-18,000
Grand, pre-1950, better brand, 7' 1,800-3,500 3,500-7,000 6,000-10,000 8,000-15,000 18,000-30,000
Grand, pre-1950, best brand, 5' 3,000-6,000 6,000-9,000 8,000-15,000 15,000-20,000 15,000-25,000
Grand, pre-1950, best brand, 6' 5,000-8,000 7,000-15,000 12,000-20,000 15,000-28,000 28,000-50,000
Grand, pre-1950, best brand, 7' 7,000-10,000 12,000-18,000 20,000-35,000 20,000-40,000 35,000-65,000
Grand, 1950-1980, average brand, 5' 500-1,200 1,500-2,500 2,000-4,000 3,000-5,000 N/A
Grand, 1950-1980, average brand, 6' 800-2,000 2,000-3,000 3,000-5,000 3,500-7,000 N/A
Grand, 1950-1980, average brand, 7' 1,500-2,500 2,500-4,000 4,000-7,000 4,000-8,000 8,000-12,000
Grand, 1950-1980, better brand, 5' 800-2,000 2,000-4,000 2,500-5,000 5,000-9,000 N/A
Grand, 1950-1980, better brand, 6' 1,500-3,000 2,500-5,000 4,000-9,000 8,000-12,000 12,000-22,000
Grand, 1950-1980, better brand, 7' 3,000-6,000 5,000-10,000 8,000-15,000 10,000-20,000 15,000-30,000
Grand, 1950-1980, best brand, 5' 4,000-7,000 7,000-10,000 9,000-18,000 16,000-21,000 17,000-25,000
Grand, 1950-1980, best brand, 6' 6,000-10,000 8,000-15,000 12,000-20,000 20,000-28,000 28,000-50,000
Grand, 1950-1980, best brand, 7' 8,000-12,000 14,000-20,000 18,000-30,000 20,000-40,000 35,000-65,000

Grand, 1980-

Use Depreciation Schedule
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European makes, such as Bechstein,
Bliithner, and Bosendorfer. “Better
brands” include the well-regarded
older names mentioned in the ac-
companying article for the pre-1930
period, such as Knabe and Chick-
ering; and names such as Baldwin,
Everett, Kawai, Sohmer, Yamaha,
and others of similar quality for the
1950-1980 period. “Average brands”
are pretty much everything else.

Condition

Worse, Average, and Better refer
to the condition of the piano in
comparison to the amount of wear
and tear one would expect from
the piano’s age. However, even
Worse pianos should be playable
and serviceable. Note that because
many buyers are quite conscious of
a piano’s appearance, pianos that
are in good shape musically but in
poor shape cosmetically will often
sell at a price more consistent
with the Worse range than with
a higher one. This offers an
opportunity for the less furniture-
conscious buyer to obtain a bargain.

For a discussion of the definitions
of reconditioned and rebuilt, please
see the section “Buying a Restored
Piano” in this article. For the purposes
of this chart, however, we have adopted
the requirement that a piano has not
been rebuilt unless its pinblock has been
replaced, and that a piano that has been
restrung, but without a new pinblock, is
considered to have been reconditioned.
Note that these definitions are not
precise, and that both the quality
and the quantity of the work can vary
greatly, depending on the needs of the
instrument and the capabilities of the
restorer. These variations should be
taken into account when determining
the piano’s value.

Depreciation

The depreciation method of deter-
mining fair market value is based
on the fact that many types of

DEPRECIATION SCHEDULE

Age Percent of
in Years New Value

Worse Average Better

1 75 80 83
2 72 77 80
3 69 74 77
5 63 68 71
10 52 57 60
15 43 48 51
20 36 41 44
25 29 34 37
Verticals only
30 22 27 30
35-70 15 20 23
Grands only
30-70 25 30 33
Steinways
1 75 80 83
2 72 77 80
3 70 75 78
5 66 71 74
10 58 63 66
15 50 5 58
20 42 47 50
25 34 39 42
Verticals only
30 28 33 36
35-70 25 30 33
Grands only
30 31 36 39
50 30 35 38
70 28 33 36

consumer goods lose value over
time at a more or less predictable
rate. A depreciation schedule, such
as the one here, shows how much
an unrestored used piano is worth
as a percentage of the actual selling
price of a new piano of comparable
quality. The problem here is that so
many older brands are now made
by companies different from the
original, in different factories and
parts of the world, and to different
standards, that it can be difficult or
impossible to determine what con-
stitutes a “comparable” new piano.

Thus, this method of figuring value
is best used for pianos of relatively
recent make when the model is still
in production, or for older pianos
whose makers have remained under
relatively constant ownership, loca-
tion, and standards, and for which,
therefore, a comparable model can
reasonably be determined.

Note that depreciation is from
the current price of the model, not
the original price, because the
current price takes into account
inflation and, if applicable, changes
in the value of foreign currencies.
The values are meant to reflect what
the piano would sell for between
private, non-commercial parties. 1
suggest adding 20 to 30 percent to
the computed value when the piano
is being sold by a dealer, unrestored,
but with a warranty. These figures
are intended only as guidelines,
reflecting our general observation of
the market. “Worse,” “Average,” and
“Better” refer to the condition of the
used piano for its age. A separate
chart is given for Steinway pianos.
Other fine pianos, such as Mason
& Hamlin, or some of the best
European brands, may command
prices between the regular and
Steinway figures.

Idealized Value Minus the
Cost of Restoration

This is the difference between the
cost of a rebuilt piano and the cost to
restore the unrebuilt one to like-new
condition. For example, if a piano,
rebuilt, would be worth $50,000,
and it would cost $30,000 to restore
the unrebuilt one to like-new condi-
tion, then according to this method
the unrebuilt piano would be worth
$20,000. This method can be used
when a piano needs extensive, quan-
tifiable repair work. It’s not appro-
priate to use this method for an
instrument that is relatively new or
in good condition.
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Other Types of Valuation

Several other types of valuation are
sometimes called for:

Replacement value is what it
would cost to replace the used piano
with a brand-new one. This value
is often sought when someone has
purchased an insurance policy with
a rider that guarantees replacement
of a lost or damaged piano with a
new one instead of paying the fair
market value of the used one. The
problem here, again, is what brand
and model of new piano to consider
“comparable” if the original brand
and model are no longer being
made, or are not being made to the
same standards.

Here it may be helpful to consult
the rating chart in the Piano Buyer
article “The New-Piano Market
Today.” Choose a brand whose re-
lationship to today’s piano market
is similar to that the original brand
bore to the piano market of its day.
Whatever brand and model you
choose, depending on how high a
replacement value you seek, you can
use either the manufacturer’s sug-
gested retail price (highest), the ap-
proximate street price (lowest), or
something in between. These prices,
or information on how to estimate
them, can be found in the “Model &
Pricing Guide.”

Trade-in value is what a com-
mercial seller would pay for the used
piano, usually in trade (or partial
trade) for a new one. This is dis-
counted from the fair market value,
typically by at least 20 to 30 per-
cent, to allow the commercial seller
to make a profit when reselling the
instrument. (In practice, the com-
mercial seller will often pay the fair
market value for the used piano,
but to compensate, will increase
the price of the new piano to the
consumer.)

Salvage value is what a dealer,
technician, or rebuilder would pay

for a piano that is essentially un-
playable or unserviceable and in
need of restoration. It can be de-
termined using the idealized-value-
minus-cost-of-restoration method,
but discounted, like trade-in value,
to allow the commercial seller to
make a profit.

Inspect, Inspect, Inspect

In closing, I'd like to remind you
that your best protection against
buyer’s remorse is having the piano
inspected by a piano technician
prior to purchasing it, particularly if
the piano is more than ten years old.
Sometimes it will be sufficient to
speak to the seller’s technician about
the piano, if he or she has serviced it
regularly and has reason to believe
that he or she will continue servicing
it under your ownership. However,
in most situations, you’ll be better
off hiring your own technician. You
can find a list of Registered Piano
Technicians in your area on the web-
site of the Piano Technicians Guild,
www.ptg.org.

More Information

If you’re serious about buying a
used piano, additional information
in The Piano Book may be useful to
you, including:

® How to remove the outer cabinet
parts to look inside the piano

= How to do a preliminary
inspection of a piano to rule
out those that are not worth
hiring a technician to inspect,
including an extensive checklist
of potential problem areas

m A discussion of issues that
frequently come up in regard
to the rebuilding of Steinway
pianos

= A complete list of older Steinway
models, from 1853 to the present

m How to locate the serial number
of a piano

m A list of manufacturing dates
and serial numbers for Steinway
pianos. L]
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PIANO
BUYER

SINCE THE PIANO’S INVENTION by
Bartolomeo Cristofori in 1700, its
evolution has been driven by the
desire to meet the changing musical
needs of the times, by advances in
technology, and by the business and
marketing requirements of the piano
manufacturers. High-end pianos ex-
emplify this evolutionary process.
Early pianos were limited by the
technology of the day to a light-
weight structure, and a design that
produced a tone—bright and inti-
mate, but with short sustain and low
volume—that evolved from the sound
of the harpsichord. This complemented
both the musical styles favored by
the Classical period, especially
chamber music, and the smaller,
more intimate venues in which mu-
sicwas then customarily performed.
As technology advanced, it became
possible—using cast-iron plates,
stronger strings, and higher-tension

scale designs—to produce more ro-
bust instruments capable of filling
a large hall with sound. This suited
the composer-virtuosos of the Ro-
mantic period, such as Liszt and
Brahms, whose works for the pi-
ano demanded from the instrument
greater power, and the ability to be
heard above the larger orchestras of
the day. However, this louder, more
overtone-filled sound could also
conflict with and overpower other
chamber instruments and their per-
formance settings.

The great American pianos, hav-
ing come of age during the Romantic
era, tend toward the Romantic tonal
tradition. The great European piano
makers, however, embedded in a cul-
ture steeped in centuries of musical
tradition, have long had to satisfy the
conflicting tonal styles of different
ages, and this has resulted in a wide
variety of instruments with different

musical qualities. As the American
market for European pianos grows,
the European companies are further
having to reconcile remaining true
to their own traditions with evolving
to please the American ear. While all
brands make full use of technological
advances and are capable of satisfying
diverse musical needs, some tend to-
ward a more pristine tone, with plush
but low-volume harmonics, perfect
for chamber music or solo perfor-
mances in small rooms; others are
bright and powerful enough to hold
their own above the largest symphony
orchestras; and many are in between.

The good news is that the best
way to find the right piano for you is
to play as many as you can—a sim-
ply wonderful experience!

What follows is a story with a valu-
able perspective from a well-respected
dealer of performance-quality instru-
ments. —Editor

THE BEST PIANO: A STORY

“I'm tone deaf,” declared the husband.
"l can't tell the difference between one
piano and another.”

His wife nodded in agreement.
"He is tone deaf. And while | can hear
some differences, it's all so confusing.
All we want is a piano that our kids
can learn to play on. We don’t need a
great piano.”

Ashort conversation ensued in which
I learned, among other things, that this
couple had three children, ranging in
age from seven years to six months.

“Our daughter just turned seven,”
the wife said. “She’s interested in piano
lessons, but we're not sure how com-
mitted she’ll be.”

“You know kids,” the husband
shrugged. “She may want piano lessons
now, but in a few months’ time ... 2"

“You're right,” | said. “Kids change
their minds all the time. | started piano
lessons at the age of six, and stopped only
a few months later. But the piano stayed
in our home, and at the age of 12 | was
drawn back to it. | played a few tunes by
ear, and after a while | started lessons
again. But. .. would you like your young-
est child to play the piano as well?”

They looked at each other. It seemed
that the possibility of their six-month-
old baby taking lessons sometime in
the future was something they hadn't
considered.

“This means that whatever instru-
ment we choose, it will probably stay
in our home for a very long time,” the
woman said to her husband. “Perhaps
we should look at a greater range of
instruments than just the few we had
inmind ...?"

“But still,” he said, turning to me, “is
there enough difference in the tone of
the pianos to justify a greater invest-
ment, and a possible increase in our
budget?”

Such conversations are not rare.
Some people feel they won't be able to
hear the differences between pianos, or
that a high-end piano will be wasted
on them. Others try to accommodate
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800-968-9250

only what they perceive their needs to
be at the time of purchase, rather than
over the many years they may end up
owning a piano.

Often, piano buyers form an idea
of what they want and how much to
spend, and consider only a few brands,
without ever sufficiently researching
the differences in manufacturers’ phi-
losophies and how these might affect
the tone, touch, musicality, and price
of the instrument. However, such infor-
mation can help the consumer clarify
his or her true needs and preferences.
Many shopping for a piano all but ig-
nore higher-end models, considering
them beyond their needs or means. But
for more than a few of these buyers,
a better-quality piano may prove the
better fit and value.

There are significant differences
in manufacturing methods between
performance-oriented instruments,
which are often referred to as
"handmade,” and mass-produced

www.allegropianos.com

instruments, in which some musical
qualities are sacrificed to meet a lower
retail price.

Performance-oriented manufactur-
ers, especially at the highest level,
are looking to capture a wide range
of tonal characteristics. Some of these
qualities, such as sustain, tonal varia-
tion, and dynamic range, are univer-
sally accepted as helping the playing
of pianists of all levels sound more
musical. All makers of high-end pia-
nos strive to make pianos that excel
in these areas. Other tonal character-
istics, however, such as tonal color—
the specific harmonic structure of the
tone—can reflect a particular manu-
facturer’s philosophy of what the best
piano should sound like, and are the ele-
ments that separate one high-end make
from another. A piano maker’s decision
to emphasize certain musical qualities
over others is manifested through differ-
ences in the instrument’s design, in the
instrument’s resulting tone and touch,

and in its appeal to a particular player
or listener.

“Would you like to hear some higher-
end instruments as well, just to com-
pare?” | asked the couple.

"Yes, please,” replied the woman.

And so we went on a tour of Piano
Land, playing, listening to, and assess-
ing the tone of a variety of instruments.
“0oohhh,” said the wife in response to
one particular make. “Aaahhh,” sighed
her husband, as the realization struck
him: He actually could hear the dif-
ferences between these pianos; not
only that, he had some rather clear
preferences.

“But which is the best piano?” he
asked. There are quite a few instru-
ments here, all so beautiful, but so
different from each other. Which is
the best?

This is a question customers ask
me again and again when visiting
our showroom—we represent most
of the high-end makers, and side-by-
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UNIQUE scHIMMEL
KONZERT CONCEPT

In the unique Schimmel Konzert Concept, the well-established
and ideal construction concepts for the large Konzert grand
piano K 280, have been consistently integrated into the smal-
ler model series, where possible in identical construction. This
enables pianists to enjoy the benefits of the outstanding touch
and tonal characteristics of a large Koncert grand even when
performing on smaller models. This Schimmel family of sound

is unique worldwide.

side comparisons are always possible.
And while, time after time, our cus-
tomers do find the absolute “best,”
for each of those customers the “best”
is represented by a different make,
according to his or her preferences.
The combination of musical qualities
emphasized by one piano maker
may speak to one customer while leav-
ing another indifferent—who, in turn
responds enthusiastically to an instru-
ment made by another manufacturer
that has left the first customer cold.
Some people prefer a bold, out-
going, and powerful sound; others
want a more delicate, clear, and me-
lodic tone. Some like focused, de-
fined, and pure tonal characteristics,
while others look for instruments whose
sound is more robust, deep, and dark.

At the top end of piano manufactur-
ing, each instrument should have a
high level of design, parts, materials,
execution, workmanship, and attention
to detail. However, it is personal prefer-
ence—the buyer’s response to the vari-
ous manufacturers’ interpretations of
the “perfect sound”—that determines
the answer to the question of “But
which is the best piano?” The answer
is different for every customer.

But which piano is the “best” is also
a matter of other factors. Some high-
end instruments might be considered
the “best” in one setting, but not quite
the best in another. A piano that sounds
its best in a large concert hall with hun-
dreds of people may not necessarily be
the right fit for the typical living room.

“The best instrument,” | replied
to the couple, “is the one that you'll
most enjoy listening to as your chil-
dren—and perhaps, before you know
it, your grandchildren—play and de-
velop their musical skills. The ‘best’
piano is the one you'll be happy with
over the many years it will live in your
home, and that one day, when you
have the time, perhaps may tempt you
to take lessons yourself. The best piano
is the one that will deliver to you and
your family the joy of music, now and
over the long run.”

Ori Bukai owns and operates Allegro
Pianos in Stamford, Connecticut,
which specializes in the sale of new
and restored high-end pianos. Visit
his website at www.allegropianos.com.
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E-272 / 8'11"

Come and see us in our workshops in Bayreuth,
Germany. We are proud to combine German
classical hand craftsmanship with our
industry leading innovations.
Steingraeber - seven generatigas since 1820 1
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The photo shows Wo Steingraeber (2ndHrom the right),
piano mgker in the 6th generation together with
pianists from the Jury of the Liszt Piano Competition Weimar Bayreuth
upright pianos 122/48" - 130/51"/ - 138 / 54" and
grand pianos
A-170/5'7", B-192 /6'3", C-212 /7', D-232 /77", E-272 / 8'11"

www.steingraeber.de



PIANO
BUYER

[This article assumes you are already familiar with the basics of piano-shopping
(see “Piano Buying Basics” and other appropriate articles in this publication),
and treats only those aspects of the subject that are specific to the institutional

setting.—Ed.]

Institutional Basics

Institutions vary so widely in size,
makeup, and needs that it is impos-
sible to cover in a single article all
the variables that might apply. For
example, the studio of a graduate-
school piano professor might be 12
feet square, carpeted, and cluttered
with bookshelves, desk, and chairs,
but still needs a performance-grade
instrument. A church sanctuary—
often a carpeted, irregularly shaped
room with a raised dais and filled
with pews, glass windows, and lots
of sound-absorbing people—needs a
piano that can accompany the choir,
be heard throughout a huge room,
and also be used as a solo instru-
ment for visiting artists. A school may
need dozens of pianos for every-
thing from tiny practice cubicles to
a concert hall.

However, regardless of whether
you’re purchasing a piano for a church,
school, performance space, or an-
other institutional location, you
need to start with some basic ques-
tions that will help identify the pi-
ano (or pianos) that are appropriate
for your situation.

For example:

= Who will use the piano—
beginners, advanced players,
or concert artists?

= How often will the piano be
played—in the occasional
concert, or for 18 hours per day
of intense student practice?

= How will the piano be used—
lessons for graduate students?
church services? recordings?

= Will the piano’s location be fixed,
or will it be moved often?

= In what size room will it
primarily be used?

After answering these questions,
this article will help you establish
some basic parameters, including:

Grand vs. Vertical

Size

New vs. Used

Digital vs. Acoustic

Traditional Acoustic vs. Acoustic
with Record/Playback/Computer
Features

Budget

Once you’ve narrowed down the pa-
rameters of your ideal instrument or
group of instruments, you need to
consider your budget. In doing so,
it’s best to remember that quality in-
struments properly maintained will
last a long time. Accordingly, it’s best
to view the cost of each instrument
not as a one-time expense, but as a
total expense amortized over the life
of the instrument.

When figuring out the true an-
nual cost of an instrument:

= Spread out the instrument’s
purchase price over the span of
its working life

m Factor in the cost of money, that
is, the interest you would pay if
you were to finance the purchase

(even if you don’t actually plan
to finance it)

Include costs of tuning (typically
three to four times a year, but far
more often for performance instru-
ments), regulation, and repairs

When you figure the cost of an
instrument this way, you may even
discover that certain more expensive
instruments are more affordable
than you thought.

Once you've determined your bud-
get,and the size and other features of
the instruments you desire, you can
use the online searchable database
accessible through the electronic ver-
sion of this publication to assist you
in finding the specific brands and
models that will fulfill your needs.

Grand vs. Vertical

Many situations are adequately served
by vertical pianos, including:

m Practice rooms where the piano
is used primarily by, or to ac-
company, non-pianist musicians

= Places where there is no room for
a grand

= Instruments that are not used
for intense playing or difficult
literature

A number of features of vertical
pianos are commonly sought by in-
stitutional buyers:

= Locks on fallboard and tops

= A music desk long enough to
hold multiple sheets of music or
ascore

= Toe-block leg construction with
double-wheel casters—particu-
larly important if the piano will
be moved often
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HAILUN GRAND 178

In 2013 Piano Merchants across North America voted the Hailun Grand
model 178 as MMR’s Piano of the Year 2013*. This is the second time in
a row that Hailun has received this great honor and it speaks to the
tremendous quality and wonderful sound of Hailun instruments. | want to
thank our master piano builders Frank Emerson (USA), Stephen Paulello
(France), Shi Jin (China), and of course, Peter Veletzky (Austria) for
always striving to design the best pianos possible.

-Basilios A. Strmec, CEO Hailun USA

*Voting conducted by MMR Musical Merchandise Review www.mmrmagazine.com

a Vienna International brand

509.946.8078

hailun-pianos.com



MODERN

TECHNOLOGY

Both digital and acoustic pianos are
available with a variety of modern
technologies. Do you need:

= A piano that can be connected
to another piano over the
Internet for the purpose of
long-distance lessons, concerts,
and master classes?

= An instrument that, for study
purposes, can record and play
back a student’s performance,
or play selections from a library
of pre-recorded performances?

= An instrument that can
accompany a vocalist, or string
player or wind player, when
they practice—even if a pianist
isn't available?

= A piano that connects to a com-
puter and can function as an
interactive composition tool?

= A piano that can be used with
score-following software so that
the player can enjoy automatic
page-turning, or rehearse a
concerto with an electronic
orchestra that follows the
soloist?

The piano has a history of more
than 300 years of technological
change and innovation. New tech-
nologies are ever more rapidly be-
coming integral parts of our musical
landscape. You want the piano that
you purchase today to last for a long
time. In making your selection, there-
fore, be sure to consider your current
and future technological needs.

m Heavy-duty back-post and plate
assembly for better tuning
stability

= Climate-control systems

= Protective covers

Grand pianos, however, have keys,
actions, and tonal qualities that are
more appropriate for practicing and
performing advanced literature, and
are therefore preferred in situations
where they are largely used by pi-
ano majors or performing pianists.

Grands are preferred by piano ma-
jors even for small practice rooms,
because the students use these in-
struments primarily to develop ad-
vanced technical facility, something
that’s almost impossible to do on
vertical pianos. Commonly sought
features of grands are:

= Mounting on a piano truck (a
specialized platform on wheels)
for moving the piano easily and
safely

= Protective covers to avoid
damage to the finish
Climate-control systems
Lid and fallboard locks

Size

Carefully consider the size of your
space. You can easily spend too much
on a piano if it’s larger than the space
requires, and you can easily waste
your money if you purchase an un-
dersized instrument. For more infor-
mation about how room acoustics
might affect the size of instrument
you should purchase, see “How to
Make Your Piano Room Sound
Grand,” elsewhere in this issue.

Of course, the tonal quality and
touch of the instrument are related,
in large part, to its size. If youre
purchasing pianos for teaching stu-
dios in which artist faculty are in-
structing graduate piano majors, or
for practice rooms used primarily by
piano majors, there may be musical
reasons for choosing larger grands
despite the fact that the spaces are
small. You’ll be able to capture most
of the advantages of a larger grand’s
longer keys with an instrument six
to six-and-a-half feet long. Any
longer will be overkill for a small
teaching studio or practice room. A
larger teaching studio may be able
to accommodate and make good use
of a seven-foot grand. The size of
the piano is much less important in
the training of beginning pianists or
non-pianist musicians. There, other

factors, such as the size of the room,
will be the dominant considerations.

Vertical pianos made for institu-
tions are almost always at least 45
inches tall. Smaller verticals may have
inferior actions and tone, and cabi-
netry that is more prone to breakage.
Verticals taller than about 48 inches
are probably unnecessary for most
small studio and practice rooms, but
may be appropriate in larger spaces
where a larger sound is needed but a
grand is out of the question.

A special problem often occurs
when a house of worship or small re-
cital venue with limited funds tries
to make do with a grand piano that’s
too small for the space. The pianist
will tend to play much harder than
normal, and overuse the sustain
pedal, in an effort to make the piano
heard at the back of the sanctuary or
hall, causing strings and hammers to
break and pedal systems to wear out
prematurely. Generally, a small- to
medium-size sanctuary will require
a grand six to seven feet long to ad-
equately fill the hall with sound, but
this can vary greatly depending on
the size of the hall, its acoustics, how
large an audience is typically pres-
ent, whether the piano is being used
as a solo instrument or to accom-
pany others, and whether the sound
is amplified. A piano dealer can help

The Yamaha model P22 has typical
school-piano features, such as locks, a
long music desk, toe-block leg con-
struction, and double-wheel casters.
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sort out these issues and recommend
an appropriate instrument.

New vs. Used

Excellent acoustic pianos that are
well maintained should last for de-
cades. Given this fact, should your
institution consider purchasing used
instruments and thus save some
money? If this is something you’re
considering, read “Buying a Used
or Restored Piano” in this issue
before continuing. When compar-
ing a used piano to a new one, con-
sult a trusted piano technician to
get a sense of the used instrument’s
condition and remaining useful life.
Then amortize the cost of the pia-
nos, including expected repair costs,
over their expected lifetimes to de-
termine which is the better value.

If considering a used acoustic pi-
ano with embedded electronics, such
as an electronic player piano, be care-
ful to avoid purchasing an instrument
whose technology is so obsolete that
you can’t use it productively. On the
other hand, if your intention is to use

< ADVERTISEMENT >

University of Wisconsin—
Parkside Invests in HAILUN
Model HG198 Grand

The University of Wisconsin—Parkside
recently purchased a 6' 5" Hailun model
HG198 grand for one of its performance
centers. School officials tested and com-
pared several Japanese and Chinese makes
before choosing the HG198 for its projec-
tion, power, and rich tone. In addition to
having received an outstanding instrument,
school officials emphasized the high quality
of service they had received from the local
Authorized Hailun Merchant, Family
Piano Company, of Waukegan, Illinois.

For more information, call or e-mail:
Vienna International / Hailun USA
509-946-8078
Hailunusa@gmail.com
www.hailun-pianos.com

a player piano’s MIDI features mostly
in conjunction with a computer, you
do have one protection against ob-
solescence on your side: Although
MIDI has been around since 1982,
it’s still an industry standard that
works well and shows no sign of
disappearing in the near future. Ac-
cordingly, you can continue to up-
grade the features of an older MIDI
piano merely by upgrading the soft-
ware you use on your computer.

Acoustic vs. Digital

Digital pianos continue to improve
every year, and the benefits realized
for every dollar spent on a digital pi-
ano continue to grow with advances
in technology.

Here are some examples of insti-

tutional situations in which a digi-
tal piano is generally the preferred
instrument:

Class piano, where students and
teachers wear headsets and the
teacher controls the flow of sound
in the room with a lab controller
Multipurpose computer/
keyboard labs where students
need to work independently on
theory, composition, and
performance projects without
disturbing others in the room

A church that features a so-
called “contemporary service” in
which the keyboard player needs
an instrument with lots of on-
board sounds, registrations, and
automatic accompaniments

In other situations, the preferred

choice may not be so obvious. For ex-
ample, if a school has a practice room
largely used by singers and instru-
mentalists (not pianists), should you
supply a digital piano or a vertical?

When weighing these and similar

questions, keep in mind:

In an institutional setting, a
typical, well-maintained acoustic
piano has a life expectancy of 20

to 40 years; a higher-quality
instrument might last 30 to 50
years. Because the digital piano
is a relatively recent invention,
we can’t be as certain how long
they will last in an institutional
setting. A reasonable estimate for
a good-quality digital instrument
might be 10 to 20 years. However,
digital instruments are subject to
a rapid rate of technological
advance that may eventually
limit the instrument’s usefulness,
even though it still functions. On
the other hand, the digital piano
won’t need tuning, and may go
for years before it needs any
other maintenance.

Some digital pianos are simply a
substitute for the acoustic equiv-
alent. Others have additional
features that may be highly
desirable, such as connectivity to
a computer, orchestral voices,
and record and playback
features.

Some acoustic pianos are also
available with digital-piano-like
features, such as record and play-
back, and Internet and computer
connectivity. If your choice
comes down to an acoustic piano
(for its traditional piano features
of touch and tone) and a digital
piano (for its embedded tech-
nologies), you may need to
consider a hybrid digital/acoustic
instrument. (See the article on
hybrid pianos in this issue of
Piano Buyer.)
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Assessing Pianos
Before Purchase

Assessing digital pianos is a relatively
straightforward matter. You simply
play and compare the features of
various makes and models and make
your selection. If you choose Model
X, it doesn’t matter if you take pos-
session of the actual floor model
that you tried: All Model X digital
pianos will be the same.

Acoustic pianos are a different ani-
mal. There is more variation among pi-
anos of the same model from a given
manufacturer. However, it is important
to note that some manufacturers have
a reputation for producing uniformly
similar instruments, while others have
a reputation for producing more indi-
vidually distinctive instruments.

If youre purchasing a single
acoustic piano or a small number of
acoustic pianos, you can and should
take the opportunity to audition each
one of them and make your selec-
tion carefully. If you’re purchasing a

concert or other very large grand, you
may need to travel to the manufac-
turer’s national showroom in order to
make your selection. If so, factor the
cost of the trip into your budget. In
some situations it may be possible to
audition a large grand in the space in
which you intend to use it. This will
give you an opportunity to know
for sure that you’re making the right
decision. On the other hand, if you're
purchasing a dozen practice room
upright pianos, or are completely
replacing your inventory of instru-
ments, it’s more practical to audition
just a sample of each model and make
your purchase decision on that basis.

Keep in mind that any fine acous-
tic piano can be adjusted within cer-
tain parameters by a concert-quality
technician. If a piano sounds too
bright when it is uncrated, skilled
needling of the hammers can result
in a noticeable mellowing of the sound.
Similarly, a new action may require
some additional adjustment (called

regulation) to provide you with a key-
board that is optimally responsive.

Preparation, Tuning,
and Maintenance

All pianos require maintenance, and
acoustic pianos more than digitals.
New acoustic pianos need to be prop-
erly prepared before they’re deployed.
All acoustic pianos should be tuned
regularly, and regulated as needed.
Acoustic pianos with record and play-
back systems also may need periodic
calibration of their embedded systems.
See the accompanying article for
more information on the maintenance
of acoustic pianos in institutions.

Who Should Make the
Purchase Decision?

As the foregoing discussion suggests,
there are many intersecting practical,
artistic, and financial factors to be
considered when making an institu-
tional purchase of a piano or group of
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AN ALTERNATIVE TO PURCHASING

Often, institutions find themselves
needing to acquire a number of pia-
nos at one time. Perhaps the institu-
tion needs to replace a large number
of aging instruments or to furnish
a newly expanded facility or pro-
gram—or a school may want to ac-
quire a number of new instruments
each year to demonstrate to prospec-
tive students that it has a music pro-
gram of high quality. Such situations
can pose a budgetary dilemma—the
simultaneous purchase of even a few
pianos can cause fiscal stress. Fortu-
nately, relief is sometimes available in
the form of a school loan program.

On the surface, a school loan pro-
gram may seem too good to be true:
free pianos, loaned for an academic
year. At the end of the year, the pianos
are sold. More free pianos the next
year.

In truth, a school loan program can
work only when it makes sense for
both the school and the local dealer.
(Although the manufacturer may be a

LOAN PROGRAMS:

participant in the program, the contract
is normally with the local dealer.) Both
sides of the agreement have obligations
to the other.

For example, a school may receive
any of the following, depending on the
structure of the program:

= Free or very-low-cost use of a
significant number of pianos

= Free delivery

= Free tuning and maintenance

= Name association with a
prestigious manufacturer

A school may also have any of these
obligations:

Liability for damage

Delivery charges

Tuning and maintenance costs
Requirement to purchase a
certain percentage of the
instruments

= Requirement to supply an alumni
mailing list to the dealer for
advertising purposes

= Requirement to provide space for
an end-of-year piano sale

When evaluating a loan program,
it's generally a good idea to consider:

= The quality of the dealership that
stands behind the program

m  The appropriateness of the mix of
pianos offered

m  The school’s vulnerability if the
program were to be discontinued
by the dealership after the
current year

That last point is a key issue. What
happens if you replace your inventory
of old pianos with loaned instruments
and the loan program becomes unavail-
able the next year? Suddenly and unex-
pectedly, you are faced with having to
buy replacement instruments.

Generally speaking, itis a good idea
to include with your loan program a
purchase component so that you are
building your inventory of quality in-
struments over the course of the loan.

pianos. This raises the question: Who
should make the purchase decision?

Nosingleanswer fits all situations. By
tradition, a church’s decision-making
process may be handled by the music
director, the pastor or priest, or per-
haps by a lay committee. In a school
of music, decisions may be delegated
to the chair of the piano department,
the chair of the music department,
the dean of fine arts, or some other
individual or faculty committee.

In many instances, well-intentioned
individuals with no knowledge of pi-
anos find themselves having to make
a final decision. It is important that
those involved in the process commit
themselves to understanding the in-
tersecting issues, and bring into the
decision-making process appropri-
ate people from the artistic, technical,
and/or financial sides. At a minimum,

that means the piano technician,
and the most advanced, or most fre-
quent, professional users. If a digital-
technology—based instrument is being
considered, someone should be in-
volved who can speak to those tech-
nical issues as well. A department
chair who has not actually used the
technology in question may or may not
be in a position to evaluate it.

Negotiating a Purchase

Before negotiating a price or sending
a proposal out to bid, it’s usually a
good idea to do some price research.
This can be tricky, however.

For example, if you or someone
you know simply calls up a dealer
and asks for a price, you're unlikely
to be told the lower “institutional
price” that you might ultimately get.

Some dealers are reluctant to quote
prices over the phone, or are prohib-
ited by their suppliers from doing so.
Others will refuse to quote a price if
they know that the purchase will ul-
timately go out to bid.

Your institutional purchase may
benefit the dealer or manufacturer in
ways other than the profit from the
sale. Therefore, when discussing
your possible purchase, don’t hesi-
tate to mention:

® How prominently positioned the
instruments will be in your
institution or in the community

= How many students or audience
members will come in contact with
the instruments on a regular basis

= How often you or your
institution is asked for purchase
recommendations
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IMAGINE
A JOHN LENNON LIMITED EDITION PIANO

FROM STEINWAY & SONS

In 2010, to commemorate the 70th birthday of legendary musician and songwriter John Lennon, Steinway & Sons introduced the “Imagine”
Series Limited Edition piano. Modeled after the white Steinway that John presented to Yoko Ono on her birthday in 1971, this piano
incorporates John’s drawings, signature, music and lyrics. Each piano bears a medallion indicating its uniqueness. Due to the popularity

of the original release, and two of the four original series selling out, Steinway & Sons commissioned three additional series, which are
now available to the general public. These are all limited edition series, so when they are sold out, they will be retired forever.

To find out more, visit www.steinway.com/imagine or call 1-800-STEINWAY (Americas), +49 (40) 853910 (Worldwide).

Power to Frog Pondering (New) Borrowed Time (New) Come Together Freda People

the People (New)

4

STEINWAY & SONS

STEINWAY &§ SONS « ONE STEINWAY PLACE « LONG ISLAND CITY, NY 11105

A portion of the proceeds from every “Imagine” piano sold by Steinway & Sons will be donated to The John Lennon Educational Tour Bus (www.lennonbus.org).
© 2014 Steinway & Sons. Steinway and the Lyre are registered trademarks.



= How musically influential your
institution is in the surrounding
community

The bottom line is this: You won’t
know what the final price will be un-
til an official representative of your
institution actually sits down with
the dealer principal or until bids
are awarded. Before you reach that
point, however, and for planning
purposes, you can make discreet in-
quiries and put together some esti-
mates. As a rule of thumb, and only
for the purposes of budgeting, if you
subtract 10% to 15% from the deal-
er’s “sale” price, you will likely come
close to the institutional price.

If you represent a school that’s re-
quired to send purchase requests out
to bid, you may not have much of a
role to play in negotiating a price.

However, the way in which you word
your bid will have a lot to do with
the bids that you receive and the in-
struments that the bidding rules will
compel you to purchase.

For example, if you really want
Brand X with features A, B, and C, be
sure to write your bid description so
that it describes—within acceptable
guidelines—the instrument that you
wish to purchase, and rules out instru-
ments that don’t fit your needs. If your
bid description is loosely written, you
may receive low bids for instruments
that don’t meet your requirements.

Because pianos can last a very
long time, any piano-buying deci-
sions you make today for your in-
stitution can have consequences for
a generation or more. Therefore, it
pays to take the time to think care-
fully about your institution’s present

and future needs, to budget sufficient
funds for purchase and maintenance,
and to consult with individuals both
within and outside your institution
who may have special expertise or
be affected by your decision. If you
take the time to do this properly,
then your constituents—be they
students, faculty, worshippers, or
concert-goers—will enjoy the fruits
of your work for years to come.

George Litterst (www.georgelitterst
.com) is a nationally known music ed-
ucator, clinician, author, performer,
and developer of music software. In
the last role, Mr. Litterst is co-author
of the intelligent accompaniment pro-
gram Home Concert Xtreme, the elec-
tronic  music-blackboard  program
Classroom Maestro, and the long-dis-
tance teaching program Internet
MIDI, all from TimeWarp Technolo-
gies (www.timewarptech.com).
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THE ADEQUATE AND EFFECTIVE MAINTENANCE of pianos in institu-
tional settings differs from the typical service needs of the home
environment in two major ways. Pianos in schools, churches, and
colleges are, first of all, usually subjected to heavy use, and second,
are very often situated in difficult climatic environments. These
pianos will require more frequent service by technicians with spe-
cial skills, and greater attention to climate control.

In college and university settings,
pianos are frequently used eight to
twelve hours a day by many different
players. Some students have prac-
tice habits that involve a great deal
of repetition, which causes greater
wear to the actions and keys of the
instrument in a way that reflects the
patterns of their practice. This can
easily be ten times more patterned
repetition than a piano normally re-
ceives in your home. The parts of piano
keys and actions that will show

with tuning, regular regulation of
the action, pedals, and tone should
be basic parts of any effective plan
of piano maintenance. Without this,
neglected instruments in such
environments will quickly become
impossible to regulate without exten-
sive overhaul or replacement of parts.

At some point, of course, parts
will have to be replaced, worthy in-
struments rebuilt, and unworthy ones
replaced. But there is no need to

hasten the inevitable by subjecting
pianos to the worst form of abuse:
neglect. Frequent and regular ser-
vicing of pianos is a requirement for
any institution that hopes to main-
tain an adequate performance or
learning situation that will not only
meet the needs of its members, but
serve as a vehicle for the recruitment
of new students.

Depending on the security and
rules established for using the pia-
nos, abuse can also come in the form
of vandalism or simple carelessness.
Rules should be established that
keep food and liquids away from pia-
nos. Procedures for the safe moving
of pianos should be established and
strictly enforced to protect the in-
struments as well as those who do the
moving. Untrained personnel should

never move a piano anywhere.

the greatest wear are made of
felt, leather, and wood, and
there are thousands of them
in each piano. These materi-
als are chosen, designed, and
treated by manufacturers to
maximize their working life,
and considering the repeti-
tive nature of their use, it’s
a wonder they last as long as
they do.

No matter how well made,
however, the nature of these
materials dictates that when
the piano is used for many
hours, day after day, week
after week, the wear and de-
terioration can be extensive.
To maximize their longev-
ity, it is very important to
keep these pianos in good
regulation so that the wear
proceeds more evenly. Along

The single largest factor
affecting the need for piano
maintenance, however, is a
fluctuating climate. While
an environment that is al-
ways too hot or too cold,
or too wet or too dry, can
cause deterioration, pianos
can usually (within reason)
be regulated to reliably per-
form in such an environment.
However, many institutions
provide interior climates of
constant change. It’s not
unusual to find a school or
church whose HVAC system
produces 80°F and 8% rela-
tive humidity during the
winter heating season, but
76°F and 80% relative hu-
midity in the summer. These
systems’ air-exchange devices
can also create drafts that
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Cumungham Piano Company

— Since 1891 —

“This is clearly a very good piano for the money.”

Marc Andre Hamelin
Concert Pianist

“The Matchless”
“l am quite pleased with my new Cunningham Piano,
especially in comparison to what else is available—even @unn[’ngham %ian 0

for many thousands of dollars more. | trust the product

singing tone!”

Andre Watts
Concert Pianist

blow directly on the piano, further
varying the temperature and relative
humidity by a great deal. Often, the
temperature settings on these sys-
tems are changed during vacation pe-
riods. A good target for any piano’s
environment is 68° F and 42% rela-
tive humidity. Installation of incon-
spicuously-located climate-control
systems for the pianos is almost
always necessary in institutional
environments. A plan for the daily
monitoring of these systems should
also be considered. [See the article,
“Caring For Your Piano,” for more
information on climate-control systems
for pianos.—Ed.]

The most important factor in main-
tainingtheutilityandlongevity of any
institution’s pianos is the choice of
piano technician. An institutional
technician should possess the
advanced skills and experience

and the company and highly recommend this piano.”

Jonathan Coopersmith
Director of Musical Studies, Curtis Institute

“The New Cunningham Piano has a beautiful, warm,

required to prepare pianos for pub-
lic concerts, organize and manage
a large inventory of instruments,
deal daily with high-level pianists
and educators, and be familiar with
the techniques necessary for the
time-efficient maintenance of prac-
tice-room pianos. An underquali-
fied technician can contribute to
an accelerated rate of deterioration
and shorten the lives of the instru-
ments under his or her care. Some
fully qualified technicians, mostly
manufacturer-trained, have no for-
mal credentials. However, hiring a
Registered Piano Technician (RPT)
member of the Piano Technicians
Guild (PTG) ensures that at least
a minimum standard of expertise
has been tested for and achieved. A
good way to begin planning any in-
stitution’s piano-maintenance pro-
gram is to read PTG’s Guidelines

Company
Philadelphia, PA

..........

(800) 394-1117

www.cunninghampiano.com/cunningham/

.........

World Wide Delivery Available
Dealer Inquiries Welcome

for Effective Institutional Piano
Maintenance, available in printed
form or as a free download from
wWww.ptg.org. D

Chris Solliday, RPT, services the pianos
at several institutions, including
Lafayette College, Lehigh University,
and East Stroudsburg University. He
lives in Easton, Pennsylvania, and can
be reached through his website at
www.csollidaypiano.com.

a Division of the
NAMM Foundation

5790 Armada Drive
Carlsbad, CA 92008

www.museumofmakingmusic.org
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SALES TALK

CERTAIN TECHNICAL FEATURES of pianos are frequently the subject
of sales talk, either to persuade you to buy a particular piano, to
upgrade to a more costly model, or to not buy a competitor’s pi-
ano. Untangling the truth from the salesmanship can be difficult,
sometimes even for professionals in the business. The important
differences in quality between brands are more often in subtleties
of design and attention to detail than in advertised features, and
even where meaningful features are involved, they are easily ma-
nipulated by advertising. The Piano Book explains in some detail
many popular piano features and how they are sometimes mis-
used in sales talk. Here I discuss just three examples: laminated
versus solid soundboards, wet-sand-cast versus vacuum-cast
plates, and issues related to the wood used in grand piano rims.

At the heart of some of these dis-
cussions is the fact that the piano in-
dustry—particularly the high end of
the business—is very conservative,
in large part because consumers are
spending a lot of money to buy some-
thing they know little about and thus
are easily scared away from anything
that departs from the “old-fashioned”
way of doing things. In addition,
the purchase of a high-end piano is
often the expression of a conserva-
tive part of one’s nature—the desire
to invest in something enduring and
traditional, not cheap or trendy.

Because the design and construc-
tion practices used in making the
best pianos have evolved over a long
period of time, a certain wisdom is
embodied in them that should not be
too quickly tossed aside. But it must
also be remembered that most of
these practices are a century old and
evolved under certain technologi-
cal and economic constraints, some
of which no longer exist. In other
words, there may be better ways of
doing things now that are not be-
ing pursued for reasons that have

no basis in logic. The low end of the
piano market is less constrained by
this conservatism, but is still influ-
enced by it.

Soundboards

One of the choices you may need to
make among consumer-grade pia-
nos is that between a solid spruce
soundboard and a laminated sound-
board. First, it must be said about
this and any other
tone-related techni-
cal issue that if the
piano sounds good,
you needn’t question
why—just enjoy it!
However, since the
technical issue may
be raised by the sales-
person (usually in
the context of steering you toward
or away from a piano with a lami-
nated soundboard), you may want
to know more.

Traditionally, the soundboards in
all pianos have been made in the
form of a solid sheet of vertical-grain

If the piano sounds
good, you needn’t
question why—
just enjoy it!

(quartersawn)spruce. Thissolid spruce
soundboard, as it is called, is made by
gluing many narrow planks of spruce
together, edge to edge. The sound-
boards of all performance-grade and
many upper-level and mid-range
consumer-grade pianosarestillmade
this way. The soundboard is bent into
aslightly convex shape, called crown,
to better resist the downward pres-
sure of the strings and to enhance
the tone. Over many years’ time, the
wood gradually dries and shrinks,
causing the crown to flatten or
disappear and cracks to form. Al-
though sometimes the problem is
primarily cosmetic, if severe enough
it can and often does affect the in-
strument’s tone. Usually it takes de-
cades for this to happen, but in very
dry indoor climates, problems of
this sort can occur even within the
warranty period.

It was in large part to lessen war-
ranty costs from prematurely crack-
ing soundboards that, in the 1960s,
several manufacturers developed lam-
inated soundboards. These sound-
boards were essen-
tially sheets of ply-
wood. The sandwich
of wood and glue
prevented the sound-
board from cracking
or losing crown. The
problems with these
soundboards were
three-fold: First, the
pianos into which they were in-
stalled were usually the cheapest,
and deficient in a variety of ways
unrelated to the soundboard. Sec-
ond, engineers failed to take into
account in its design that a plywood
soundboard would have different
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vibrating characteristics from a solid
one. Third, although sometimes spruce
was used in the plywood, often cheap,
inappropriate woods such as bass-
wood or lauan were used, disguised
by an outer veneer of spruce. As a
result of these three factors, these
pianos usually sounded poor, giving
the term “laminated soundboard” a
bad name. Laminated soundboards
of the plywood type are still used by
a few manufacturers.

Over the past couple of decades
better laminated soundboards have
been developed, and the pianos into
which they’ve been installed are more
advanced,too.Theprincipalnewtype,
known as a “veneer-laminated” or
“surface-tension” soundboard, con-
sists of a core of solid spruce (es-
sentially a solid spruce soundboard)
covered on both sides by a very thin
veneer of spruce. This type of sound-
board vibrates much more like a
solid one than a plywood one, but
still retains the benefit of protection
against cracking and loss of crown.
Pianos with these soundboards usu-
ally sound reasonably good, and
occasionally very good. Although
solid spruce soundboards may still
have a tonal advantage, the lami-
nated feature can be an advantage in
durability, particularly in challeng-
ing climates, and may contribute to
better tuning stability through the
annual cycle of seasonal climate
changes.

Despite the improvement, you’ll
generally find these new laminated
soundboards only in entry-level or
lower mid-range pianos. But the rea-
son for this has less to do with their
quality than with marketing: Lami-
nated soundboards are a feature still
used by manufacturers to differenti-
ate a lower-cost instrument from a
higher-cost one for marketing pur-
poses, even when the laminated one
might arguably be better. If youre
shopping in the entry-level price
range and a piano with a laminated

soundboard meets your musical and
other expectations, there’s no reason
not to purchase it.

Plates

The piano’s cast-iron plate is the
gold or bronze-colored metal frame-
work across which the strings are
strung. For well over 100 years,
plates have been made using the
wet-sand method of casting, which
works something like this: Wooden
molds are made in the image of the
front and back of the plate. Each
mold is pressed into a tray of moist
sand, thus transferring the shape of
the plate to the sand. The moisture
enables the sand particles to stick
together to retain the impression.
The two trays of sand representing
the front and back of the plate are
clamped together, and molten iron
of a carefully controlled chemi-
cal composition is poured into the
cavity created between the two im-
pressions. When the iron cools, the
trays are unclamped and removed,
revealing a cast-iron plate identi-
cal in shape and appearance to the
wooden molds. Although factory
engineers have largely perfected this
method over the years, the plates
produced in this manner are quite
rough, requiring a lot of sanding
and finishing work, and vary slightly
in dimension from plate to plate,
which is less than ideal for highly
automated factories that depend on
uniformity.

In the 1960s, to manufacture plates
that were more uniform, and faster
and less costly to make and finish,
Yamaha developed the Vacuum
Shield Mold Process, or V-Pro. In
this method, fine dry sand is used,
and a thin plastic film and vacuum
pressure keep the sand in place to
retain the mold shape. This pro-
cess produces plates that are not
only more uniform, but also show
decorative detail much more clearly

while requiring less finishing work.
The V-Pro method is used by a
number of large Asian manufactur-
ers, where it fits in well with their
rapid, highly automated produc-
tion. All smaller manufacturers, in-
cluding those of the highest quality,
use the traditional wet-sand method.
From this it might be assumed that
the wet-sand plates are superior in
quality, and companies that use
this method often make a point of
mentioning it in their advertising.
However, the reason for the differ-
ence is more likely to be one of eco-
nomics than of quality—the capital
costs for starting up a V-Pro plate
foundry are very high, and there is
not enough advantage to most piano
makers to undertake this. For some
large Chinese manufacturers that
still use the wet-sand method, the
low cost of labor to finish the rough
plates outweighs the cost of build-
ing a new plate foundry. For smaller,
high-end makers that might in the-
ory employ the services of an inde-
pendent V-Pro plate foundry, there
is little advantage because these
companies finish their plates to very
high standards anyway, and the la-
bor saved by starting with plates a
little less rough is not significant. In
addition, due to the aura of superi-
ority surrounding wet-sand plates,
the switch by a high-end maker to V-
Pro plates might engender negative
publicity that would hurt sales.
There is some talk that plates
made by the wet-sand method may
be less likely to steal energy from the
strings, or that V-Pro plates may add
some unwanted metallic sound to the
piano tone, but the truth is more com-
plicated. According to the experts I
consulted, when plates are made by
the wet-sand method, the moisture
in the sand, when contacted by the
molteniron, producesalarge amount
of steam. To counter the invasive effects
of the steam, the plates, to retain
their strength, must be made thicker
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than would otherwise be the case.
The V-Pro method, using dry sand—
and thus producing no steam—allows
plates to be made thinner if desired,
as might be the case with an inex-
pensive piano. Rather than remain
inert, as it’s supposed to, a plate with
less mass will have a greater ten-
dency to ring in sympathy with the
vibrating strings, thus causing a loss
of tonal energy and creating a metal-
lic distortion to the tone. However,
if a plate is made just as massive by
the V-Pro method as it would have
been by the wet-sand method, these
negative effects do not occur, and
the V-Pro plate works just as well
as the wet-sand one. Therefore, any
differences between the two types of
plates are more likely to be related
to the price and quality of the pianos
in which they’re used than with the
casting method per se.

Grand Piano Rims

The wooden rim of a grand piano
serves two functions: structural
and acoustical. Structurally, it’s the
foundation to which the cast-iron
plate is bolted, and as such it assists
the plate in supporting the tremen-
dous tension exerted by the taut
strings. The acoustical function is
less well understood. The sound-
board is glued along its perimeter
to a shelf formed by the inner rim
of the piano case. The vibrational
energy in the soundboard thus con-
tacts the rim, and is either reflected
back into the soundboard or is si-
phoned off into the rim, depending
on the density of the wood used in
the rim’s construction, and on the
stiffness and total mass of the rim.
Dense woods and a stiff, massive
rim will reflect sound energy to a
greater degree, causing the sound to
sustain longer, whereas softer woods
and a thinner, more flexible rim will
tend to absorb more energy, causing
the sound to disappear sooner. This

is why most of the best grand pianos
have very thick rims made of dense
woods such as maple and beech.
(Bosendorfer, a high-end piano, has
a relatively soft, spruce rim and so
may seem an exception to this rule.
But spruce transmits sound well, so
the tonal energy is not so much lost
as spread throughout the structure,
which then becomes an extension
of the soundboard.) Less expensive
grands may use softer woods like
lauan (sometimes known as Philip-
pine mahogany, though lighter and
more flexible than true mahogany),
or alternating layers of harder and
softer woods.

Two things are important to note
here. First, the hardness or density of

TO THE PIANO TUNER

From the hall’s long safety
I hear
as with small struck fork
you coax the black hulk back
to the taut consonance

from which all things lapse

1t’s years since we spoke
and life being too long

a man less rigid than I might
long ago have settled for

the flimsy ease of friendliness

In the slowly filling hall
you perform this recital
of an even-temperedness
1 could not hear then

or now or any year

Usual, lives in Ashland, Oregon.

Richard Lehnert, Piano Buyer’s copyeditor and the author of A Short History of the

the wood in the rim has nothing to
do with the rim’s ability to fulfill its
function of structural support. A
rimmadewithaless-dense wood like
lauan won’t “fall apart” or cause the
piano to go out of tune faster; the
issue is strictly one of how the rim
affects the tone. Second, the words
hardwood and softwood are botani-
cal terms that have little to do with
how hard or soft the woods actually
are. So when a piano ad touts a
“hardwood rim,” or a rim made from
“select hardwoods,” chances are that
the woods involved are not very hard
at all; if they were, the ad would likely
name the actual species of wood in-
stead of hiding behind such general
and potentially deceptive terms. [ ]

In these sharpened flats

these discords slowly narrowed
shut

I want a lesson in any key

for how can I have learned
so little

that still I do not call your name

only watch your ashen beard
your smooth skull nod at keys
that are not teeth that do not
grin or grimace when deep into

the long body that is no body

you reach a narrow hand
and with quick wrench
twist another heartstring

tight and heartlessly true
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£ 0 most piano buyers and owners, a piano’s tone is probably its most
important aspect, but also the most difficult to quantify or describe.
Likewise, the shaping of the tone by the technician through the procedure
known as voicing involves unfamiliar terminology, and techniques that are difficult
for technicians to communicate to the customer. The purpose of this article, then,
1s to provide information about tone, voicing, and definitions of some commonly
used terms so that piano owners and technicians can better communicate with
each other, and piano shoppers can make more informed buying decisions.

Voicing, or tone regulation, comprises a variety of tech-
niques that technicians use to change a piano’s tone.
Most involve adjusting the hardness, density, tension,
and surface of the hammer felt to produce a spectrum of
tonal qualities ranging from bright to mellow. Slight re-
positioning of the strings may also be part of this process.

Voicing differs from tuning, which is the adjustment
of the strings’ tensions to produce the proper pitches. In
voicing, it is the timbre of each note, not its pitch, that
is addressed. Voicing must also be distinguished from
action regulation, i.e., the mechanical adjustment of
the keys and action for evenness of touch and response.
However, a piano needs to be tuned and its keys and
action regulated before being voiced because these
procedures themselves clear up many tonal problems.
For example, a piano can sound tinny simply because
it is out of tune—something that no amount of voicing
can correct. An inability to play softly may be caused
by a poorly regulated action, which can make the touch
difficult to control.

Why Pianos Need to Be Voiced

Any piano’s sound will gradually brighten over time, as
its hammer felts are repeatedly packed down by the im-
pact of the hammers on the strings; it will need regular
voicing to maintain good tone. Since hammer felt ab-
sorbs moisture, the tone can become mellower in more
humid weather, brighter in drier weather. The voicing
can become uneven when some notes are played more
often than others. Heavy use of the una corda pedal in
grands also causes the voicing to become uneven. I usu-
ally do some voicing during each tuning. If this is done

consistently, the tone of the hammers will remain good
until wear demands that they be changed.

Alexander Kobrin, the 2005 Van Cliburn International
Piano Competition Gold Medalist, explains how an
uneven tone can affect the performer. According to
Kobrin, when the pianist can be distracted by notes
that stick out or are weak in the scale, he or she has to
remember which notes don’t perform like the others. This
inhibits the performance, and ultimately, the audience
doesn’t get the full benefit of the artist’s interpretation of
a piece. The student practicing on instruments with this
problem will have much more difficulty performing on
other instruments. Kobrin also states the need for young
pianists to have a properly prepared piano for practice,

Alexander Kobrin, the 2005 Van Cliburn International Piano
Competition Gold Medalist
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because that is where they develop an appreciation for the
quality of tone that, as future professionals or advanced
amateurs, they will be responsible for producing.

Describing Tone

Here are some terms commonly used by piano techni-
cians, in the voicing context, to describe tone:

Timbre is the particular blend of harmonics in a
piano’s tone, or in the tone of a single note. The timbre is
said to have color when it contains a blend of harmonics
that is pleasing to the ear. The piano is said to have a
broad spectrum of tonal color when the hammers are
voiced in such a way that the timbre changes with minor
differences in touch by the pianist, making accessible a
broad range of timbres over the instrument’s full range
of volume. This is achieved by using hammers of very
high quality that have been carefully voiced so that very
slight increases in the speed of the hammer increase not
only the sound’s volume, but also, slightly, its brightness.
Pianos with a broad spectrum of tonal color provide
the pianist with a larger expressive range. However,
producing the same degree of change in timbre for each
hammer so that the voicing is even across the keyboard
and throughout the piano’s range of volume requires that
the voicer be very skilled.

Bright describes tone with a concentration of higher
harmonics. Bright pianos that have been properly voiced
have a clear, clean, brilliant brightness that still has lots
of tonal color, whereas pianos whose bright sound is a
result of the hammers needing reshaping
and voicing tend to lack such color. This
latter, unpleasant brightness is described
by terms such as brassy, metallic, glassy,
and tinny. (Note that the word sharp is not
used because it refers to pitch, not tone.)
Making a piano brighter is referred to by
technicians as voicing up.

A mellow tone has a stronger fun-
damental frequency and fewer upper har-
monics. Pianos that sound mellow, but
that still have articulation and color,
are described as sounding sweet, round, dark, or rich;
those whose mellowness is without these redeeming
qualities can be described as dead, dull, weak, or without
power. The latter kind of mellowness is the result of the
instrument needing voicing or new hammers, or lacking
in tone-producing capability for other reasons—such as
worn bass strings, loss of soundboard crown, or poor
scale design. Voicing pianos to be mellower is referred to
as voicing down.

Hammers in European pianos, or by European
hammer makers such as Renner and Abel, and those

Pianos with a broad
spectrum of tonal
color provide the
pianist with a larger
expressive range.

in Asian pianos, are generally harder than American
hammers; e.g., those in older American pianos from
the early 20th century, in current Steinway (New York)
instruments, and from American hammer-maker
Ronsen. European and Asian hammers are tradition-
ally voiced by voicing down, American hammers by
voicing up.

Even and uneven describe how similar or different the
timbre is from note to note on the same piano. The process
of evening out the timbre is usually a much faster one
than making a wholesale change in the instrument’s tone.

Big describes a piano sound with greater-than-
average volume and projection (power)—the qualities
needed, for example, for the sound to reach the rear of
an auditorium. These factors are not usually problematic
in pianos in the home, but are of critical importance in
a concert setting. Power is primarily a function of the
instrument’s size and ability to sustain, the latter being
dependent on the piano’s design, and the composition
of its rim and soundboard. But the choice of hammer
can also greatly influence sustain and therefore power,
and voicing can be used to improve these characteristics
in a high-quality instrument with very good hammers.
With instruments and hammers of lesser quality, sustain,
power, and projection should be considered inherent
in the design of the instrument, and amenable to little
change through voicing.

It’s important to distinguish brightness from power,
but they overlap, especially in the concert setting.
Concert instruments must usually be
voiced brighter than home instruments
in order to cut through the sound of an
orchestra. Brightness can also partially
substitute for power when the latter is
lacking. But an overly bright instrument
will lack color, and attempts to voice
it down could sacrifice its power. Eric
Schandall, an American technician living
and working in Europe, describes the
newer Hamburg Steinways as generally
having a bigger sound than those of even
ten years ago: “There is a wider envelope of sound and
more variety of timbre. This allows more room to voice
the piano less bright and still have a big sound, not relying
on brightness in place of a big sound.”

Similarly, Alexander Kobrin speaks about the larger
spectrum of tonal color available in a piano with a
big sound, and how that affects the choice of concert
instrument. In comparing two concert grands, Kobrin
says he would choose the one with the bigger sound and
greater tonal color for Romantic works, but one with a
clean attack and less color for Classical compositions.
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Voicing Techniques

Here are some of the techniques used to change a pia-
no’s tone:

Hammer shaping, filing, and sanding—This is the
process of removing with sandpaper the grooves in the
top of the hammer made by the impact of the hammer on
the strings, and restoring the hammer’s elliptical shape
so that only the very small area of the crown at the top of
the hammer strikes the string. When the grooves are very
deep and wide, they not only damp the sound but also
produce a louder impact noise, commonly characterized
as metallic, brassy, or even woody.

Mating the strings and hammers—When a tenor
or treble hammer doesn’t strike its three strings si-
multancously, the result can be buzzing or other odd
sounds, as well as a loss of power. Mating the strings and
hammers can be achieved by a combination of leveling
the strings and sanding very small amounts of felt off the
hammer crowns.

Needling the hammers—Careful insertion of needles
into the hammer felt releases tension in the hammer
and makes it softer, resulting in a mellower tone. Many
techniques can be applied, with varying results. For
example, needling the lower shoulder area can actually
increase the volume of sound, while needling lightly into
the crown of the hammer can make the sound sweeter on
a soft blow. With older hammers that have hardened, lost
tension and compression, or are excessively worn, the
technician must be more cautious about making changes.
Older hammers react more radically to needling, and
could be very difficult to maintain at optimal levels if
there is not enough felt left to work with, hastening the
need for replacement.

Hardening the hammers—Lacquer solutions, typically
thinned with solvent, can be applied to the ham-
mer felt to increase its hardness and brighten the tone.
Needling to even out the tone after the lacquer dries
is then necessary. Applying lacquer is a highly skilled
job for an experienced technician, who must make
an informed judgment about the mixture, amount,
and placement of lacquer for best results. One reason
experience is called for is that using lacquer to increase
a piano’s power and sustain can actually make the tone
worse if the tonal problem actually is in the soundboard
and strings. Technicians call the adding of lacquer
“building the tone”; for some manufacturers, such as
Steinway, the use of lacquer is necessary to achieve the
brand’s traditional sound.

Ironing the surface of the hammer compresses the
fuzzy surface and makes the hammer produce a cleaner
sound. Though less common in North America, ironing

The impact of the hammers on the strings causes the ham-
mers’ striking points, over time, to become broadened, flat-
tened, and grooved. Reshaping the hammers to restore the
striking points to their original size, shape, and surface quality
is an important part of the voicing process.

of hammers is still done extensively in Europe, and can
add moderate brightness without the use of chemical
hardeners. In some cases, ironing hammers in very
humid conditions will dry them out, making the action
feel lighter and restoring the tone.

Voicing an older piano in which a new set of hammers
has been installed is quite different from voicing a brand-
new instrument. The pre-voicing and prep of a fine new
piano at the factory by a skilled voicer can take days, and
the technician servicing the piano in the field encounters
hammers that have already been fully prepared.
However, the technician who installs new hammers in
the field must possess the skills of the factory and field
technicians to be able to set up the hammers correctly,
then voice them to the customer’s preferences.

Tonal Considerations
When Purchasing a Piano

I encourage customers, prior to shopping, to attend con-
certs and listen to high-quality recordings of the type of
piano music they typically play in order to establish a
concept of tonal aesthetics. Older voicers called it “hav-
ing a sound in your ear’—that is, establishing a mental
standard of what you like with which you can evaluate
the tone of the instruments you encounter.

I recommend that you purchase a piano that, on the
dealer’s floor, sounds reasonably close to what you
desire. Don’t buy a piano with unsatisfactory sound
based on a promise that radical changes in its voicing
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A RECENT HISTORY OF PIANO HAMMERS AND TO

Until the mid-20th century, it was commonly ac-
cepted that pianos began life as relatively mel-
low instruments, brightening with playing over
time. Early in the 1960s, however, there was a sea
change in the perception of tone. Pianos began be-
ing made brighter in response to changing tastes
and larger concert halls. Dealers found that the
piano-buying public was easily impressed with the
very bright-sounding pianos they were starting to
import from Japan. Individual tastes always come
into play, but in general, the pianos desired for
concert work were getting brighter, too.

“There is a limit to how bright a piano can be
and still be controllable and musically beautiful,”
says piano technician Eric Schandall, “and
we’ve gotten to that point over the last 40 years.
Although there are still differences in tonal tastes,
the pendulum has swung toward a more moderate
brightness in the way hammers are made, and in
how they are voiced, too.”

Ed Foote, piano technician at Vanderbilt Uni-
versity, has had years of experience in the Nashville
recording industry. He feels that the tonal palette
has been narrowed by overly bright pianos. (Foote
recalls adding lacquer to the hammers of a brand-
new, already-bright Yamaha C7 grand to get a
colorful, aggressively bright sound that “sold a
million records.”) He sees the current trend as
slowly moving away from excessive brightness,
with pianists finding that a piano can have a big-
ger sound, a wider range of dynamics, and more
colorful tone without sounding too harsh.

Ron Coners, Steinway’s Chief Concert Techni-
cian, notes that in the last several years the density
of the hammer felt in Steinway models B (7') and
D (9') has been increased, resulting in more robust
power without increasing the impact sound. He
says that this change has allowed the voicer to
get a bigger sound from the hammers without
adding much lacquer. Coners explains that using
less lacquer increases the body of the tone, and
introduces fewer unwanted elements to the sound
that must then be voiced out. This makes it easier

to maintain the bank of Steinway concert grands
while still catering to artists’ individual tastes.

The hammers of older American pianos from
the mid— to late 20th century tend to contain a lot
of chemical hardeners, and today these pianos are
likely to need new hammers in order to produce a
good sound. Many technicians have been urging
hammer makers to recapture the hammer and
sound qualities of the early 20th century, and
to use the most recent technical advances to get
better tone from hammers. Hammer makers know
a lot more than they did 40 years ago, and now
produce a variety of hammers that don’t rely on
glassy brightness.

For a number of years, Dale Erwin, of Erwin
Piano Restoration, in Modesto, California, has
been working closely with Ronsen Piano Hammer
Company president Ray Negron and the Wurzen
Felt Company of Germany to take advantage of
Wurzen’s restoration of the original process for
producing its famous Weickert felt. Erwin has
been a proponent of developing a softer, more
resilient hammer to recapture the classic, early
20th-century American piano sound, which, he
says, will bring out the true tonal potential of
rebuilt instruments from that era. Erwin says that
high-quality felt is the basis for good hammers
and the production of tone color. Negron is quick
to point out, however, that even with the highest-
quality materials, the machinery and processes
used to make the hammers can radically affect the
final product.

The same caution should be applied to the early
Asian imports from the 1960s through the ’90s,
which can have excessively hard hammers that
don’t respond to traditional voicing techniques.
The good news is that technicians such as Erwin
are reporting great results with new, softer
hammers on those instruments, too.—S.P.

For amore in-depth look at the historical evolution of
piano voicing, with links to recordings on YouTube,
check out our online article on the subject.
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will make it sound good in your home. It’s true that the
tone will be different in your home due to differences in
environment; e.g., carpeting and drapery instead of the
dealer’s hardwood floor and bare walls, as well as the
rooms’ different sizes. But you’re buying a piano whose
tonal goal has been established by the manufacturer and
has been built to that standard; you shouldn’t expect
anything more than minor voicing in the home to even
out the tone or make small changes in its brightness, If
a greater change in the instrument’s tone is attempted, it
may well not be effective.

There’s one exception to this: A large piano can,
within reason, be voiced to sound good in a smaller

The hammers are reshaped, and their
grooves removed, with sandpaper pad-
dles and strips. The density of the
hammer felt, and the forces of tension
and compression within the felt, can
be adjusted by a variety of procedures,
including (shown here) pricking the
felt with voicing needles.

space (though the opposite is unlikely to be true). I have
many clients with 9' grands in their living rooms, and
many piano studios in universities have one or two 7'
grands in rather small spaces. The concern that a piano
that large will be too loud can be alleviated by regulation
and judicious voicing.

The above notwithstanding, it’s probably best to err
a little on the mellow side when purchasing a new piano.
The really bright-sounding piano in the showroom will
get only brighter with time. It’s easier to maintain the
tonal quality of hammers that start out mellow because,
eventually, they will naturally brighten with use to the
desired level, and will tend to stay at that level longer.
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Overly bright hammers will require more voicing main-
tenance over time, and in extreme cases, can be respon-
sible for broken strings.

The better the piano, the more voiceable its hammers
and the more malleable its sound. Manufacturers have
to make decisions about materials as they increase
or decrease the quality of the product to meet various
price points. The hammers in the least expensive models
just won’t produce the quality of sound heard from the
more expensive instruments. This can make separating a
piano’s voicing issues from its tonal potential much more
challenging for the consumer.

In addition, because tone depends not only on the
quality and voicing of the hammers, but also on the other
sound-producing parts of the instrument (such as the
rim, soundboard, and bridges), one should have realistic
expectations about smaller, less expensive pianos.
No amount of voicing will make an entry-level grand
sound like a 9' concert grand. And because hammers
tend to revert to their originally designed tone, scaling
deficiencies in older or smaller models that may have
been hidden by careful voicing may return as harsh
changes in tone when the voicing deteriorates, exposing
awkward transitions in the scale.

ONLINE RESOURCES

Alexander Kobrin Talks

Following purchase of a piano, it should be ready for
touch-up voicing and regulating after having been played
for 50 to 100 hours, depending on repertoire and on how
much playing and touch-up it received in the store before
purchase. After that, the tone and voicing will evolve
throughout the life of the hammers.

Choose a technician experienced in voicing your par-
ticular brand, especially for performance-quality instru-
ments. Many manufacturers have specific tonal goals for
their instruments, and technicians who regularly work
with those brands’ hammers are more attuned to their
expectations—and the expectations of the client who has
chosen that brand based on its tone. ||

Over the past 35 years, piano technician Sally Phillips has
worked in virtually every aspect of the piano industry:
service, retail, wholesale, and manufacturing. In her role
as a concert-piano technician, she has tuned and prepared
pianos for concert and recording work in such venues as
Town Hall, Alice Tully Hall, and the Kennedy Center, and
for such orchestras as the Cincinnati Symphony, the BBC
Concert Orchestra, and the Vienna Philharmonic. At pres-
ent, Phillips lives in Kentucky and works throughout the
southeastern U.S. She can be contacted at sphillipspiano
@hotmail.com.

The Historical Evolution

About Piano Tonal
Aesthetics

This conversation with pianist Alexan-
der Kobrin, Van Cliburn International
Piano Competition Gold Medalist, was
held in Legacy Hall, at the Schwob
School of Music of Columbus State
University, in Columbus, Georgia.
Working with Alex over the past sev-
eral years has been particularly grati-
fying for me because, although he is
not a technician, his attention to the
technical details of piano prepara-
tion are so refined. For this video, we
talked at length about, among other
things, how the preparation and tone
of a piano affect the pianist’s ability
to convey his or her interpretation of
the music. As Alex puts it, “We tell all
the stories of the pieces with the tone.”

Voicing Sound Samples

Many piano owners are unaware that
a piano’s tone can be changed by re-
placing the hammers or by adjusting
the consistency of the hammer felt
(voicing). The sound samples in this
video demonstrate the difference
between the tone of an old hammer
and that of a new one, or of an old
hammer that has been voiced. Note
the distorted impact sound of the old
hammers, and hear the improvement
in tone when an old hammer is filed,
ironed, and/or needled. Then listen to
the gradual improvement in tone as
the new hammers are voiced. Clean-
ness of tone and accuracy of tuning
are both affected by filing, and by the
fit of the hammers to the strings—de-
tails that can make an enormous dif-
ference in a piano’s tone.

of Piano Voicing

| present here, via YouTube, samples
of piano tone that reflect the varied
voicing and tonal preferences of con-
cert pianists. As this chronological sur-
vey will show, over the last hundred
years, with changes in both musical
tastes and the materials available to
piano manufacturers, voicing and
tonal preferences have changed—
mostly toward a brighter sound, but
also, more recently, toward a more
full-bodied clarity than that produced
by the greatly hardened hammers of
the 1960s through the "90s.
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ave you noticed that your newly purchased piano doesn’t sound quite
the same as when you tried it in the showroom? The difference you
notice between showroom and home may stem from the acoustics
of the room in which the piano is placed. Not all problems with piano tone are
best solved by voicing the instrument—it may be your room that needs voicing.
Some of the factors that can significantly affect the sound of your piano room
are: the size of the room, including ceiling height; the sound-absorbing and
-reflecting materials in the room, which give it its reverberant character; and
the number and orientation of objects in the room, which affect how sound is

scattered or diffused.

Making the Distinction Between the Piano
and the Room

It’s important to distinguish between acoustical prob-
lems caused by the piano and those caused by the room.
For instance, a problem of too much loudness is often
caused by a piano that is too large for the room. This can
be best addressed at or close to the piano, rather than
by increasing the amount of sound-absorbing materials
elsewhere in the room. On the other hand, such problems
as harshness of tone, excess lingering sound, and hot and
dead spots, can often be attributed to the room. Many of
the following suggestions for loudness control or other
acoustical adjustments are easily reversible; experi-
ment with some of these before making more permanent
changes to your piano or room.

Reverberation

Reverberation refers to the persistence of sound within
a space after the source of the sound has stopped. Such
prolongation of sound can help give music the qualities
of blending, lushness, fullness, and breadth. Too much
reverberation can make the music muddy and indistinct,
and the buildup of reverberant sound can make the piano
sound too loud. When there is too little reverberation, the
room is said to sound “dry” or even “dead”; to compen-
sate for this, the pianist might feel the need to overplay
to achieve a lush, musical sound. In general, the larger
the cubic volume of the space, the longer the reverbera-
tion time; the smaller the cubic volume, the shorter the
reverberation time. The more sound-absorbing materials

in the space, the shorter the reverberation time; the fewer
such materials, the longer the reverberation time. The
length of reverberation is a matter of personal prefer-
ence. Some pianists like having the room reverberation
be part of the sound of their piano playing; others prefer
keeping the sound of the room to a minimum, enjoying
primarily the clear sound of the piano as modulated by
their technique.

Hot or Dead Spots

Hot spots and dead spots are places in the room where
certain frequencies or notes, though played with the
same force, stand out more than other frequencies or
notes. Problems of this type are best solved by install-
ing sound-scattering objects: bookcases, furniture, wall
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hangings, and so forth. Reorienting the piano or moving
it slightly can also help.

Below are ten ways to mitigate problems in piano sound
other than by voicing the instrument, beginning with some
relatively simple things to do nearby the piano itself:

7 Buy a piano that’s the right size for the room.

The first and best way to avoid problems with room
acoustics is to buy a piano that’s the right size for the
room. Too large a piano can overload a room with sound,
while one that’s too small may not be heard equally well
in all parts of the space. A rule of thumb: Assuming a
ceiling height of eight feet, the combined lengths of the
four walls should be at least ten times the length of a
grand piano or the height of a vertical. However, it’s not
always possible to follow this advice—in many cases, the
purchase decision will be dictated more by musical needs
or budget than by room size. A small piano, for example,
may have performance problems inherent to the instru-
ment’s size, such as poor bass tone or an unresponsive ac-
tion, even when it’s the right size for the room. Or, if you’re
longing for a large grand’s growling bass, be aware that,
even though such a piano is perfectly capable of producing
that sound, your room may not be able to support it.

When the piano’s size is not a good match for the
room, try voicing the piano, or experimenting with one
of the following tips:

4— Move or reorient the piano within the room.

Most rooms have three pairs of parallel surfaces: two
sets of opposing walls, and the ceiling and floor. Paral-
lel surfaces tend to produce standing waves—certain
frequencies that sound much louder than others at some
points in the room, but that are virtually inaudible at
other points. Moving the piano away from room corners
and partway along the length of a wall, and/or turning it
at an angle this way or that, can sometimes mitigate this
problem. You’ll have to experiment, listening at differ-
ent places within the room. Remember that the piano’s
sound when you sit at the keyboard will be different from
its sound elsewhere in the room.

; Use a piano cover to directly reduce loudness.

Typical cloth string covers designed for grand pianos—
that is, covers that lie directly on the strings—will only
marginally reduce sound volume, especially if they have
only a single layer of cloth. Most reports say that thin
string covers are effective only for the highest notes, to
take the edge off the sound. Thicker, sound-attenuating

string covers, custom-made for a particular model of
grand piano, work better. An even more effective mute for
a grand would be a full-size, quilted cover that reaches the
floor. However, this will require closing the lid completely
and placing the music rack atop the cover—though unat-
tractive, in some situations this is the only practical way
to reduce excess loudness. For a vertical piano, a blanket
or section of carpet can be attached to the piano’s back.

4 Place sound-absorbing material inside
the piano, between the soundboard and
the wooden structural support beams.

You may be able to drastically reduce a piano’s loudness
by inserting blankets or foam rubber blocks between a
grand’s soundboard and its wooden case beams, or be-
tween a vertical’s soundboard and wooden posts. One
possibility is to purchase the foam in sheets and cut
shapes to fit. Your piano technician may have experi-
ence in doing this, and may also be able to help you avoid
damaging the soundboard or creating the buzzes that
can accompany this technique—ask for pointers. This
method of loudness control won’t be possible if you have
a grand outfitted with a humidity-control system or an
electronic player-piano system.

; Place a rug under a grand piano
to absorb sound.

The sound of a grand piano is sent out into the room via
the lid, which is propped up at an angle on the stick—
and by a considerable reflection by the floor of sound
emanating from the underside of the soundboard. If
your floor covering is a sound-reflecting material such as
wood, stone, or tile, the loudness can be greatly reduced
by placing a rug under the piano. To absorb even more
sound, place a thick pad under the rug. Experiment with
the size of the rug or carpet and its orientation under the
piano. Other, more temporary solutions: place a dog bed
or a collection of throw pillows under the piano.

6 Place objects under a grand piano
to scatter sound.

Perhaps you don’t want to absorb the sound coming out
of the bottom of your grand piano, but just want to dis-
perse it more evenly throughout the room. The space
under a grand can be used for storage chests, plants,
knickknacks, and the like.

Let’s say you’ve tried some or all of these steps; you’ve
noticed some improvement, but not enough. Here are
some more advanced treatments for the room itself.
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/‘ Cover or expose hard wall and/or
window surfaces.

Glass tends to reflect high-frequency sound, while allow-
ing lower frequencies to pass right through, never to re-
turn. A room with a lot of exposed glass will often sound
harsh and bright, as it accentuates the treble notes. Cov-
ering these windows can help to absorb higher-frequency
sound energy and thus restore the balance of bass and
treble. Heavy fabric such as velour, sewn into gathers,
works best to absorb sound. Sheer, semitransparent fab-
rics are much less effective, but can have subtle acousti-
cal effects, if that’s all that’s required, and can be used to
“fine-tune” the room.

Large areas of exposed bare walls and ceiling can
produce a similar effect as glass, but are more effective
at preserving bass energy. In a room that sounds too
muddy—i.e., it makes music sound indistinct—sound-
absorbing wall coverings such as tapestries, or hanging
rugs, might be worth a try. Also available are fabric-
wrapped, sound-absorbing panels that will work well in
homes, though their “professional” look lacks the per-
sonal touch of one’s own home furnishings.

In a space with high ceilings, hanging banners, flags,
or other materials from the ceiling can cut down on
reverberation.

Be aware that most household sound-absorbing ma-
terials do not work very well below about 200 Hz (about

Moving the piano away from room cor-
ners and partway along the length of a
wall, and/or turning it at an angle this
way or that, can sometimes mitigate
acoustic problems. Experiment and lis-
ten at different places within the room.
If your floor is a sound-reflecting mate-
rial, the loudness can be greatly reduced
by placing a rug under the piano.

middle C). If your acoustical problem occurs below this
frequency, look to other techniques or materials to solve
it, including professional acoustical materials designed
specifically to address low-frequency sound.

8 Add or remove upholstered furniture and
other sound-absorbing objects.

Adding sofas, pillows, upholstered chairs, carpets, and
other sound-absorbing décor can reduce excess rever-
beration and loudness, and removing such objects will
increase them. Even placing cloths over coffee and side
tables will cut down the reflection of sound just a little
bit. Plush, overstuffed furniture produces the greatest
sound-absorbing effect. Upholstered furniture of leather,
wood, or metal has less effect.

; Add or remove sound-scattering wall hangings,
objects, and furniture.

Be careful not to add oo many sound-absorbing objects
to the room—it’s possible to go too far, making the room
sound too dead, dry, or soft. Sometimes you don’t want
to absorb sound—you merely want to scatter or diffuse
it more evenly about the room. The sound will then be
more natural and less “hollow” without necessarily los-
ing reverberation and loudness. In scattering sound, your
goal is to use objects both large and small with complex
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shapes to break up large expanses
of flat surfaces. Again, some experi-
mentation is in order. Examples of
sound-scattering objects are book-
shelves (not too full), tables, chan-
deliers, room-dividing screens,
and sculpture. Designing a space
with ceiling beams can also scatter
sound.

You've tried everything! Below is
one last word of advice.

70 Hire a professional.

Some of the acoustical phenomena
described here can be confusing to
the untrained. Even worse, some
problematic combinations of piano
and room may have more than one
of these problems. If you’ve tried ev-
erything and still don’t hear an im-
provement, consider seeking expert
help from a piano technician or a
room-acoustics consultant (acous-
tician). Such professionals may be
able to help you design or furnish
the space for the best sound, suggest
appropriate acoustical materials,
and direct you to local suppliers for
those materials.

Chris Storch, RPT, is an acoustician
with 20 years’ experience in the areas
of architectural acoustics, noise and
vibration control, and environmental
noise abatement. Some of the more
prominent projects on which he has
consulted include Verizon Hall, in
Philadelphia; Sibelius Hall, in Lahti,
Finland; LG Arts Center, in Seoul,
South Korea; and Fox Cities Perform-
ing Arts Center, in Appleton, Wiscon-
sin. Storch is a 2009 graduate of the
Piano Technology program at the
North Bennet Street School, in Bos-
ton. He tunes and services pianos in
the Boston area, and conducts re-
search in piano acoustics in his spare
time. He can be reached at chrisstor@
aol.com.
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A PIANO MAY LOOK large and imposing, but there is a great deal
inside it that is delicate, and sensitive to both use and environ-
mental changes. You have made a considerable investment in the
instrument and now should protect that investment, as well as
maximize your enjoyment of it, by properly caring for it. For most
pianos in good condition receiving moderate use in the home, a
budget of $300 to $500 per year should suffice for normal service.

If you bought the piano from a com-
mercial seller, your first service will
probably be a few weeks after delivery,
by a technician associated with the
seller. Ifyouboughtaused piano from
a private seller and do not have a trust-
worthy recommendation to a techni-
cian, you can find the names of Reg-
istered Piano Technicians (RPT) in
your area from the website of the
Piano Technicians Guild (PTG),
www.ptg.org. To become an RPT,
one must pass a series of exams, as-
suring at least a minimum level of
competence in piano servicing.

The following are the major types
of service a piano needs on a regular

A piano has over 200 strings, each of
which must be individually tuned.

or semi-regular basis. More informa-
tion can be found in The Piano Book.

Tuning

Pianos go out of tune mostly be-
cause of seasonal changes in humid-
ity that cause the soundboard and
other parts to alternately swell and
shrink. This happens regardless of
whether or not the piano is played.
Pianos vary in their responsiveness
to fluctuations in humidity, but the
variance is not always related to the
quality of the instrument. People
also differ in their sensitivity to tun-
ing changes. New or newly restored
pianos should be tuned three or
four times the first year, until the
strings are fully stretched out. After
that, most pianos should be tuned
between one and three times per
year, depending on seasonal humid-
ity changes, the player’s sensitivity,
and the amount of use. Pianos that
receive professional levels of use
(teaching, performance) are typically
tuned more often, and major concert
instruments are tuned before each
performance. A regular home piano
tuning typically costs between $100
and $200. However, if the piano has
not been tuned regularly, or if it has
undergone a large change in pitch,
additional tuning work may be re-
quired at additional cost.

Regulation

Pianos also need other kinds of ser-
vice. Due to settling and compact-
ing of numerous cloth and felt parts,
as well as seasonal changes in hu-
midity, the piano’s action (key and
hammer mechanism) requires pe-
riodic adjustments to bring it back
to the manufacturer’s specifications.
This process is called regulation.
This should especially be done dur-
ing the first six months to two years
of a piano’s life, depending on use.
If it is not done, the piano may wear
poorly for the rest of its life. After
that, small amounts of regulating
every few years will probably suffice
for most pianos in home situations.
Professional instruments need more
complete service at more frequent
intervals.

The thousands of parts in a piano ac
tion need periodic adjustment, or reg-
ulation, to compensate for wear and
environmental changes.
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Voicing

Within limited parameters, the tone
of a piano can be adjusted by hard-
ening or softening the hammers, a
process called voicing. Voicing is per-
formed to compensate for the com-
pacting and wear of hammer felt
(which causes the tone to become too
bright and harsh), or to accommo-
date the musical tastes of the player.
Voicing should be done whenever the
piano’s tone is no longer to your lik-
ing. However, most piano owners will
find that simply tuning the piano will
greatly improve the tone, and that
voicing may not be needed very often.

Cleaning and Polishing

The best way to clean dust and fin-
ger marks off the piano is with a
soft, clean, lintless cloth, such as

cheesecloth, slightly dampened with
water and wrung out. Fold the cloth
into apad and rublightly in the direc-
tion of the grain, or in the direction in
which the wood was originally pol-
ished (obvious in the case of hand-
rubbed finishes). Where this direc-
tion is not obvious, as might be the
case with high-polish polyester fin-
ishes, rub in any one direction only,
using long, straight strokes. Do not
rub in a circular motion, as this will
eventually make the finish lose its
luster. Most piano manufacturers
recommend against the use of com-
mercially available furniture polish
or wax. Polish specially made for
pianos is available from some manu-
facturers, dealers, and technicians.
To clean the keys, use the same
kind of soft, clean cloth as for the fin-
ish. Dampen the cloth slightly with

Randy Potter School
of Piano Technology

Offering a complete course for
beginning and intermediate students
in piano tuning, repairing, reguhzting,
voicing, apprentice training and
business practices

Randy Potter School of Piano Technology; Inc.
61592 SE Orion Drive
Bend, OR 97702 USA

www.randypotterschool.com

K 541.382.5411 rax 541.382.5400 j

water or a mild white soap solution,
but don’t let water run down the sides
of the keys. If the keytops are made
of ivory, be sure to dry them off right
after cleaning—because ivory ab-
sorbs water, the keytops will curl up
and fall off if water is allowed to stand
on them. If the black keys are made
of wood, use a separate cloth to clean
them, in case any black stain comes
off (not necessary for plastic keys).

Dampp-Chaser Corporation
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Piano Humidity Control

Now, keep your piano better
in tune between tunings and
prevent deterioration.

MADE INUSA SINCE 1947

www.pianolifesaver.com * 800.438.1524

Click here for Celebrities who own our System

Dust inevitably collects inside a
piano no matter how good a house-
keeper one is. A piano technician can
safely vacuum up the dust or other-
wise clean the interior of the piano
when he or she comes to tune it.

Humidity Control

Because pianos are made primar-
ily of wood, proper control of hu-
midity will greatly increase both
the life span of the piano and your
enjoyment of it. A relative humidity
of 42% is sometimes cited as ideal
for a piano, but any humidity level
that is relatively constant and mod-
erate will suffice. Here are some
common steps to take to protect
your piano from fluctuations and
extremes of humidity:

= Don’t place the piano too near
radiators, heating and cooling
ducts, fireplaces, direct sunlight,
and open windows.

= Avoid overheating the house
during cold weather.

= Use air-conditioning during hot,
humid weather.

= Add humidity to the air during
dry weather with either a whole-
house humidifier attached to
a central air system or with a
room humidifier. Room humidi-
fiers, however, have to be cleaned
and refilled frequently, and some
make a lot of noise. If you use a
room humidifier, don’t place it
too near the piano.

Instead of the above, or in addition
to it, have a climate-control system
installed in the piano. They make no
noise, require very little maintenance,
and cost $350 to $500 for a vertical
piano or $400 to $600 for a grand,
ordered and installed through your
piano technician or piano dealer.
The illustrations on the previous
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WHEN SHOULD 1 HAVE MY PIANO TUN

When to tune your piano depends on
your local climate. You should avoid
times of rapid humidity change and
seek times when the humidity will
be stable for a reasonable length
of time. Turning the heat on in the
house in the fall, and then off again
in the spring, causes major indoor
humidity changes, and in each case
it may take several months before
the piano’s soundboard fully restabi-
lizes at the new humidity level.

In Boston, for example, the tuning
cycle goes something like that shown
in the graph. A piano tuned in April
or May, when the heat is turned off,
will probably be out of tune by late
June. If it is tuned in late June or July,
it may well hold its tune until Octo-
ber or later, depending on when the
heat is turned on for the winter. If the
piano is tuned right after the heat is

turned on, however, say in October
or November, it will almost certainly
be out of tune by Christmas. But if you
wait until after the holidays (and, of
course, everyone wants it tuned for the
holidays), it will probably hold pretty
well until April or even May. In my ex-
perience, most problems with pianos in
good condition that “don’t hold their
tune” are caused by poor timing of the
tuning with the seasonal changes.

Note that those who live in a cli-
mate like Boston’s and have their pi-
ano tuned twice a year will probably
also notice two times during the year
when the piano sounds out of tune
but when, for the above reason, it
should probably not be tuned. The
only remedies for this dilemma are
to have the piano tuned more fre-
quently, or to more closely control
the humidity.
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show a similar pattern.

page of the Dampp-Chaser climate-
control system show how the sys-
tem’s components are discreetly
hidden inside the piano. For more
information about these systems, see
www.pianolifesaver.com.

Another solution to the humidity-
control problem is Music Sorb, a
non-toxic silica gel that naturally
absorbs excess moisture from the
air during humid times and releases
it during times of dryness. It comes
in packets or pouches sold through
piano technicians. Enough for a sin-
gle piano costs $65 to $70 and must
be replaced once a year. Music Sorb
probably won’t control humidity
changes in the piano quite as well as
a Dampp-Chaser system, but may
suffice in less severe climates, or in
situations where plugging in and
maintaining such a system is out
of the question—or until the piano
owner can afford the larger initial
outlay of funds required for the
system.
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Benches
In all likelihood, your purchase of
a new piano will include a matching
bench. Benches for consumer-grade
pianos are usually made by the piano
manufacturer and come with the pi-
ano. Benches for performance-grade
pianos are often provided separately
by the dealer.

Benches come in two basic types:
fixed-height or adjustable. Consumer-
grade pianos usually come with fixed-
height benches that have either a solid
top that matches the piano’s finish,
or a padded top with sides and legs
finished to match the piano. The legs
on most benches will be miniatures
of the piano’s legs, particularly for
decorativemodels. Most piano benches
have music storage compartments.
School and institutional-type verti-
cal pianos often come with so-called
“stretcher” benches—the legs are con-
nected with wooden reinforcing struts
to better endure heavy use.

Both solid-top and padded benches
work well. The padded benches tend

to be a little more comfortable, es-
pecially for those who have little
natural padding of their own. They
tend to wear more quickly, however,
and are subject to tearing. Solid-top
benches wear longer but are more
easily scratched.

Adjustable benches are preferred
by serious players who spend hours
at the piano, and by children and
adults who are shorter or taller than
average. The standard height of a
piano bench is 19" or 20". Adjustable
benches typically can be set at any-
where from about 18" to 21". By ad-
justing the bench height and moving
it slightly forward or backward, one
can maintain the proper posture
and wrist angle to the keyboard.

High-quality adjustable benches
have a very heavy steel mechanism—
so strong you could almost use it as a
car jack! The duet-size bench (seats
two) weighs well over 60 pounds.
These benches are made of hard rock
maple and come in most leg styles
and finishes. The deeply tufted tops

come in a heavy-duty vinyl and look
like leather; tops of actual leather
are available at additional cost. Both
look great and wear well. The best
ones, such as those made by Jansen,
are expensive ($500 to $750) but are
built to last a lifetime. Over the past
few years, lesser-quality adjustable
benches have come on the market.
While these benches are adjustable
within a similar range, the mecha-
nisms aren’t as hardy. They may be
fine for light use, but most will not
last nearly as long as the piano. A
new style of adjustable bench, with
steel legs, may be useful in high-use
institutional settings.

A new type of adjustable bench
on the market contains a hydraulic
or pneumatic mechanism for raising
or lowering the seat. There are differ-
ent versions, but a typical one uses
two nitrogen-gas cylinders, one on
each side, and is good for 30,000
up-and-down cycles. The bench can
be adjusted quickly and effortlessly
by means of a handle on the side of

5
g
z Padded Bench _
Wood Top Bench E
Adjustable Bench with Steel Legs £
E
5
2
Adjustable Stretcher Bench .
Artist Bench Hydraulic Bench
PIANOBUYER.COM 111



Clip-On Lamp

Balance Arm Lamp

Floor Lamp

the bench. This can be an advantage
to players whose wrists are easily
fatigued by turning the knob of
the traditional or standard type of
adjustable bench, or for musicians
who need to make height adjust-
ments quickly and silently during
a performance. These benches can
also usually be set higher than the
traditional kind. Most hydraulic or
pneumatic benches are very stable,
with metal legs (see photo), avoid-
ing the wobbliness that can some-
times afflict four-legged wooden
benches. Standard models range
in price from $500 to $900; fancier
versions, on which the metal is cov-
ered by wood, cost from $1,300 to
$2,200.

Legs for both fixed-height and tradi-
tional adjustable benches are attached
by a single bolt at the top of each leg.
These bolts should be tightened any-
time there is wobble in the bench.
Don’t over-tighten, however, as that
might pull the bolt out of the leg.

Finally, if the piano you want
doesn’t come with the bench you
desire, talk to your dealer. It’s com-
mon for dealers to swap benches or
bench tops to accommodate your
preference, or to offer an upgrade to

House of Troy

Desk Lamp

a better bench in lieu of a discount
on the piano.

Lamps

Having adequate lighting for the pi-
ano music is critical. It’s hard enough
to learn how to read music without
having to deal with a lack of illumi-
nation, or with shadows on the sheet
music. The ideal solution is track
lighting in the ceiling just above the

player. In many homes and institu-
tions, however, this is not feasible. In
those instances, a piano lamp may
well be the answer.

Piano lamps fall into two major
groups: floor lamps and desk lamps.
Floor lamps arch over the piano and
hover over the music rack, while desk
lamps sit directly on the piano or
are attached to the music rack itself.
Desk lamps are subdivided into three
groups: a standard desk lamp that sits
atop a vertical piano directly over the
music rack; a “balance-arm” lamp that
sits off to the side on a grand piano’s
music desk and has a long arm that
hovers over the music rack; and a clip-
on lamp that attaches directly to the
music rack itself (see illustrations).

Piano lamps come in a variety of
qualities, sizes, styles, finishes, and
bulb types. The better ones are usually
made of high-quality brass, while the
least expensive are often made of
very thin brass or are simply brass-
plated. The light from incandescent-
bulb lamps tends to be a tad harsh,
but the bulbs are less expensive than
those for fluorescent lamps, which,
though pricier, emit a softer light.

Piano lamps are available through

Get the Latest in LED Technology!

|GHT WHITE LIGHT

www.houseoftroy.com

House of Troy
1-866-431-6983 ~

email: betsy@houseoftroy.com
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most piano dealerships as well as at
lighting stores. A limited selection can
also be found at The Home Depot
and Lowe’s.

Accessories and
Problem Solvers

Only a few accessories are used with
pianos, and most are available at
your local piano dealership. You
might consider:

= Caster Cups. Caster cups are
small cups that go under the wheels
of vertical and grand pianos to
protect the floor or carpet. They
come in plastic or a variety of
woods, and in clear acrylic that
allows the carpet or hardwood
floor to show through. If the
caster cups have felt on the bottom,
however, be careful, as the dye
from the felt can bleed into car-
peting, especially if it gets damp.

= Piano Covers. Used mostly in
churches and schools (and homes
with cats), piano covers are
designed to protect the piano’s
finish from accidental damage,
and are available to fit any size of
piano. They come in vinyl or
mackintosh (a very tight-weave
fabric that is very water-resistant),
brown or black on the outside,
and a fleece-like material on the
side that touches the piano. A
thicker, quilted, cotton cover is
available for use in locations
where the piano is moved
frequently or may get bumped.

Lucite

Wood

www.perfectlygrand.com

Caster Cups

Piano Covers

www.perfectlygrand.com

Bench Cushions. Bench cushions
are made in a variety of sizes,
thicknesses (1" to 3"), fabrics,
and colors. They are also
available in tapestry designs,
most with a musical motif, tufted
or box-edged, and all have straps
to secure them to the bench.

Pedal Extenders. These
extension devices are available
for those whose feet do not
comfortably reach the pedals.
Some are nothing more than

a brass pedal that bolts on to
the existing pedal, while others
are a box, finished to match the
piano, that sits over the existing
pedals and has pedals with rods
to operate the piano’s pedals.

Metronomes. Many music
teachers recommend using a
metronome to improve students’
timing. Any piano or musical-
instrument dealership will
generally have a wide selection,
from the solid walnut, wind-up,
oscillating metronome like the

Pedal Extenders

www.benchworld.com

Bench
Cushions

one your grandmother had on
her piano, to a new, beeping
digital model.

Grand Piano String Covers.

Wool string covers are available
in a variety of colors that comple-
ment the piano’s finish. When in
place, they provide a reduction in
sound volume, and protection
against dust (and cats). Thicker
sound-reduction covers and
baffles are also available.

Lid and Fallboard Slow-Close
Systems. Raising and lowering
the lid of a grand piano is fre-
quently difficult, and can be
downright dangerous. This is due
to the combination of its weight,
which can exceed 50 pounds, and
its position, which makes it hard
to reach. Enter a new product that
solves at least the weight problem:
Safety-Ease Lid Assist.

© Emre Yildiz

Metronomes

www.perfectlygrand.com
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Safety-Ease consists of pneu-
matic cylinders that effectively

counter-balance the weight of the

lid and damp its movement so
that it can be easily raised or
lowered, even by a child. It
mounts under the lid, between
the lid hinges on the piano’s rim,
is finished in polished ebony to
match most pianos, and requires
no drilling or permanent installa-
tion. This unique system is sold
and installed only by piano
dealers or technicians. The in-
stalled price for small and mid-
size grands is $500 to $600. More
information is available at
www.safety-ease.com.

The fallboard (keyboard cover)

can also be a danger, not so
much for its weight or position,
but for the swiftness of its fall
and because, when it falls, little
fingers are likely to be in its path.
Many new pianos today come
with a pneumatically or hy-
draulically damped, slow-close

< ADVERTISEMENT >
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institutes and conventions. He has served
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For more information, call or e-mail:
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vienna2music@gmail.com
www.hailun-pianos.com

fallboard. For those that don’t,
aftermarket devices are available
from piano dealers or technicians.

Touch-Weight Adjustment Sys-
tems. Touch or touch weight re-
fers to the pressure required to
press a piano key. Too little touch
weight, or touch weight that is
uneven from note to note, makes
a piano action difficult to control;
too much touch weight makes a
piano tiring to play, and can cause
physical problems for the player
over time. Touch-weight problems
can be caused by poor action de-
sign, worn parts in older pianos, or
incorrectly dimensioned replace-
ment parts in restored pianos.

Historically, discussions, mea-
surements, and adjustments in
this area of piano technology
have been about static touch
weight—the force needed to make
a piano key just begin to move
slowly downward. Less well un-
derstood, and usually ignored,
has been dynamic touch weight—
the force required to press a key
in actual normal, rapid playing.
Here, the rapid movement of the
key creates inertia (i.e., the ten-
dency of a moving mass to keep
moving in the same direction and
at the same speed, and the ten-
dency of a stationary mass to re-
main stationary.) Unlike static
touch weight, which depends on
the relative amount and positioning
of mass on either side of the key’s
balance point, as well as on fric-
tion, dynamic touch weight de-
pends on the total amount of
mass in the system. Attempts to
fix problems in static touch weight
by adding mass to the front or
rear of the key can cause problems
with dynamic touch weight by
creating excessive inertia.

Until fairly recently, technicians
resorted to a patchwork quilt of
homemade, trial-by-error remdies

for problems with static touch
weight; dynamic touch weight
wasn’t even on their radar. More
recently, a greater understanding
of touch weight has emerged, and
more sophisticated techniques for
solving touch-weight problems are
being developed. The gold stan-
dard among these techniques is
that of David Stanwood, who de-
veloped the first system for
mathematically describing, mea-
suring, and solving problems re-
lated to dynamic touch weight. His
system is applied by a network of
specially trained technicians who,
because of the comprehensive na-
ture of the system and the rem-
edies it suggests, tend to use it on
higher-end instruments and those
undergoing complete restoration.
More information can be found at
www.stanwoodpiano.com.

A simpler remedy, but only for
heavy or uneven static touch
weight on a grand piano, is a
product called TouchRail, avail-
able through piano technicians.
TouchRail is a rail with 88 indi-
vidually adjustable springs that
replaces a grand piano’s key-stop
rail. The springs press gently on
the keys to the front of the bal-
ance point, enabling the techni-
cian to effectively “dial in” a
desired touch weight and make it
perfectly even from note to note.
Because it’s spring-based rather
than mass-based, TouchRail won’t
add inertia to the action system,
though of course it won’t cure
any pre-existing problems with
excessive inertia, either. Installa-
tion requires no drilling, cutting,
or other permanent modification
of the piano, and the rail can be
removed and replaced in seconds
during routine piano service, just
like a traditional key-stop rail.
The installed price is around
$795. See www.pitchlock.com
for more information. [ |
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IF, AFTER HAVING READ “Acoustic or Digital: What’s Best for
Me?,” you've decided on a digital piano, the next step is shop-
ping for and selecting the right model for your needs. There are
currently over 200 models of digital piano on the market. Nar-
rowing the field requires exploring some basic issues. This article
covers the needs of both entry-level shoppers and those interested
in more sophisticated, feature-laden models. If you’re looking for
an entry-level instrument and are just interested in learning the
basics, you can read “The Starter Digital Piano” below, then skip
to “Shopping Options,” toward the end of this article.

The Starter Digital Piano

If nothing else, a digital piano should
be able to emulate an acoustic piano
in basic ways. Fulfilling this func-
tion requires features found on most
digital pianos today. Some first-time
buyers, however, opt for an instru-
ment with more than just the basics,
and buy a model with additional
sounds and “easy-play” features.

Matching the Player’s Needs. Un-
less you expect to buy another piano
in a year or so, you need to consider
your long-term requirements. Who
will be the primary player today? If
it’s for the family, how long will it be
until the youngest child has the oppor-
tunity to learn? Does Mom or Dad
harbor any musical interests? If so,
it’s likely that one family member or
another will use the instrument for
many years to come. This argues
for getting a higher-quality instru-
ment, whose advantages of better
tone, touch, and features will be ap-
preciated over time.

If multiple players will use the in-
strument, it needs to meet the expec-
tations of the most advanced player.
At the same time, a beginner in the
family will benefit from educational

features that are of no interest to
the advanced player, and still an-
other family member may just want
to fool around with the instrument
once in a while. Easy-play features
and software will keep these players
happy—and you might be surprised
how many people are enticed into
learning to play as a result of these
easy first steps. So, obviously, an in-
dividual player may search among a
very narrow range of
instruments, while a
family may have to
balance the needs of
several people. For-
tunately, the wealth
of available choices
can casily accom-
modate any combi-
nation of individual
and/or family needs.

Voices and Expanded Capabilities.
Most entry-level digitals have a few
different piano voices, as well as a
dozen or so other instrumental voices,
such as harpsichord, church and
jazz organ, vibes, and strings. These
models, designed mainly to emulate
the piano, are referred to as “stan-
dard” digital pianos. Many other,

Is a keyboard with
fewer than 88 notes
a viable alternative?
In a word, no.

slightly more expensive models, called
“ensemble” digital pianos, come with
expanded capabilities: all the instru-
ments of the orchestra (and more),
easy-play background accompani-
ments, rhythms, special effects, and
much more. You might not think
you need the additional capabilities
of an ensemble digital, but having
them can enable the beginner, as
well as family members who don’t
take lessons, to have a lot more fun
and sound like pros with minimal
practice. For an advancing player,
the opportunities for musical cre-
ativity are significantly enhanced.

If at all possible, you should try
at least two or three instruments in
your price and style range to deter-
mine which sounds best to you. If
you plan to use headphones in your
home (yes, parents—your children
can practice silently using head-
phones), be sure to try out the pianos
through headphones,
as this can make a
tremendous difference
in sound. (For consis-
tency of comparison,
bring your own head-
phones.) Sometimes the
instrument’s weakest
link is its built-in speaker
system.

88-note Weighted Key-
board. Even entry-level digitals should
feel much like an acoustic piano. If
you have some playing experience,
you’ll want to try two or three com-
peting models to see what feels best
to you. None of the available models
has an overly heavy touch. So-called
semi-weighted keyboards, which de-
pend on springs for their weight,
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Console type

should be avoided, as they don’t feel
enough like an acoustic piano. Is a
keyboard with fewer than 88 notes a
viable alternative? In a word, no.
None have a decently weighted key-
board. In addition, students who use
instruments with short keyboards
tend to outgrow them quickly, and
suffer some degree of disorientation
when taking lessons on an 88-
note keyboard.

Ease of Use. Make sure you under-
stand how the instrument’s controls
work—additional features are of lit-
tle use if you can’t figure out how to
use them. Ask to see the owner’s
manual (or download it from the
manufacturer’s website) and make
sure that it’s understandable.

Cabinet Type. Another factor that
may shape your options is where the
instrument will live. Is space at a
premium? Are there limited place-
ment options? If home is a dorm
room or a small studio apartment
and you need to make the most effi-
cient use of every square inch, you
may opt for a portable model (not a
furniture-style cabinet) that can be
placed on a stand for practice and

Slab type

Wyman/Orla

stuck in a closet when not in use.
Bear in mind that this type of de-
sign, typically called a slab, doesn’t
necessarily limit the quality of in-
struments available to you—profes-
sional stage pianos also fit into this
category. Slabs generally come with
a single pedal, but many have op-
tional stands that, like an acoustic
piano, have three pedals. If you do
go with a stand, don’t get the cheap-
est one you can find. These are fine
for 61-note portable keyboards, but
tend to wobble when supporting the
greater weight of a digital piano,
and may not be able to be adjusted
low enough to put the keyboard at
the proper height from the floor
(about 29 inches to the tops of the
white keys). It should be noted that
portability is a relative term: instru-
ments in this category can range in
weight from 25 to over 70 pounds,
without stand.

Another option in the entry-level
category is what is variously referred
to as the vertical, upright, or console
digital piano. The cabinetry of these
models ranges from two flat side sup-
ports with a cross member for stabil-
ity, to elegant designs that would look

Yamaha

Wyman/Orla

Digital grand

at home in the most posh surround-
ings. It’s common for individual mod-
els in this category to be available in
multiple finish options, including syn-
thetic wood grain, real-wood veneers,
and, on some of the better models,
the lustrous polished ebony often
found on acoustic pianos. Most of
these models have three pedals.

If space is no problem and you
love the look of a grand piano, sev-
eral digital pianos are available in
“baby grand” cases. Remember that,
most of the time, you pay a signifi-
cant premium for this look, and that
few of the digital grand models actu-
ally use the additional internal space
to enhance the instrument beyond
the non-grand model it’s based on.
There are two size classes of digital
grands, one about five feet long and
the other closer to three feet—just
long enough for the tail to curve in a
quasi-grand shape.

Additional Features. Virtually all
models of digital piano include
headphone connections for private
practice, and MIDI and/or USB
connections that allow you to con-
nect the instrument to a Mac or
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PC for use with a variety of music
software. Other features included in
many entry-level instruments are a
built-in metronome, the ability to
play more than one instrumental
voice at a time (called layering or
splitting; see “Digital Piano
Basics”), and the ability to record
and play back anything you play.
While you may not be ready for a re-
cording contract, the ability to listen
to what you’re practicing is a great
learning tool.

Pricing. Slab models start at $500,
console models at around $1,000.
Digital grands begin at about $1,500,
but the better-quality models start
at around $5,000. In each category
there are many options; spending
more will usually get you some com-
bination of better sound, features,
touch, and appearance.

Those who are shopping for
an entry-level digital and want to
keep it simple can skip the next sec-
tion and go directly to “Shopping
Options.”

Further Considerations for
More Serious Shoppers

Before reading further about shop-
ping, I suggest that you read the two
“Digital Piano Basics” articles, and
explore the brand profiles and the
charts of features and specifi-
cations, all elsewhere in this issue.
There you’ll find detailed informa-
tion about the features and benefits
of both standard and ensemble digi-
tals. Once you have a grasp of what
these instruments can do and how
they differ from one another, you’ll
be able to shop with a better idea of
which features and level of quality
you desire, which in turn will make
your shopping efforts more effi-
ciently focused and enjoyable.

Serious Listening

You’ve decided what type of instru-
ment youre looking for and how
much you’re going to spend (unless,
of course you hear something that
just knocks your socks off, and your
budget along with them). There are
still a couple of last steps in prepara-
tion for the hunt.

If you don’t already have a good set
of headphones, this is the time to get
them. Headphones are probably the
most widely used accessory for digital
pianos, and it’s a sure bet that you, or
another player in the house, will need
them or wish the other player were
using them—and they’re an invalu-
able tool for auditioning digital pia-
nos. Part of what you hear when you
compare instruments is the speaker
system, and this is a critical element;
but headphones can also isolate you
from noise in the store and give you
a common baseline as you go from
place to place trying different instru-
ments. Most stores have headphones
available, but they’re typically low-
end models, and never the same as
the ones you listened to in the last
store. I've always found it odd that
people will agonize over the choice

of a digital piano, spend hundreds—
frequently thousands—of dollars
on their choice, and then listen to
it through $19.95 headphones. (See
“Digital Piano Basics, Part 2” for
a discussion of headphones.)

The final step is to “calibrate”
your ears. Listen to recordings of
solo piano. Listen to what you enjoy,
be it jazz, classical, or ragtime—just
listen a lot. For part of this listening,
use the headphones you bought for
your digital piano. This will embed
in your head, as a benchmark, the
sound of high-quality acoustic pia-
nos. One of the great things about
digital pianos is that if you love,
say, honky-tonk piano, all you have
to do is make sure the instruments
youre considering have a Honky-
Tonk setting. Then you can “change
pianos” at will. But for the moment,
listen to the best piano recordings
you can get your ears on.

When you start to audition in-
struments, you’ll become aware that
some of what you’re hearing isn’t the
instrument, or at least not what the
instrument is supposed to do. Part of
what you’ll be hearing is the result of
room acoustics and the instrument’s
placement in the showroom. If there
are a lot of hard surfaces nearby—
uncarpeted floors and large win-
dows—the results will be different
from what you’ll hear in a “softer”
environment, such as a carpeted liv-
ing room with drapes, bookshelves,
and upholstered furniture. Place-
ment in the room will also affect the
sound. If you’re serious about buy-
ing a particular instrument, asking
the dealer to move it to another part
of the showroom isn’t an unreason-
able request. Another thing to be
aware of is that the voice settings
of most digital pianos include some
degree of reverberation. This isn’t a
bad thing, but it’s worthwhile to lis-
ten to the piano voice, and any other
voices that are important to you,
with the reverb and all other effects
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turned off. This will allow you to
judge those voices without any col-
oration or masking from the effects.

Evaluating Tonal Quality

Almost by definition, evaluating an
instrument’s tone is very subjective,
and judging the tone of instruments
that have a lot of voices can be
overwhelming. Your best bet is to
select the five or six instruments you
think you’ll use most and make them
the standard for comparison as you
shop. If you choose the piano on
which those voices sound best to
you, it’s likely you’ll find the others
satisfying as well.

Digital pianos are really computers
disguised as pianos, and the engineers
who design them strive to develop a
set of sounds and features unique to
their brand. Like some features of a
PC, many of the capabilities of digi-
tals are hidden from view, accessible
by pressing a sequence of buttons or
through multi-screen menus. While
the owner’s manual will explain how
to access these features or sounds, it’s
impractical for you to study the manu-
als of every instrument under consid-
eration. Enter the salesperson! This is
one of those instances where a well-
trained salesperson can be invaluable.

Most manufacturers arrange train-
ings for their retailers’ sales staffs,
to enable them to demonstrate the
relative advantages of that brand’s
features. Even if youre a proficient
player, having a salesperson dem-
onstrate and play while you listen
can be a valuable part of the evalu-
ation process. But remember that
the salesperson is not going home
with you! Don’t be swayed by his or
her talent—a really good player can
make even a poor-sounding piano
“sing.” Focus your attention on the
instrument itself.

You should make sure that you
get the answers to a few key ques-
tions, either through the salesper-
son’s demonstration or your own

experimentation.

Generally, one of the instrument
voices used most frequently is the
piano. There is a great deal of varia-
tion in “good” piano tone. Many
players like a bright, crisp sound,
while others prefer a mellower
tone. Some like a great deal of har-
monic content, others a bell-like
clarity with fewer harmonics. What-
ever your preference, will you be
satisfied with the piano sound of the
model you’re considering?

Many instruments sound slightly
different as a note begins to play.
For example, a flute takes a quarter
of a second or so to build up enough
air pressure to reach the pitch of
the note, resulting in a “breathi-
ness” to the sound. The same is true
of many other wind instruments.
Guitarists and other players of
stringed instruments “bend” notes
by varying their touch. Jazz or-
gans often have a percussive “pop”
at the beginning of the note. How
well do the digital voices of the
model you’re evaluating emulate
the actual instruments?

Even entry-level standard digi-
tals include such effects as Reverb
and Chorus. More sophisticated
models have many other effects, as
described in the “Digital Piano
Basics” articles. Having heard them
demonstrated, do you think these
effects will be useful to you?

Take your time. Following the
salesperson’s demonstration, most
dealers will let you spend time ex-
perimenting—although some may pre-
fer that you use headphones.

Evaluating Touch

Aside from sound, the most impor-
tant element in the selection of an in-
strument is likely to be the feel of the
action. Unless youre considering only
digital pianos that employ an actual
acoustic action (see “Hybrid Pianos,”
elsewhere in this issue), you’ll be
selecting from a variety of actions

IS THAT REALL

wWOoOoD?

In the world of the acoustic piano,
wood is a critical component that
affects the instrument’s funda-
mental tonal and mechanical prop-
erties, as well as its appearance.
However, wood is not a required
ingredient of digital pianos. The
use of wood in digitals is primarily
cosmetic and structural, such as in
the keybed (which supports the ac-
tion) and bracing. (Exceptions, such
as wooden keys, are dealt with in
“Digital Piano Basics, Part 1.”) The
stand or cabinet may be covered
with artificial wood veneer, and
even if the veneer is of real wood,
the furniture core is typically made
of an engineered wood product
such as medium density fiberboard,
or MDF. A staple of the furniture in-
dustry, MDF provides a rigid, stable
material of which to build all man-
ner of long-lived products.

that all try to emulate the feel of an
acoustic action. The aspect of ac-
tion feel that seems to generate the
most discussion is whether the touch
weight is light or heavy, and which
is better. This is covered in more
detail in “Digital Piano Basics,
Part 1,” but here’s the bottom line:
Just as there is no single correct piano
sound, there is no single correct touch
weight; rather, there is a range of ac-
ceptable touch weights. If you spend
the majority of your playing time with
a heavy action, when you encounter
an instrument with a lighter action,
be it acoustic or digital, you’ll play
too heavily—and vice versa. The only
cure is to play as many instruments as
possible, as often as possible. Listen to
how each piano responds and adjust
your touch accordingly. You’ve prob-
ably driven cars with light steering
and cars with heavy steering, and gen-
erally managed to avoid hitting any
trees with either of them. With varied
experience, you learn to adapt.
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Common to acoustic and digital
actions is mechanical noise. Digi-
tals are frequently accused of hav-
ing noisier actions because their
sound can be reduced to a whisper
or played through headphones, leav-
ing the action noise audible, whereas
the sound of an acoustic piano tends
to always mask its action noise. This
is not to say that some digital actions
aren’t unusually noisy, but to hon-
estly compare them, you have to play
them with the volume turned off. In
addition to letting you compare ac-
tion noise, this prevents your mind
from judging the feel/ of an action
based on the tone of the instrument.

New or Used?

Because digital technology ad-
vances at a blistering pace relative
to acoustic-piano technology, there
is much less interest in used digi-
tals than in used acoustics. Many
of today’s digital pianos eclipse the
capabilities of the models of even five
years ago. Combine this technological
advancement with the fact that support

of older instruments may be limited—
after production of a particular model
ceases, electronics manufacturers are
required to maintain replacement
parts for only seven years—and in-
vesting in older models becomes wor-
thy of serious second thoughts.

Owner’s manuals no longer ac-
company many used instruments. If
you find an interesting used instru-
ment, make sure that the manual
is either still with it, or is readily
available from the manufacturer or
on the Internet. The manual is your
best tool for ensuring that every-
thing on the instrument still works
correctly. It’s not simply a matter
of pressing every key, button, and
pedal to see that they work; to thor-
oughly check the instrument, you
also need to know what some of the
less obvious controls are supposed to
do. None of this is to say that used
instruments should be avoided—TI’ve
played ten-year-old digital pianos
that worked perfectly. But when
considering an older digital piano,
extra care should be exercised.

The Sauter Artes
Designed by Peter Maly

Characteristic of the art deco
style, the clearly defined lines,
metal inlay, and chromed
brackets of the Sauter Artes
lend depth and structure to
the body’s glossy black finish.

< ADVERTISEMENT >

New HAILUN Factory
Able to Withstand
Magnitude-7.5
Earthquake

Prompted by industrial accidents in textile
factories in Bangladesh, Hailun USA man-
agement formally requested confirmation of
building and code standards for the newly
built Hailun piano factory in Ningbo, China.
Engineering documents provided by Hailun
showed that the factory was built to house
and operate the required piano-production
equipment while withstanding an earth-
quake of magnitude 7.5 without sustaining
any damage. Hailun employs a skilled work-
force of over 1,000, who perform their
duties on five floors of the new factory.

For more information, call or e-mail:
Vienna International / Hailun USA
509-946-8078
Hailunusa@gmail.com
www.hailun-pianos.com

Shopping Options
Your shopping options depend on
the type of digital piano you’ve de-
cided to buy and the region you live
in. In North America, different cat-
egories of instruments are available
through different types of outlets.
Furniture-style models, particu-
larly the higher-end models manu-
factured by the largest suppliers,
are available only through tradi-
tional bricks-and-mortar piano or
full-line music retailers. The lower-
priced furniture-style, slab, or stage
models, and some of the less widely
distributed brands, are available from
a cross section of traditional bricks-
and-mortar music retailers, club and
warehouse chains such as Costco,
consumer-electronics chains such as
Best Buy, and online retailers.
Perhaps the biggest difference
between shopping for digital and
acoustic pianos is that you usually
want to make sure you get the spe-
cific acoustic piano you played on
the showroom floor. But once you’ve
decided on a model of digital piano,
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it doesn’t matter if you get the one
you actually tried or not. Every unit
made of the same model will be
identical to all other units.

Negotiating the price of a digital
piano at a bricks-and-mortar re-
tailer is no different from negotiat-
ing the price of an acoustic piano,
which is discussed in “Piano
Buying Basics,” elsewhere in this
issue. However, many of the sim-
pler furniture-style digitals and
nearly all portable or stage-piano
models that are sold through a
variety of local and online stores
are virtually always sold at the
same price, wherever you shop.
This is due to a pricing model
called minimum advertised price,
or MAP, used for many categories of
products. A manufacturer’s or dis-
tributor’s MAP is the lowest price at
which a dealer is allowed to advertise
an item. Since prices are easily com-
pared and all retailers want an even
chance to win your business, every-
one advertises at the MAP. And
since the MAP is typically lower
than the price at which the dealer
might have preferred to sell the
item, the price almost never drops
below the MAP. Therefore, MAP
has become the standard pricing
for all non-piano-dealer models of
digital piano.

You should find out how warranty
service is handled for the instru-
ment you've selected—not only the
terms related to coverage for parts
and labor, but where the service is
performed. Like acoustic pianos,
most digital models available only
through piano dealers have a war-
ranty specifying in-home service;
that is, the technician comes to you.
Models sold outside of traditional
piano stores must be brought to the
technician’s shop for warranty ser-
vice. Ask your salesperson where
the closest authorized service tech-
nician is located, or check the manu-
facturer’s website.

Piano World (

) is considered to be the most popular

piano web site in the world. Serving up over six million page views a month
to hundreds of thousands of visitors, Piano World is the place to be if you
are piano enthusiast, or even if you just have a passing interest in the piano.

The Piano Forums on Piano World boast over one million posts, created

by the more than 42,000 registered members (membership is free). The
forums are actually a collection of a number of different forums, each with
a particular focus, providing something for everyone.

A comprehensive classified section offers listings of piano dealers, tuners-
technicians, restoration shops, teachers, and movers.

Piano World also owns PianoSupplies.com ( )
an online store for all your piano accessory needs, including: Benches,
Lamps, Cushions, Metronomes, Tuning Equipment, Moving Equipment,

Party Goods, and much more!

You can see from the chart of digi-
tal piano specifications that it’s not
unusual for different models from
the same manufacturer to have dif-
ferent warranty terms. It would be
tempting to attribute this to differ-
ences in quality, but most often it’s
based on differences in anticipated
use (home vs. commercial), and on
marketing decisions for a given prod-
uct segment. Unlike some warranties
for acoustic pianos, I'm aware of no
digital piano warranty that is trans-
ferable to a subsequent owner.

There are many decisions to be
made when selecting a piano, digital
or acoustic. But in the end, there is
no substitute for playing and listen-
ing for yourself. The best anyone
else can do is tell you what he or she
would buy. But unless that person’s

requirements exactly match your
own, all you’ll end up with is a piano
that’s perfect for someone else.

Go out and try everything you
can get your hands on— and enjoy
the process! L]

For more information

If, after reading the articles in Piano
Buyer, youstill have questions about
buying a digital piano, [ recommend
visiting the Digital Pianos—Synths
& Keyboards Forum on Piano World
(www.pianoworld.com), the pre-
miere website for everything re-
lated to pianos and pianists. The
helpful folks there have a wealth
of knowledge and advice they are
happy to share.
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DIGITAL PIANO BASICS, PART 1

Imitating the Acoustic Piano

ALDEN SKINNER

IN PART 1 OF THIS ARTICLE, we describe how a digital piano performs
its most basic function—imitating the acoustic piano. We begin
with tone production, then move on to controls—the keyboard
and pedals—and conclude with the instrument’s audio system. In
Part 2, we explore all the ways that digital pianos can go beyond
simply duplicating the functions of the acoustic piano.

Tone Production

Sample Rate and Bit Rate

The technology now used in most
digital pianos to emulate the com-
plex tonal behavior of the acoustic
piano is called sampling. Sampling,
in its simplest form, is the process
of making a digital recording of
a sound for later playback. A col-
lection of samples, such as those
needed to reproduce the tone of a pi-
ano, is called a sample set. There are
many decisions to be made in com-
piling a sample set for an instrument
as sonically complex as a piano, per-
haps the most important being the
sample rate and bit rate.
The sample rate deter-
mines how many times
per second the sound will
be measured. The sound
must be sampled often
enough to avoid missing
changes that occur be-
tween sample times. This
rate, in turn, depends on
the frequency of the sound
being sampled. The fun-
damental frequency of
the highest note on the key-
board is 4,186 cycles per
second, or hertz (Hz). But
the overtones that accom-
pany these fundamentals
vibrate at multiples of the
fundamental’s

frequency, and must be properly re-
corded in order to accurately re-
produce the tone. Fortunately, the
inventors of the Compact Disc were
well aware of this requirement,
and long ago adopted the sampling
rate of 44,100Hz for audio CD
recordings.

The other decision is how finely
to measure at each of those 44,100
times per second. Just as we don’t
want to miss changes in the sound
that occur between the times we
measured it, we also can’t afford to
miss the details of those changes. In
digital recording, thisis called the bit
rate, or, as recording pros call it, the
bit depth. The higher the bit rate, the

Bosendorfer mic'd for sampling

finer the detail that can be recorded.
In computers, an §8-bit number rep-
resents up to 256 levels of detail, a
16-bit number can represent 65,536
levels, and a 24-bit number tops out
at 16,777,216 levels. Once again, we
will bow to the decision of the devel-
opers of the Compact Disc and go
with the choice of a 16-bit number as
our standard.

What all of this means is that,
under the audio-CD standard, every
second of sound sampled is mea-
sured 44,100 times at a degree of de-
tail that can represent up to 65,536
individual levels. This one second
of sample information takes up just
over 86 kilobytes (KB) of memory
space. Because digital piano manu-
facturers do not release informa-
tion about their sampling standards,
there’s no basis for comparison with
the audio-CD standard. However,
the rates stated by developers of
software pianos tend to be higher
than this standard, so it’s reasonable

to assume that some digi-
tal piano manufacturers
may exceed these rates
as well.

Looping

One interesting charac-
teristic of a piano note
is that it can sustain for
several seconds, but after
the first couple of seconds
much of the initial com-
plexity of the sound is
gone; the remaining sec-
onds of sustained sound
go through very little
change other than grad-
ually decreasing in vol-
ume. This opens up the

Vienna Symphonic Library
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possibility to save some memory
space, and thus some money, by in-
troducing a process called looping.
Looping involves selecting a short
duration of the sound that remains
essentially unchanged over a period
of time, and repeating it over and
over at gradually reduced volume
levels. Done with care, the result is
barely detectable when listening in-
tently to the sustain of one note, and
becomes completely lost in the com-
motion when playing normally.

Spatial Relations

The notes produced by an acoustic
piano have a physical point of origin
in the instrument’s strings, and can
be heard moving from left to right as
you play a scale from the left (bass)
end of the keyboard to the right
(treble) end. To preserve this spatial
relationship, the samples in a digital
piano are recorded in two-channel
stereo. This feature, often called
“panning,” adds to the realism by
physically positioning the sounds in
ways similar to what is heard from
an acoustic piano.

Number of Notes Sampled

Now we must decide how many
notes to sample. The obvious answer
would seem to be “all of them,” and
some manufacturers take this route.
But in the interest of keeping the
cost of the digital piano under con-
trol, many manufacturers seek alter-
natives to sampling all 88 notes.

In an acoustic piano, the tonal
behavior of the longer, bass strings
is different from that of the shorter,
treble strings. In fact, this tonal vari-
ation goes through several changes
as you play up the keyboard from
the bottom. Some of these changes
are due to the differences in string
length, others to differences in the
types and numbers of strings associ-
ated with different ranges of notes.
In the lowest bass, the hammers
strike a single string per note. This

string is wrapped with heavy copper
wire to slow its rate of vibration to
produce the proper pitch. Depend-
ing on the piano’s scale design, a
couple of octaves up from the bot-
tom of the keyboard it switches to
two strings per note, each wound
with a lighter copper wire. Finally,
by mid-keyboard, three plain-wire
strings are used for each note. (Each
set of one, two, or three strings per
note is known as a unison because all
the strings in a given
set are tuned at the
same pitch to sound a
single note.) The sub-
tle changes brought
about by these dif-
ferent string arrange-
ments also figure in
the tonal variations
we hear as we move
up and down the
keyboard.

But the tonal changes from one
note to the next are not always no-
ticeable; sometimes, all that changes
is the pitch. It turns out that it’s a
fairly simple matter for the digital
piano to play back a sample at a dif-
ferent pitch. This makes it possible
to save memory space by using one
sample as the basis for two or three
consecutive notes. Taken too far, this
would result in obvious tonal prob-
lems. But if at least a third of the notes
are sampled, with careful attention to
areas of the keyboard where there are
more noticeable changes, these shared
samples can produce a convincing, if
basic, tonal progression.

Sampling Dynamics

One more source of tonal varia-
tion—the effect of dynamics (varia-
tion in volume or loudness)—must
be dealt with before we move on from
our basic sample set. Striking a string
harder results in a larger number and
greater prominence of higher over-
tones, which, in addition to making
the sound louder, give the tone more

Many digital pianos
incorporate
additional types

of samples, capturing
more of the nuance
of an acoustic piano.

“edge.” Currently, in all but the least
expensive instruments, digital pia-
nos use from three to five dynamic
samples. As you play with varying
degrees of force, the digital piano
selects the closest appropriate dy-
namic sample for playback. Entry-
level pianos that use a single sample
level for dynamics also use vari-
able filtering of a note’s overtones
to simulate these tonal differences,
sometimes with remarkable success.

Sampling
Other Effects

Many digital pianos
incorporate addition-
al types of samples
aimed at capturing
more of the nuance
of an acoustic piano.
At this time, the two
most common such
samples are string res-
onance and damper effect. As with so
many features, different manufactur-
ers seldom use the same terms for the
same effects. String resonance is re-
lated to the strings’ overtones. Each
of the overtones generated by a vi-
brating string are at, or close to, the
fundamental frequencies of higher
notes whose frequencies bear a math-
ematical relationship to the one
played. This results in a weak sym-
pathetic or resonant vibration of the
strings of the related notes, and adds
another dimension to the sound. (To
hear this effect, slowly press the keys
of a chord—for this discussion, let’s
make it a C chord—without actu-
ally sounding them. While holding
these keys down, quickly strike and
release the C an octave below the
held chord and you’ll hear, faintly,
the sympathetic resonance of the C
chord above.)

In an acoustic piano, a note’s felt
damper moves away from the string(s)
when its key is depressed, and re-
turns to stop their vibration when
the key is released. The effect on the

124

PIANOBUYER.COM



sound is not instantaneous; it takes a
fraction of a second for the strings’
vibration to stop. During this time
the tone is altered as its overtones
rapidly decay. Damper-effect sam-
ples are triggered by releasing a key,
and add another subtle dimension
to the digital piano’s sound.

Polyphony

Finally, we have to consider how
many notes the instrument can play
at once, which is expressed as its
polyphony. A quick glance at your
hands may suggest that 10 ought to
be plenty. But consider what happens
when you play a series of chords, or
an arpeggio, while holding down the
sustain pedal. Each note that contin-
ues to sustain takes up one note of
polyphony. If you press the sustain
pedal and play a three-note chord
with both hands, then repeat those
chords three more times in succes-
sively higher octaves, you will now
be sustaining 24 notes. Played with
layered voices (a combination of two
different voices, such as piano and
strings), that example would require
48 notes of polyphony. Some mod-
els of digital piano have 32 notes of
polyphony, but most current models
have 64 or more.

A cautionary note: As you delve
into the specifications of digital pianos,
the temptation to rank instruments
based on numbers—how many notes
were sampled, how much memory the
sample set takes up, and so on—will be
high. And the results would be highly
unreliable. Designing a digital piano
involves choices driven by econom-
ics (e.g., how much a model will sell
for), by the intended customer’s needs
(beginner or professional), and, in no
small part, by the engineering talent
at the manufacturer’s disposal. En-
gineering creativity, or lack of it, can
turn the numerical specifications on
their head, resulting in an instrument
that sounds better—or worse—than
its numbers would suggest.

Controlling Tone—
The Keyboard

Just as in an acoustic piano, the role
of the keyboard is to provide the
player with intimate, reliable control
of the instrument’s tonal resources.
But just as there is no single correct
tone, there is no single correct feel;
rather, there is an acceptable range
of touch characteristics.

Touch Weight

Asin an acoustic piano, the action of
most digital pianos is primarily an
arrangement of levers, but the digital
action is far less complex and doesn’t
require regular adjustment. Players
use a few definable criteria to judge
an action. Some are easily mea-
sured, others are largely subjec-
tive. Among the most frequently
debated by digital piano buyers is
touch weight.

Touch weight is the amount of force,
typically measured in grams, required
to depress a key. A touch weight in
the range of 50 to 55 grams is gener-
ally considered normal for an acous-
tic piano. The resistance offered by
the key is a combination of friction
and the mass of the parts being
moved. Both of these factors behave
slightly differently in acoustic pia-
nos than in digital pianos. Measur-
ing the touch weight of an acoustic
piano is typically done with the sus-
tain pedal fully depressed, which re-
moves the weight of the dampers and
reduces the force required to depress
the key. The problem is, digitals
don't have dampers, so the digital
manufacturer has to decide between
the higher weight the pianist will feel
when the dampers are being lifted by
the key, and the lighter weight when
the dampers have been lifted by the
sustain pedal. There is no single
right answer—just design choices.

Friction is also a bigger factor in
the action of an acoustic than in a
digital piano. Most of the friction in
an acoustic action is due to various

OTHER METHOD

OF VOICE
PRODUCTION

Before sampling became commer-
cially viable (i.e., affordable—
when introduced, the first sam-
pling instruments cost as much
as a small house), various forms
of “synthesis” were used to pro-
duce electronic music. Oscillators,
filters, modulators, envelope gen-
erators, and other electronics worked
together to make sounds never be-
fore heard, as well as sounds that
vaguely mimicked those of famil-
iar acoustic instruments. The classic
model was Robert Moog’s modular
synthesizer of the late 1960s and
'70s—the instrument that allowed
Wendy Carlos to produce Switched-
On Bach. Some of today’s digital
pianos retain the ability to modify
their voices in much the same man-
ner as these early synthesizers.

Looking at a currently emerging
technology, we find a method called
physical modeling. While modeling
has been used before in software-
based pianos, last year Roland re-
leased the V-Piano, the first digital
piano to rely solely on this technol-
ogy. More recently, Yamaha unveiled
its new CP stage-piano line, which
mixes modeling and sampling tech-
nologies. Modeling breaks down an
instrument’s sound into discrete ele-
ments that can be represented by
mathematical equations, or algo-
rithms. In the case of the acoustic pi-
ano, these algorithms represent the
behavior of the primary elements
that affect the tone—hammers,
strings, soundboard, and dampers.
Whereas in sampling, a preexisting
sample is retrieved from the piano’s
memory, in modeling the tone is cre-
ated in real time, based on a complex
series of calculations. Sampling re-
quires large amounts of memory for
storing high-resolution sample sets,
whereas modeling requires powerful
processors to instantaneously make
the many calculations needed to pro-
duce a given note.
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hinge points and bearing surfaces,
many of which have cloth or felt
bushings. Over time, these bushings
wear away or become compacted,
reducing friction and the amount of
force required to depress a key. An-
other factor is humidity. Felt and
wood parts readily absorb and re-
lease moisture, effectively increasing
or decreasing friction with changes
in the amount of moisture in the air.
Because digital actions contain far
fewer felt parts and—with the ex-
ception of a few upper-
end actions sport-
ing wooden keys—no
wooden parts at all,
changes in friction
due to wear and fluc-

tuations in humid- keyboard, most
ity are substantially diaital bi .
reduced. igital piano actions

Yet another as-
pect of touch weight
is that it varies from
one end of the keyboard to the other.
In an acoustic piano, the hammers
are significantly heavier at the bass
end of the keyboard than at the
treble end, which results in heavier
touch weight in the bass and lighter
touch weight in the treble. Enter
the graded hammer action: To repli-
cate the touch weight of the acous-
tic piano keyboard, most digital
piano actions employ in their de-
signs the equivalent of graduated
hammer weights. Rather than us-
ing 88 different weights across the
span of the keyboard, which would
be cost-prohibitive and of question-
able value, it’s common to use four
different touch-weight values, each
one used uniformly throughout one
touch-weight zone.

action.

Key Design

Some high-end digital pianos em-
ploy wooden keys to subtly move
you closer to the feel of an acoustic
action. The physical properties you
may detect would be a slight flexing

To replicate the touch
weight of the
acoustic piano

use a graded hammer

of the key, a difference in the mass
of the key, and possibly a very slight
difference in the shock absorption of
wood vs. plastic when the key is de-
pressed and bottoms out (although
this is mostly masked by the felt pad
under the key).

Another aspect of key design is
the tactile property of the keytop
material. Ivory is so prized (and
missed) by acoustic piano players
not for its appearance, but for the
fact that it’s porous, and thus of-
fers a degree of “grip”
that  slick-surfaced
plastic keytops don’t.
This grip is partic-
ularly valued when
the playing gets se-
rious and the pia-
nist’s fingers become
sweaty, which typi-
cally occurs during
demanding passages,
when the pianist’s ac-
curacy and control are pushed to
their limits. Ivory substitutes, such
as Kawai’s Neotex, Roland’s Ivory
Feel, and Yamaha’s Ivorite, provide
the positive properties of ivory with-
out the discoloring, cracking, and
chipping for which ivory is equally
famous. Other manufacturers have
since added this feature, and it’s one
worth considering when comparing
instruments.

Dynamic (Velocity) Sensors

The final aspect of the digital piano
action we’ll explore is how it mea-
sures the force the player’s fingers
apply to the keys. This is typically
done using two electrical contact
switches that are closed in rapid
succession as the key is depressed.
Alternatively, some high-end digi-
tal hybrids use optical sensors to
sense the key’s motion—a small flag
attached to the key breaks a beam
of light as it descends. However,
what these sensors actually measure
i1s not force—that is, how hard the

key is depressed—but the speed or
velocity with which it is depressed.
This is why you’ll sometimes see the
term velocity sensing in the keyboard
specifications. As the key moves to
the bottom of its travel, the instru-
ment measures how much time
has elapsed between the signals
received from the first and second
sensors. A longer time indicates
that the key was traveling slowly
and tells the instrument to produce
a softer tone; a shorter time means
a faster, harder keystroke, and thus
a louder tone—it’s that straight-
forward. Some actions employ ad-
ditional switches to trigger other
sample types, such as the damper
effect mentioned earlier.

The Pedals

Modern acoustic pianos have three
pedals. Let’s take a look at how they
work, and how their functions trans-
late to the digital piano.

In the common three-pedal ar-
rangement of an acoustic piano,
the pedal on the right is the sustain
pedal. In the case of digital instru-
ments having only one pedal, it is
the sustain pedal. Some refer to this
as the damper pedal, because its me-
chanical function on an acoustic
piano is to lift the dampers away
from the strings. On a digital piano,
the sustain pedal is an electronic
switch. When depressed, it tells the
instrument to allow played notes to
gradually decay as they would on an
acoustic piano.

The most frequent question about
a digital piano’s sustain pedal is
whether it can perform a function
called half pedaling. The acoustic pi-
ano’s sustain-pedal mechanism can
move the dampers from a position
of rest on the strings to a position
completely clear of the strings—or
anywhere in between. Between these
two positions is the highly useful
half-pedal position, which allows
the player more control of tone and
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sustain. While half-pedal capability
is now commonly found on upper-
end digitals, it is not always present
on lower-priced instruments, where
the sustain pedal is more likely to be
a simple on/off switch that allows
full sustain or no sustain, but noth-
ing in between. Some lower-priced
digitals come with a separate square
plastic or metal foot switch rather
than something that looks like a
piano pedal. However, even if the
piano itself is capable of half-pedal
control, the foot switch may provide
only on/off sustain. The same may
be true even with some pedals that
have the appearance and movement
of a piano pedal. It’s always worth
checking the specifications to be
sure that both instrument and pedal
are capable of half-pedal control.

At the left end of the three-pedal
group is the soft pedal. The proper
term for this in an acoustic grand
piano—una corda, or “one string”—
relates to its function. In an acoustic
grand, this pedal, when depressed,
laterally shifts the entire action—
from keys to hammers—slightly to
the right. Recall (from “Tone Pro-
duction,” above) that, on an acous-
tic piano, most notes have two or
three strings associated with them.
When the action is shifted to the
right by the soft pedal, the hammer
strikes only two of the three strings
in each three-string unison. This has
two effects: it reduces the volume of
the sound, and it slightly alters the
tonal quality.

As with the sustain pedal, the
digital version of this pedal is simply
an electronic switch that activates
an equivalent effect. Since the digi-
tal piano action can play at much
lower volumes than the acoustic pi-
ano, the practical importance of this
pedal for reducing sound volume is
considerably lessened. However, its
ability to alter tonal quality remains
relevant—assuming it actually does
so. Most do not.

The mysterious center pedal is
the sostenuto. The easiest way to
think of the sostenuto’s function is
as a selective sustain pedal. Play one
or more keys anywhere on the key-
board and, while holding these keys
down, press and hold the sostenuto
pedal. The sostenuto mechanism
will hold the dampers for these keys
away from the strings, sustaining
them even after you release the keys,
but any subsequent keys played
will not sustain when released (un-
less you also use the sustain pedal).
Clear? The bottom line is that all
three-pedal digital pianos incorpo-
rate this feature exactly as it works
on an acoustic piano. In written
music, the sostenuto pedal is called
for in only a few pieces of classical
music. If you need it, it’s there, but
chances are you never will. In digital
pianos, the middle pedal is often as-
signed another function, discussed
in Part 2 of this article.

The Audio System

The final component of most digital
pianos is the audio system—its am-
plifiers and speakers—which perform
the same job as an acoustic piano’s
soundboard: making the piano’s sound
audible at useful volume levels. I say
most digital pianos because some in-
struments designed specifically for
stage use lack an onboard audio
system, as they will always be con-
nected to a sound-reinforcement, or
public address (PA), system.

The digital pianos currently on
the market offer anywhere from 12
to 360 watts (W) of output power,
channeled through from two to
twelve speakers. To understand why
there is such a wide range of options,
we need to look at how the system’s
power-output capability (and the
type, number, and placement of
speakers) relates to what we hear.

The smallest change in volume
that most people can detect is 3 deci-

dB WATTS DYNAMICS
64 0.015
67 0.03 pPP
70 0.06
73 0.12 PP
76 0.24
79 0.48 P
82 0.96
85 1.92 mp/mf
88 3.84
1 7.68 f
94 15.36
97 30.72 b
100 61.44
103 122.88 ff

bels (dB), and to achieve a 3dB in-
crease in volume requires a doubling
of the output power in watts. With
these relationships in mind, let’s
look at some numbers.

Based on measurements of three
of the most frequently encountered
concert grand pianos—Bosendorfer
model 290, Steinway & Sons model
D, and Yamaha model CFIIIS—I
arrived at a model dynamic range.
This range extends from the softest
note possible, at 64dB, to the loud-
est chord I could produce, at 103dB.
Assigning a modest 0.015W—we’re
assuming a very efficient audio
system—to produce the softest
(64dB) note, the chart below traces
the progression of amplifier power
required to keep up with the in-
creasing volume to the top of the
piano’s dynamic range. Different
audio systems will have different
starting points, depending on the
size and number of speakers be-
ing powered, the efficiency of those
speakers’ use of power, and the
notes played (bass requires more
power to match the treble volume).
Dynamic markings have been added
to bring some musical perspective to
the numbers.

If you’ve not seen this sort of ta-
ble before, the results are startling.
It’s the last three or four steps of vol-
ume that really demand power from
the amplifiers.
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When the audio system attempts
to reproduce a sound louder than
it can accommodate, it goes into
“clipping” and produces a distorted
version of the sound. One thing to
remember is that even the most pow-
erful instruments can be driven into
clipping if played loudly with the
volume turned all the way up. Aside
from distorting the sound, over-
driving the system can damage the
speakers and amplifiers. The key is
to set the volume no higher than 75
to 80% of its maximum level.

If you’ve already peeked at the
specification charts toward the end
of this book, you know that only a
few digital pianos produce 100-plus
watts of output power per channel
(left and right). Many of the models
that do have that much power also
separate the low-demand treble fre-
quencies from the power-hog bass
frequencies by providing each fre-
quency range with its own ampli-
fier and speaker(s). A very few go
so far as to divide the audio system
into three separate subsystems,
for the bass, midrange, and highs.
These designs, called “bi-amped”
or “tri-amped,” can make a notice-
able difference in sound and power
efficiency by using amplifiers and
speakers optimized for specific fre-
quency ranges rather than sending
the entire frequency spectrum to a
single full-range audio system.

Speakers

Because all of the digital pianos we’ll
consider in this publication have ste-
reo audio systems, all discussions of
speakers will assume matching left
and right channels.

The least expensive digital pianos
employ a single full-range speaker
per side. While these speakers are
typically described by the manu-
facturer as “full-range,” they are in
fact a compromise dictated by cost
and, in the case of the most compact

designs, space. While a full-range
speaker may reproduce much of
the 20Hz-20kHz frequency range
required by the piano samples,
those frequencies will not be treated
equally. The frequency response of
a speaker is judged not only by its
range, but also by its “flatness,” or
accuracy. If we send to a speaker
multiple signals at different frequen-
cies but at the same volume level,
then measure the speaker’s output
volume when produc-
ing those sounds, we
will see the speaker’s
“frequency-response
curve.” The full-range
speaker will usually be
acceptably flat through
the middle of the fre-
quency range, but will
fall off in volume at
the upper and lower
reaches of the spec-
trum. In other words, the speaker
will not accurately reproduce the full
range of the signal sent to it. This is
not the result of poor speaker design.
As a matter of fact, 'm frequently
amazed at what the engineers can
coax out of these speakers. But the
fact remains that they are inaccurate,
and in ways that color our perception
of the instrument’s sound. Even the
best sample set is rendered unimpres-
sive if the sparkling highs and thun-
derous lows are weak or missing.

For this reason, most upper-end
models use three speakers, one of
each optimized for the bass, mid-
range, or treble frequencies. Ac-
curate reproduction of bass frequen-
cies requires the movement of a great
deal of air. This is accomplished by
combining a relatively large sur-
face area with a high degree of
in-and-out movement. These bass
speakers, or woofers, are largely re-
sponsible for our impression of an
instrument’s “guts.”

At the opposite end of the
frequency spectrum is the high-

Even the best sample
set is unimpressive if
sparkling highs and
thunderous lows are
weak or missing.

frequency speaker, or tweeter. The
tweeter, which is physically quite
small, is responsible for reproducing
the nuances of the upper range of
the instrument. Besides the obvious
frequency difference between the
outputs of the woofer and tweeter,
they also differ in their placement
requirements. Whereas low frequen-
cies tend to radiate in all directions,
the higher the frequency of the sound,
the more directional it is, which
means that the pre-
cise placement of the
tweeter is much more
important. Most of
the low- and mid-fre-
quency speakers on
digital pianos are lo-
cated below the key-
board because there’s
plenty of room there.
The more directional
nature of the high
frequencies requires pointing the
tweeters directly at the player’s head,
usually from somewhere on the in-
strument’s control panel.

The newest twist in speaker sys-
tems—one that appears to be unique
to digital pianos—is the soundboard
speaker. This technology will be
discussed in the article “Hybrid
Pianos,” elsewhere in this issue.

So we now have all the makings of
a digital piano: a sound source, and
the means to control and hear it. But
none of the current crop of digital
pianos stops there; all of them have
additional capabilities. These extras
range from a handful of additional
voices to direct Internet access.
Even if your current needs don’t ex-
tend past the basics, you should un-
derstand the other features present
on your instrument, and how they
might surprise and lure you into
musical adventures you’ve never
contemplated. To continue, please
read “Digital Piano Basics, Part 2:
Beyond the Acoustic Piano.” []
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DIGITAL PIANO BASICS, PART 2

Beyond the Acoustic Piano

ALDEN SKINNER

THE FIRST INSTRUMENTS we now call digital pianos were specialized
versions of the synthesizers of the day (early 1980s). These syn-
thesizers were capable of producing a staggering array of sounds,
and allowed the player to exercise control over many details of
those sounds. A standard feature of many synthesizers was the
ability to produce the sounds of pianos and other conventional in-
struments, which led to the spin-off we now call the digital piano.

The first digital pianos retained
some of the other capabilities of
their parent instruments by includ-
ing a few preset voices besides that
of the acoustic piano. It wasn’t long
before subsequent models appeared
with expanded voice capabilities,
reverberation effects, background
accompaniments, the ability to con-
nect to other digital instruments and
computers, and much more. In this
article we’ll look at each of these
categories of “extras,” what they do,
and how they might enhance your
musical experience.

Instrumental Voices

The designers of the first digital pia-
nos correctly assumed that someone
who needed the sound of an acoustic
piano would probably benefit from a
handful of related voices, such as the
harpsichord, an organ sound or two,
the very different but highly useful
sounds of such electric pianos as the
Fender Rhodes, and so on. To this
day, even the most basic digital pia-
nos feature voice lists very similar to
those of the original models. What’s
changed over the years is the quality
or authenticity of those voices, and
the cost of producing them.

So far, in Part 1 of this article,
I have discussed only samples of

acoustic pianos. For most models
of digital piano, the same sampling
technology is used to reproduce the
sound of other acoustic instruments.
Typically, an expanded selection of
high-quality instrumental samples
is found in only the more expensive
models. Remember that, depending
on the sample rate used, samples
may be more or less accurate repre-
sentations of the original voice. Be-
cause manufacturers almost never
reveal these sample rates, our ears
must judge the relative quality of the
voices of the digital piano models
we’re comparing.

Note that many manufacturers
have trademarked their names for
a particular sampling technology
or other aspect of an instrument.
The important thing to remember
about trademarks is that while the
trademarked name is unique, the
underlying technology may be es-
sentially the same as everyone else’s.
For instance, the generic term for
digital sampling, discussed in Part
1, is Pulse Code Modulation, or
PCM. But a manufacturer may call
their PCM samples UltraHyperDy-
noMorphic Il Sampling , and rightly
claim to make the only product on
the market using it. However, that
makes it only a unique name, not
necessarily a unique technology.

Layering and Splitting

Layering—the ability to have one
key play two or more voices at the
same time—is available on virtually
all digital pianos. Some combina-
tions, such as Piano and Strings, are
commonly preset as a single voice
selection. On many instruments, it’s
possible to select the voices you'd
like to combine. This is frequently
as simple as pressing the selection
buttons for the two voices you want
to layer. Once these are selected,
many instruments then allow you to
control the two voices’ relative vol-
umes. Using the popular Piano and
Strings combination as an example,
you may want the two voices to play
with equal volume, or you may want
the Piano voice to be the dominant
sound, with just a hint of Strings.
Other possible settings include the
ability to set the apparent posi-
tions of the individual voices in the
left-right stereo field—with Strings,
say, predominantly on the left. The
most advanced instruments make
it possible to have only one voice’s
dynamics respond to your touch on
the keyboard, while the other voice
responds to a separate volume pedal
(this is described in greater detail
under “Other Controls™).

The other commonly available
voice option 1is splitting. Whereas
layering provides the ability to play
two voices with one key, splitting
lets you play one voice on the right
side of the keyboard, and a different
voice on the left side—for instance,
piano on the right and string bass
on the left. This essentially lets the
instrument behave as though it had
two keyboards playing two different
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voices. The split point is the point in
the keyboard where the right and
left voices meet. While this split
point has a default setting, it can
also be moved to provide more play-
ing room for one voice or the other.
As with layered voices, there may
be preset combinations, but you
can also set up your own voice pair-
ings; typically, additional options
are available to vary relative volume
levels and other settings between the
two voices.

Effects

Digital effects electronically change
a sound in ways the originally sam-
pled source instrument typically
could not. Effects can be loosely
divided into those that mimic the
acoustic properties of a perform-
ing space and those that modify the
sound in non-acoustic and, in some
cases, downright unnatural ways.

The most popular effect—in fact,
the one most people never turn off—
is Reverberation, or Reverb. The eas-
iest way to understand reverb is to
think of it as an echo. When reflec-
tive surfaces are close to the sound
source and to you, the individual
reflections of the original sound ar-
rive at your ears from so many di-
rections, and so closely spaced in
time, that they merge into a single
sound. But when the reflective sur-
face is far away, there is a time lag
between the original and reflected
sounds that the ear recognizes as an
echo, also known as “reverberant
sound.” The strength and duration
of the echo depends on a number of
factors, among them the volume and
frequency of the original sound, and
the hardness and distance of the re-
flective surfaces. Different amounts
of Reverb lend themselves better to
different types of music. Although
you can just leave Reverb on the de-
fault setting, you also can broaden
the instrument’s tonal palette by ex-
ploring alternate settings.

The other common effect is Cho-
rus. When a group of instruments
play the same notes, the result is
not simply a louder version of those
notes. Even the best performers will
be very slightly out of synchroniza-
tion and out of tune with each other.
This contributes to what’s variously
referred toasa “full,” “fat,” or “lush”
sound. The Chorus effect is frequently
built into ensemble voices like Strings
and Brass and, of course, Choir.

Before we leave the subject of ef-
fects, there is one other application
to be covered here: dedicated effects
speakers. Some upper-end digital pi-
anos now come with speakers whose
role is not to produce the primary
sound, but to add to the apparent
ambience of the instrument and the
room. These speakers and their asso-
ciated effects can significantly alter
the sound of instrument and room.
When done well, these effects are
not noticed until they’re turned off,
when the sound seems to “collapse”
down to a smaller-sounding source.

Alternate (Historical) Tuning

One of the advantages offered by
the digital piano is the fact that it
never requires tuning. This does
not, however, mean that it cannot
be tuned. Just as we tend to think
of the piano as something that has
always sounded as it does today, we
similarly tend to think that tuning
is tuning, and has always been as it
is now. In fact, our current practice
of setting the A above Middle C at
440Hz, and the division of the oc-
tave into intervals of equal size for
the purpose of tuning, are relatively
recent developments.

Evidence suggests that interna-
tional standard pitch, while a bit of a
moving target depending on where,
when, and for whom you were tun-
ing, had pretty well settled down to
A =440 Hz by the mid-19th century.
And by the late 19th century, follow-
ing a few centuries of variation, we

had arrived at the tuning system of
equal temperament.

Now that all that has been settled,
why bother with alternate tunings?
You may never use this capability,
but for many it is a profound ex-
perience to hear firsthand how the
music of J.S. Bach sounded to Bach
himself, and thus to realize why he
wrote the way he did. Instruments
that include alternate tunings list in
a menu the most common histori-
cal temperaments (tuning systems).
Select an appropriate temperament,
adjust the pitch control, and you
have a time machine with keys. It’s a
simple and invaluable tool for those
interested in music history, and
some instruments allow you to cre-
ate your own unique temperaments
for the composition of experimental
or modern music.

MIDI

Electronic musical instruments had
been around for decades, but were
unable to “talk” to each other un-
til 1982 and the introduction of the
Musical Instrument Digital Inter-
face (MIDI) specification. Many
musicians used two, three, or more
synthesizers in their setups, each
with a distinctive palette of sounds,
to provide the widest possible range
of voices. The problem was that the
musicians couldn’t combine sounds
from different synths and control
them from a single keyboard, be-
cause of differences in the electronic
commands to which each synth re-
sponded. This ultimately led to a
proposal for a common set of com-
mands to which all digital musical
instruments could respond.

In short, MIDI is not a sound
source, but a set of digital com-
mands—or, in the language of MIDI,
messages—that can control a sound
source. MIDI doesn’t even refer to
notes by their proper names; for ex-
ample, middle C is note number 60.
When you use the recording feature
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included in most digital pianos, what
you’re actually recording is a se-
quence of digital messages; hence the
term sequencer for a MIDI recorder
(some upper-end models now allow
both MIDI and audio recording).
These messages form a datastream
that represents the musical actions
you took. Some of the most common
messages are listed in the table below.
There are many more message
types, but this should give you an
idea of how MIDI “thinks.” Noth-
ing is a sound—everything is a
number. When recording or play-
ing back a sequence of MIDI mes-
sages, timing—just as in a piece of
music—is obviously a critical ele-
ment, so MIDI uses a “synchroniza-
tion clock” to control the timing of
each message. MIDI can also direct
different streams of messages to dif-
ferent channels. Each channel can
be assigned to communicate with
different devices; for instance, your
computer and another keyboard.
While the MIDI specification of
1982 standardized commands for
events such as note on, note off, con-
trol change, and program change,
it didn’t include a message type for
instrumental voice. It was still nec-
essary to manually set the voice that
would play on each synth because
there was no consistency between
instruments from different manu-
facturers, or sometimes even within
a single manufacturer’s product line,
as to which command would pro-
duce which voice. This changed with
the adoption in 1991 of the General
MIDI (GM) standard, updated in
1999 to General MIDI 2 (GM2).
Product specifications now fre-
quently state that an instrument is
General MIDI, or GM, compatible.
Like MIDI, General MIDI specifies
not a sound source but a standard-
ized numbering scheme. Any digital
instrument “thinks” of the differ-
ent voices it produces not as Piano
or Violin or Harpsichord, but as

BASIC MIDI MESSAGES

Message Action
Note On  The number of the
Event note played and the key

velocity (i.e., how fast the
key went down)

Note Off The number of the

Event note released and the
key’s release velocity
Control ~ When the position of a
Change  control such as a pedal
is changed, a message
indicates the number
assigned to that control
and a value representing
its new position
Program When a new voice is
Change  selected, a message

indicates the “patch”
number of the new voice
(the term patch goes
back to the early days of
the synthesizer, when
different electronic
elements were literally
wired to each other with
“patch cords”)

Program Change numbers. Gen-
eral MIDI established a fixed list of
Program Change Numbers for 128
“melodic instruments” and 1 “drum
kit.” GM2 later expanded this to
256 melodic voices and 9 drum kits.
So all GM-compatible instruments
use the same numbers to repre-
sent a given voice: Acoustic Grand
Piano is always Program Change
Number 1, Violin is always 41, and
Harpsichord is always 7. A stan-
dardized numbering scheme of 256
melodic instrumental voices seems
big enough to cover everything un-
der the sun with room to spare, until
you notice that some MIDI voices
are actually combinations of in-
struments. For instance, Program
Change Numbers 49 and 50 are
String Ensemble 1 and 2, represent-
ing different combinations of string
instruments playing in ensemble.
Also, there are many Ethnic instru-
ments (voices 105 through 112), and
several Sound Effects, from chirping

birds to gunshots. If this has you
feeling that perhaps 256 wasn’t an
unreasonably high number of voices
after all, consider that many higher-
end digital pianos have more than
500 voices, and some more than a
thousand. This means that when
you record using voices from the far
end of the list on one manufacturer’s
“flagship” model, then play the re-
cording back on someone else’s top-
of-the-line model, voice consistency
once again flies out the window.
Perhaps the most important thing to
remember is that the GM standard
doesn’t specify the technology used
to create the listed voices. One hint
of the degree of variation possible
under this system is the fact that
your current cell phone is probably
GM compatible.

In the 1990s, two proprietary ex-
tensions to the General MIDI stan-
dard were made, by Roland and
Yamaha. Roland’s GS extension was
largely incorporated into the GM2
standard. Yamaha’s XG extension
defines far more voices than the
other schemes, but hasn’t been as
widely adopted as General MIDI.

Connecting to a Computer

MIDI is now standard on all digital
pianos. While it does allow your in-
strument to control or be controlled
by other instruments, today it’s most
often used to connect the instru-
ment to a computer. Connecting
your instrument to a computer al-
lows you to venture beyond the ca-
pacity of even the most capable and
feature-packed digital piano.

MIDI-standard
DIN connector

Connecting two instruments to
each other requires two MIDI ca-
bles—one for each direction of data
transmission between the two de-
vices. Standard MIDI cables use a
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S-pin DIN connector, shown here.
Since personal computers don’t use
5-pin DIN connectors, connecting a
keyboard to a computer requires an
adapter that has the MIDI-standard
DIN connector on one end, and a
computer-friendly connector on the
other.

USB Connectors:
To Device (Type A),
To Host [Computer] (Type B)

In 1995, the USB standard was
introduced to reduce the number
of different connectors on personal
computers.  Subsequently, MIDI
over USB has emerged as an alterna-
tive that replaces two MIDI cables
with a single USB link. In addition
to being a common connector on
personal computers, USB’s higher
transmission speed increases MI-
DI’s flexibility by allowing MIDI to
control 32 channels instead of the
16 specified in the original MIDI
standard. USB connectivity is now
finding its way into the digital piano.
All current digital instruments still
have 5-pin DIN connectors for tra-
ditional MIDI, but many now sport
USB connectors as well. One thing
to be aware of is that there are two
types of USB connections that can
appear on instruments. One, “USB
to Device,” allows direct connection
to a variety of external memory-
storage devices. The other, “USB to
Host,” allows connection to com-
puters. If you plan to use these con-
nections, you need to check the type
of USB connections available on
the instruments you’re considering.
Simply stating “USB” in the speci-
fications doesn’t tell you the type of
USB connectivity provided.

External Memory
External memory consists of any
storage device that’s connected to

the instrument rather than being
built in. As instruments become
more advanced, they can require
larger amounts of memory to store
MIDI recordings, audio recordings,
additional rhythm patterns and
styles, even additional voices. Since
different users will put different de-
mands on memory resources, it’s
becoming increasingly common for
manufacturers to allow the user to
attach external disk drives and USB
flash memory to augment onboard
memory.

Floppy-disk drives have long
been popular on digital pianos.
While the floppy disk is rapidly dis-
appearing from the computer world,
it has remained a staple of the digi-
tal piano due to the volume of MIDI
files that have traditionally been
distributed on floppies. These files
run the gamut, from complete song
arrangements to files that use the
special learning features of a par-
ticular instrument model to guide
you through the process of learning
a new piece of music. It’s now possi-
ble to download these files from the
Internet, but getting them from the
computer to the instrument hasn’t
always been a straightforward pro-
cess. As this transfer process be-
comes more user-friendly, the floppy
will become less important. How-
ever, many teachers still use instruc-
tional books that come with a floppy
disk that contains files to be used in
conjunction with the book, so we
can count on the humble floppy disk
to stick around for a while.

If the instrument you select has
the capability to record audio to ex-
ternal memory via USB, you’ll want
to add an external, or desktop, USB
hard drive. These audio recordings
are saved as uncompressed WAV
files, typically at the same sampling
rates (though not the same file for-
mat) used for commercial audio
CDs: one five-minute song can con-
sume up to SOMB of memory space.

Not long ago, I might have suggested
getting at least an 80-Gigabyte hard
drive for this purpose, but it’s be-
coming increasingly difficult to find
external hard drives much smaller
than 320GB, and Terabyte drives are
now becoming increasingly com-
mon. Obviously, there’s little need to
worry about storage space.

The final external storage op-
tion—and my favorite—is the USB
flash drive. These are the ultimate
in handy storage and now range up
to 64GB. Not only are they unob-
trusive when attached to the instru-
ment, but if your digital piano and
computer aren’t in the same room,
they make file transfers quick and
painless.

Computer Software

As mentioned briefly in the discus-
sion of MIDI, perhaps the most
powerful option that accompanies
the digital piano is the ability to
connect your instrument to your
personal computer and enhance
your musical experience by using
different types of music software.
Software can expand capabilities
your instrument may already have,
such as recording and education, or
it could add elements like music no-
tation and additional voices. While
it’s beyond the scope of this article
to describe music-software offerings
in detail, we’ll take a quick look here
at the different categories: Record-
ing and Sequencing, Virtual Instru-
ments, Notation, and Educational.
Recording can take two forms on
the digital piano: data and sound.
All models that offer onboard re-
cording (i.e., nearly all of them) re-
cord MIDI data. This means that
all of the actions you take when you
play a piece—both key presses and
control actions—can be recorded by
a MIDI sequencer. But remember
that a MIDI sequence, or record-
ing, is data, not sound. Recording
the actual sound of your music is a
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< ADVERTISEMENT >

SAUTER to Introduce

Diamond Orpheus
Concert Grand

Sauter is introducing a one-of-a-kind concert
grand: the Diamond Orpheus 275. The 9'
instrument uniquely utilizes diamond in the
string-termination points of the aliquot bar
and in the duplex-scale section of the treble.
The hardness and relative lightness of dia-
mond allows the strings’ kinetic energy to be
more efficiently directed toward creating
sound rather than being absorbed by support-
ing parts. “The Sauter Diamond Orpheus is an
instrument whose musical majesty has no com-
parison, due to the tonal properties created by a
diamond-supported aliquot bar,” says Sauter
USA President Basilios A. Strmec. In the
U.S., a Diamond Orpheus can be experienced
at Beethoven Pianos, in New York City
(www.beethovenpianos.com).

For more information, call or e-mail:
Vienna International, Inc.
509-946-8078
vienna2music@gmail.com
www.sauter-pianos.de

different issue, and few digital pia-
nos can do this.

Enter recording software. Re-
cording software ranges from basic
packages—even the most modest of
which will exceed the recording ca-
pabilities of most digital pianos—to
applications that can handle com-
plete movie scores, including film
synchronization. The higher-end ap-
plications are called Digital Audio
Workstations (DAWSs). These soft-
ware applications cost more than
many of the lower-priced digital
pianos, and can be used to record,
edit, and mix combinations of MIDI
and audio tracks, limited only by
the processing power and storage
capacity of the computer. If you
have an opportunity to look inside a
modern recording studio, you’ll find
that computers running DAW soft-
ware have replaced multi-track tape
recorders.

Virtual instrument software can be
controlled, or “played,” by your digi-
tal piano via MIDI, and can also be
played by recording software that re-
sides on the computer. Virtual instru-

ments can take the form of stand-
alone software or plug-ins. Stand-
alone instrumental software doesn’t
rely on other software, but plug-ins
require a host application such as the
DAW software described above, or
other software developed specifically
as a plug-in host. Virtual instruments
can be sample sets for strings, horns,
or even pianos, or they can accu-
rately emulate the sonic textures and
controls of popular electronic instru-
ments that are no longer produced,
such as certain legacy synthesizers.
(A number of piano-specific vir-
tual instruments are explored in the
article “My Other Piano is a Com-
puter,” elsewhere in this issue.) While
virtual instruments allow you to ex-
pand your sound palette beyond the
onboard voices of your digital piano,
they can place heavy demands on
your computer’s processor and mem-
ory. A mismatch of software demand
and hardware capability can result in
latency—audible delay between the
time the key is played and the time
the sound is heard. If both the digital
piano’s onboard voices and the vir-
tual instrument’s sounds are played
simultaneously, there could be a
time gap between the two outputs
that would make the result unus-
able. Virtual instruments can be an
exciting addition, but be prepared
for the technical implications.
Notation applications are the
word processors of music. If you
have a tune in your head and want to
share it, simply recording it will al-
low others to hear it. But in order for
most people to play your music, it
must be written out in standard no-
tation. In the early days of notation
software, it was necessary to place
each note on the staff individually
using the computer’s keyboard and
mouse. The advent of MIDI created
the ability to play a note on a musi-
cal keyboard and have it appear on
the computer screen. Today’s nota-
tion programs virtually take musical

dictation: you play it, and it appears
on the screen.

But there’s a slight hitch that
must be addressed. The computer’s
capacity to accurately capture the
timing of your playing, down to tiny
fractions of a second, allows it to re-
produce subtle nuances with great
precision. In a recording, this is a
great asset; in notation, it can be a
complete disaster. If—in the com-
puter’s cold calculations—you’ve
just played a passage involving dot-
ted 128th-note triplets, the software
will happily display them. Unless
notation applications are told oth-
erwise, they are perfectly capable of
creating notation that is absolutely
accurate and absolutely unreadable.
This is where quantization comes in.
Quantization—also applicable to
the recording capabilities of higher-
end digital pianos—allows you to
specify, as a note value, the level
of timing detail you desire. If the
software is told to quantize at the
eighth-note level, the printed music
will contain no 16th notes—nothing
shorter than an eighth note will be
scored. If quantization is set at 16th
notes, there will be more detail; if set
to quarter notes, the music will be
devoid of any timing detail beyond
that value. This must be used judi-
ciously; too much quantization and
musical detail is lost, too little and
the notation becomes an indecipher-
able pile of notes (for a good laugh,
Google “Prelude and The Last Hope
in C and C# Minor”). As with re-
cording applications, there is a wide
range of capabilities available, from
programs that will let you capture
simple melodies, to applications that
will easily ingest the most complex
symphonic works, transpose and
separate the individual instrumental
parts, and print them out.

The final category we’ll discuss
is educational software. Just as there
are educational programs and games
to assist in learning math or reading,
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there are applications that use the
MIDI connection between your in-
strument and computer to help you
learn different aspects of music. A
music-reading program may dis-
play a note, chord, or passage on the
screen; you play the displayed notes
on the digital piano and the software
keeps track of your accuracy and
helps you improve. An ear-training
application may play for you an
interval that you then try to play
yourself on the keyboard. The ap-
plication will tell you what you did
right or wrong and help you improve
your ear. Other types teach music his-
tory and music theory. While many
of these applications are geared to
specific levels or ages, some can be
set to multiple levels as you progress,
or for use by multiple players.

Onboard Recording

Recording has been discussed
above, in the “Computer Software”
section. However, because nearly all
digital pianos come with at least ba-
sic recording capability, it deserves a
bit more attention. You may say that
you have no intention of recording
your music for others to hear, but
in ignoring the instrument’s ability
to record what you’ve played, you
may be overlooking one of the sim-
plest ways of improving your play-
ing. Whether you’re just starting to
play or are beginning to learn a new
piece, being able to hear what you’ve
just played is a learning accelerator.

I know what you’re thinking:
“I heard it while I was playing it.”
While most professional musicians
have reached a level where they can
effectively split their attention be-
tween the physical act of playing
the instrument and the mental act
of critically listening to what they’re
playing, few of the rest of us can
do this. Recording and listening to
yourself will reveal elements of your
playing that you never noticed while
you were playing, and will allow

you to see where to make changes in
your performance. This is even more
useful when working with a teacher.
Imagine listening with your teacher,
music score in hand, and pausing
the playback to discuss what you did
in a particular measure. This is one
of many reasons piano teachers are
adding digital pianos to their stu-
dios; they’re great learning tools.
One final thought on recording on
the digital piano: Most manufacturers
list recording capacity as a certain
number of notes—typically in the
thousands of notes. But not every-
one is counting on the same number
of fingers. Recall that MIDI re-
cords data “events,” including note
on, note velocity, note off, program
change, control change, and a vari-
ety of others, many or all of which
could have happened in conjunction
with the playing of a single note.
Each of these events consumes a
certain amount of internal memory.
Because this memory capacity is
fixed, unless we know which events
each manufacturer is counting as
“notes,” it’s pointless to try to de-
cide, based on these specifications,
who offers more recording capac-
ity. On the one hand, most instru-
ments have more recording capacity
than most owners will use. On the
other hand, if recording capacity is
important to you, this is another of
the many areas in which simply buy-
ing the biggest numbers, or the most
numbers for the dollar, is not a good
strategy for selecting an instrument.

Automated Accompaniments,
Chords, and Harmony—
the Ensemble Piano

Some people, even some professional
musicians, will tell you that using
automated accompaniments—those
rhythmic combinations of drums,
bass lines, and chords—constitutes
“cheating.” This has never made
sense to me. If T use a tool to do

something that I couldn’t possibly
have done with my bare hands, am
I cheating?

Whether or not a digital piano
has these automatic features, fre-
quently referred to as styles, is the
primary factor that separates stan-
dard digital pianos from ensemble
pianos. If your musical interest is
focused solely on the classical piano
repertoire, then this capability will
probably be of no interest to you.
If, however, you or someone in your
household plays or plans to play a
wide variety of musical styles, the
ability to have backup instrumen-
talists at your beck and call is just
entirely too much fun. No mat-
ter how good a player you may be,
you can’t be four people at once—
or eight, or twelve, or an entire or-
chestra. These accompaniments
are typically divided into groups
by musical genre: Swing, Latin,
Rock, World, and so on. The best
of these styles are of a caliber that
the best record producers would
be proud of.

One thing to watch out for is the im-
pact of automatic accompaniments
on polyphony (see Part 1). Every
bass line, drum beat, string sound,
and guitar strum takes a toll on the
number of simultaneous notes the
instrument can produce. Thirty-two
notes of polyphony can get used
up in a big hurry when a complex
style is playing in the background. If
styles are important to you, look for
higher polyphony numbers. Also,
see if the instrument you’re consid-
ering is capable of downloading ad-
ditional styles, and how many styles
are available for that model.

How do these styles “know” which
key to use when playing all those
chords and bass lines? In the simplest
“single finger” settings, if the player
needsanaccompanimentstyleplayed
in C, for example, she plays a C with
the left hand. As chords change
in the music, the player makes the
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appropriate change in the left hand
to indicate what the accompaniment
should play. Once the harmonies
have been determined, the instru-
ment can also apply them to the right
hand by filling in the notes of the ap-
propriate chord under the melody
note. More sophisticated systems
can decipher complex chords by
evaluating all of the notes played on
the keyboard, so that even advanced
players can use the accompaniment
styles without being held back from
their normal style of playing.

All of this technology can make
raw beginners sound as if they’ve been
playing for years. While many play-
ers will progress beyond the simplest
settings, other members of the family
may continue using these playing
aids for their own enjoyment.

Memory Presets

With the huge variety of voices, splits,
layers, effects, and styles, it’s handy
to have a way to store favorite com-
binations. Many digital pianos come
with a number of preprogrammed
presets, and almost all of the more
advanced models have program-
mable presets as well. These presets
should be able to capture every pos-
sible setting on the instrument, from
the obvious to the most obscure.
Aside from the number of presets
available, the placement of the pre-
set buttons themselves can make a
huge difference in their usefulness.
Small, closely spaced, inconveniently
placed presets might as well not be
there—part of the pleasure of pre-
sets is not simply to instantly recall
a setting that you’ve worked out in
excruciating detail, but also to access
that setting quickly and easily while
playing. Even better is being able to
assign preset changes to a seldom-
used pedal (anything other than the
sustain), so that each time you press
the pedal, the instrument advances
to the next preset. This can enable the
creative player to step through sonic

and rhythmic changes with ease while
keeping his hands on the keyboard
and distractions to a minimum.

Song Settings,

Music Libraries, and
Educational Tools

Many digital pianos are equipped
with a list of song presets, a feature
that goes by a variety of names de-
pending on the brand of instrument.
Like the memory presets described
above, song presets incorporate all
of the capabilities of that particu-
lar digital piano, but they work with
particular songs. When you’re new
to the vast choices offered by some
of the more advanced digital pianos,
and unsure what sounds and styles
to use for a song, these presets will
set everything for you in a way suited
to that song. Of course, this depends
on the song you want to play being
included in that instrument’s song

Educational feature:

A light indicates to

the student which key
should be pressed next.

A less expensive
alternative is to use
a keyboard display.

Yamaha

list in the first place. These lists
range from a hundred or so built-in
songs to downloadable databases
containing thousands of songs, and
the best of them accurately reflect
the instrumentation, rhythms, and
tempo (which you can slow down or
speed up if necessary) of the original
recordings. It’s important to note
that these song presets don’t play the
music for you; they just set up the in-
strument so that it will sound right
when you play the music.

A related feature, but with a dif-
ferent purpose, is the song library.
Once again, this feature goes by
different names depending on the
instrument’s brand. Unlike the song
presets, the song libraries do contain
the actual music. In most cases these
are from the classical piano reper-
toire and are recorded with the left-
and right-hand parts on separate
MIDI channels. They can be played
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with both hands turned on for lis-
tening or studying, or with only one
hand turned on so the player can
practice one hand’s part while the
instrument supplies the part for the
other hand. In this way each part
can be worked on separately, while
both parts are heard. Although the
tempo can be adjusted (for most
of us, slowed way down), playing
along with the other part keeps your
tempo steady and your meter honest.
Even without built-in libraries, an
enormous amount of music has been
recorded in this manner and can
be purchased—frequently with the
printed notation—or downloaded
free from the Internet.

Combinations of song libraries and
computer-based educational software
can be found on both entry-level and
top-end instruments. These range
from simple separation of left-hand/
right-hand practice to complete
lessons, tests, and tips on fingering.
Some of the greatest aids to begin-
ners are systems that combine the
display of notation with visual cues
as to which keys to play. Upper-end
models use either lights aligned with
each key, or movement of the key
itself, to give the beginner a hand
in correctly associating the note on
the printed music with its key on the
instrument. However, seeing which
key to play, and actually playing it
before the music has moved on, are
two different things, and trying to do
so can be a frustrating experience.
Some instruments make it easier to
follow the light or key movements
by waiting until the correct key is
played before moving on to the next
key. As a less expensive alternative,
some lower-priced instruments show
a small keyboard on the display with
the required key indicated. While
this still provides some guidance for
the beginner, it’s not nearly as easy
to associate movements between the
tiny keys in the display with the cor-
rect keys on the keyboard.

Other Controls

The ability to connect an accessory
volume pedal is fairly common on
upper-end and professional digital pi-
anos. While the thought of a volume
pedal attached to a piano may at first
seem odd, it can actually add some
interesting possibilities. Although it
can be used to control the volume of
the entire instrument, some models
will allow you to select which aspects
of the instrument are controlled by
the pedal. One of my favorite ways
to use the volume pedal is to layer an
orchestral string voice with the piano
voice and have the volume pedal con-
trol only the strings. This allows me
to fade the strings in and out while
the piano remains within its normal
dynamic range.

While we’re on the subject of
pedals, it’s worth noting that many
instruments allow you to assign
different functions to the standard
piano pedals. As with the addition
of the volume pedal above, this
may initially strike you as a strange
thing to do, but the presence of the
non-piano voices can make sense of
the situation. Some of the most com-
mon and handiest examples of al-
ternate functions for the less-used
sostenuto and soft pedals are pitch
bend, rotary-speaker speed control,
and triggering rhythm breaks.

Pitch bend, as the name suggests,
allows you to temporarily raise or
lower the pitch of a note, then allow
the note to slide back to its normal
pitch. The most common setting is
to have a pedal set to lower the pitch
of a note by a half step (the very next
note below), then allow the pitch
to slide back up to normal when
the pedal is released. Think of the
opening clarinet line in Gershwin’s
Rhapsody in Blue—the trill leads to
an ascending scale, and the player
slides to the last note at the top of
the scale. This effect is duplicated
by depressing the pedal (set for pitch
bend) and playing the upper note of

the slide at the time you would have
played the lower note. The pitch
bend will cause the key for the upper
note to instead play the lower note;
then lift the pedal and you’ll slide
from the lower note to the upper
one. It requires some practice, but
isn’t as difficult as it sounds.

Setting a pedal for rotary-speaker
speed control allows the digital piano
player to duplicate the effect pro-
duced by the rotating baffle and
horns of the classic Leslie speaker,
typically used with “drawbar” or
“jazz” organ sounds. One of the
techniques used by players of this
type of organ is switching between the
slow Chorus rotation of the speaker
and the fast Tremolo rotation. As this
is done while playing, being able to
tap a pedal to switch speeds makes
the effect much easier to use.

One of the easiest and most use-
ful pedal assignments is to trigger
a rhythm break. The break is a brief
variation in the rhythm or style in use
at the time. Once again, the ability to
activate a feature without taking your
hands off the keyboard makes use of
that feature much more spontaneous.

Special controls usually found
only on professional stage pianos
are the pitch bend and modulation
wheels. The pitch-bend wheel acts
in the same way as the pitch bend
described above, but with a dedi-
cated control instead of a pedal. A
number of different effects can be
assigned to a modulation wheel, de-
pending on the voice in use or the
player’s choice. The most common
default setting is vibrato, a repeating
pattern of up-and-down pitch varia-
tion around a note, such as the wa-
vering sound in a singer’s voice. The
modulation wheel allows the player
to control the amount of vibrato
in real time while playing. This
is particularly useful in creating
additional realism with solo instru-
mental voices such as Saxophone,
Violin, and Guitar.
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Vocals

Many who love to play also love to
sing, and the digital piano has some-
thing for vocalists as well. Many in-
struments now feature a microphone
connection. In its most elementary
form, this simply uses the digital
piano’s audio system as a PA for vo-
cals. But some models throw the full
weight of their considerable process-
ing power behind the vocalist. Many
vocal recordings and performances
take advantage of effects processing
to enhance the performer’s voice.
This can range from adding rever-
beration to effects that completely
alter the performer’s voice, making
it sound like anything from Barry
White to Betty Boop. Top-of-the-
line digital pianos can even go be-
yond what some recording studios
can do. Perhaps even more amazing
is the ability of some instruments to
combine the vocal input with their
ability to harmonize, resulting in
your voice coming out in four-part
harmony. Display of karaoke lyrics
is also common; the presence of a
video output on some instruments
allows the lyrics to be displayed on a
TV or other monitor.

Moving Keys

When an acoustic player piano
plays, the keys must move in order
for the hammers to strike the strings
and produce sound. The digital pi-
ano does not share this mechanical
necessity, yet we now have digital
pianos whose keys move when play-
ing a recording. You'll recall from
the section on recording that the
digital piano can record and repro-
duce your playing, or can reproduce
a MIDI file from another source.
The sounds are produced by send-
ing the playback data directly to the
tone-production portion of the in-
strument, bypassing the keyboard.
But since there is no dependency
on moving keys, why go to the extra

expense of making them move? Two
reasons: First, it’s one way for the in-
strument to direct beginners to the
next melody note in the educational
modes of some models, as described
earlier under “Educational Tools.”
Second, it’s just fun to watch. How-
ever, you should measure the value
of this feature against the additional
cost, and be mindful of the increased
possibility of mechanical failure due
to the additional moving parts of the
key-drive mechanism.

Human Interface Design

The Man-Machine Interface, or
MMI, as designers and engineers
typically refer to it, defines how
the player interacts with the instru-
ment’s controls. All of the amazing
capabilities of the modern digital
piano are of little value if the player
can’t figure out how to use them,
or can’t access them quickly while
playing. The considerations here
are the location, spacing, grouping,
size, shape, colors, and labeling of
the controls. Take the example of the
rhythm break discussed earlier. Its
purpose is to alter the rhythm dur-
ing playing. If the button that acti-
vates this feature is inconveniently
located, small, and surrounded by
closely spaced buttons of a similar
size, shape, and/or color, its useful-
ness is severely limited. If, however,
it’s within easy reach of the key-
board, of decent size, and somewhat
distinctive in appearance or mark-
ings, it becomes a useful tool.

In the case of instruments with
displays, considerations include the
size, resolution, and color capabili-
ties of the screen and—more impor-
tant—the logic behind its operation.
Two types of screen interfaces are
currently used on digital pianos:
touchscreens and softkeys. Most
readers are already familiar with
touchscreens from ATMs and other
modern institutional uses. The term
softkeys doesn’t refer to the feel of

the keys, but to the fact that their
functions are displayed on the adja-
cent screen, and change depending
on the operation being displayed
by the screen. This is as opposed to
hardkeys, which have a single dedi-
cated function. Each method has its
proponents, but the interface type
is less important than the MMI de-
sign. A smaller monochrome display
that you can intuitively understand
is better than a large color display
that makes no sense to you.

Also worth considering is the
placement of connections you’ll use
often. If you frequently switch back
and forth between speakers and
headphones, you’ll want to make
sure the headphone jack is easy to
locate by sight or feel, and that the
cord will be out of your way when
plugged in. If you’ll be using a USB
memory device to transfer files be-
tween instruments or between the
instrument and a computer, make
sure the USB port is easy to get to.
In newer designs, a USB port is
placed above the keyboard level for
easy access, as opposed to earlier
models in which the port was below
the keyboard or on the instrument’s
rear panel.

We can’t leave the subject of user
interfaces without discussing the
owner’s manual. As with the MMI
itself, a well-written manual can
make it a pleasure to learn a new
instrument, and a bad manual can
be worse than useless. This is par-
ticularly important for higher-end
instruments. Fortunately, many
manufacturers allow you to down-
load the manuals for their instru-
ments. This lets you compare this
critical aspect of the instruments
you’re considering. The manual
should be thoroughly indexed, and
clearly written and illustrated.
Third-party tutorials are available
for some instruments, especially the
more complex models. These tuto-
rials step you through the model’s
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functions with audio or video in-
structions, and provide an alterna-
tive to sitting down with the manual.

Firmware Upgrades

The digital piano is, at heart, a
highly specialized computer, and
like all computers, its functions are
dependent on its software. When
we speak of the software that runs
on the digital piano, we are typically
talking about what is properly clas-
sified as firmware. Firmware is soft-
ware that is embedded in a hardware
device such as a microprocessor or
associated memory chip. This can be
donein two ways: the firmware can ei-
ther be permanently burned into the
chip, or it can be written in the chip’s
memory, which also means it can be
rewritten if necessary. Just as com-
puters occasionally need a software
upgrade to fix a previously unde-
tected problem—a “bug patch”—the
more complex digital pianos can
benefit from the ability to accept
firmware upgrades. This may never

be necessary for a given model, or it
may fix an obscure feature interac-
tion or update the instrument’s com-
patibility with external devices. In
addition to checking on this capa-
bility, it’s worth finding out how you
would be notified of an update and
what the actual update procedure
involves. In most cases today, it’s an
easy, do-it-yourself procedure.

Headphones

Headphones are by far the most
popular and frequently used dig-
ital-piano accessories. One of the
advantages of digital pianos is the
option to practice without disturb-
ing others—or them disturbing you.
Whether you’re an occasional head-
phone user, or your instrument or sit-
uation dictates constant headphone
use, selecting the right headphones
will make a big difference in your
playing comfort and enjoyment.
When I select headphones, I eval-
uate them using four criteria:
fit, sound, isolation, and budget.

Although it may seem that starting
with sound is the obvious choice, my
first priority is fit—it doesn’t matter
how great they sound if you can’t
stand to wear them for more than a
few minutes. There are three basic
styles of headphones: those that fit
around the ear (circumaural) with
the cushions resting on your head,
those that rest directly on the ear,
and those that fit in the ear. The
style of headphone you choose will
also determine the level of isolation.
If isolation is critical for your situ-
ation, it should dictate the style of
headphones.

There are a couple of variations
on the circumaural and in-ear styles.
Circumaural headphones can be
open or sealed. Open designs don’t
cut you off from the outside world,
and their output can be heard—very
softly—by anyone nearby. Sealed
designs offer more isolation but in-
troduce some acoustic design prob-
lems that are difficult to get around
until you get into the higher price
ranges. In-ear headphones are avail-
able in the earbud style that sits in
the outer ear, and the ear-canal type
that fits inside the ear canal itself.
The latter offers, by far, the best iso-
lation in both directions, even when
compared to headphones with ac-
tive noise canceling.

Sound is very much a matter of
personal preference and percep-
tion. One thing that can make the
selection process easier is to bring
a familiar CD with you when you
audition headphones. While you
may initially favor headphones that
color the sound in some attractive
way, this can become sonically tir-
ing with extended listening. If you
aim for a neutral sound, you’ll end
up with headphones that won’t
tire your ears over extended peri-
ods, and that will most accurately
represent the sound produced by
your digital piano or by the models
you’re considering. L]

138

PIANOBUYER.COM



PIANO
BUYER

IF THE DIGITAL PIANO is thought of as a complete instrument that’s
ready to play right out of the box, piano software can be thought
of as part of a “piano kit.” The standard digital piano is com-
pletely self-contained in that it’s made up of the memory and pro-
cessing electronics required to produce the sound, the firmware
(software residing on a chip) that is the source of the sound, a
keyboard to control the sound, and, more often than not, the au-
dio system needed to hear the sound. If viewed as separate com-
ponents of a piano kit, however, a personal computer can take on
the role of memory and processing, piano software becomes the
sound source, a keyboard (very possibly your digital piano) pro-
vides control, and powered monitor speakers and/or headphones
let you hear your new invention. If you have a digital piano (or
an acoustic piano with hybrid features) and a personal computer
(Mac or Windows), you already have most of the ingredients of a

software-based piano.

The obvious question: If you
already have a digital piano, why
would you want to add a software
piano? Most digital pianos are ca-
pable of producing more than one
piano sound, but typically, all of
these sounds are based on a single
piano as a sample source. Think of it
this way: If you could add a Bésend-
orfer, Bliithner, Fazioli, or Steinway
to your palette of piano samples for
only the cost of the software, would
you do it? (I hear the sounds of pia-
nos and computers being pushed to-
gether even now.) How about being
able to virtually design your own in-
strument with piano software based
on physical modeling? (See “Digital
Piano Basics, Part 1” for more in-
formation on physical modeling.)

Adding a software piano to your
existing piano, or building your
own piano from a “piano kit,” is a
bit more involved than putting your
computer and your piano in the

same room—but not by much. Let’s
take a look at the requirements on
both the computer and piano sides.
Since the requirements for the piano
are pretty simple, we’ll start there.

Digital and Hybrid Piano
Considerations

If your existing piano is going to
serve as the basis for your extended
piano family, the minimum require-
ment is that it have MIDI-out capa-
bility—USB MIDI makes it slightly
easier, but regular MIDI connec-
tions will do as well. The good news
here is that all currently available
digital pianos and most acoustic
hybrid pianos already have, or can
add, this capability. The next step
is to be able to get your existing
“host” piano to stop producing its
own sound. For digital pianos, this
consists of a brief trip to the owner’s
manual to learn how to setitup asa

“controller” or “master” keyboard.
Acoustic pianos must either be ca-
pable of “silent” mode or must be
converted to enable it (see “Hybrid
Pianos” in this issue).

Computer Considerations

Requirements for the computer vary
considerably, depending on the pi-
ano software used and the choices
you make in software settings. Just
as with digital pianos, sample-based
software is highly dependent on
the size of the computer’s memory,
while physical modeling software—
which creates the sound in real time
rather than retrieving an existing
sound sample—primarily depends
on the speed of the computer’s pro-
cessor. At a minimum, hardware

< ADVERTISEMENT >

FAMILY OWNED—
DID YOU KNOW?

A good number of piano-manufacturing
businesses remain family owned, or are still
associated with members of the founding
family. In Europe, descendants of the
founder are still involved with the operations
of Bliithner, Fazioli, Grotrian, Petrof, Sauter
and Schimmel. In Asia, Hailun and Kawai
are family-owned businesses. The oldest
family-owned piano maker is Sauter,
founded in 1819.

For more information, call or e-mail:
Vienna International / Hailun USA
509-946-8078
Hailunusa@gmail.com
www.hailun-pianos.com
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Bosendorfer Opus No. 50,000

Built to commemorate the company’s manufacture
0f 50,000 instruments during its 185-year history,
this one-of-a-kind art-case piano not only has
gold-leaf moldings—the entire frame is
painstakingly covered in gold leaf as well.

In addition, the front of the instrument

features two cast-bronze, 24-karat

gold-plated caryatids, created using

the traditional lost-wax casting

method from a pattern hand-carved

in wood. The cabinet uses four

different veneers—burr French

walnut, French walnut, pear wood,

and maple—and the treble side of this

neoclassical design has a marquetry inlay

featuring a traditional harp motif.

requirements will involve processor
type and speed, and the amount of
random-access memory (RAM)
and hard-disk space. These require-
ments range from packages that can
run on most recent-vintage mid-
range computers, to those requiring
higher-speed processors, 4 Giga-
bytes (GB) of RAM, over 250 GB of
free hard-disk space (preferably on
a 7200rpm drive), and a dedicated
sound card. Either way, you need
to check the hardware requirements
of the individual software package
you’d like to run to make sure it will
work properly on your computer—
or use it as an excuse to get a new
computer.

Aside from making sure that you
have enough memory to store and
run these packages, processor and
sound-card choices will also keep

latency in check. Latency is how long
it takes the computer to produce a
sound from the time you press a key.
When latency becomes noticeable,
your brain doesn’t know whether to
slow your playing so that the sound
can catch up, or to speed up to make
the sound happen faster. Neither of
these works. (Anyone who plays the
pipe organ knows what latency is,
and will adapt to it without a second
thought.)

Software

This is where the real fun starts.
There are currently over two dozen
software-piano packages avail-
able, at prices ranging from $79
to $895. These include both sam-
ple-based packages and pack-
ages based on physical modeling.
Several host acoustic pianos (i.c.,

the sources of the samples) are
available via software, including
instruments made by Bechstein,
Bosendorfer, Blithner, Fazioli,
Kawai, Steingraeber, Steinway,
and Yamaha. If youd like to add
some period instruments to your
palette, there are also packages with
samples from historical fortepianos.

If youre not particularly into
computers, software pianos may
not be for you. But if you enjoy even
a mild bit of tinkering, and have
dreamed of owning a collection of
the world’s finest pianos or even of
“designing” your own piano, you
may find software pianos an irre-
sistible temptation. If you’re inter-
ested in following the world of piano
software, it’s discussed in Piano
World’s “Digital Pianos—Synths
& Keyboards” forum. L]
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MENTION THE WORD hybrid today and most people think of cars
that combine a traditional internal-combustion engine with an
electric motor to improve gas mileage and reduce emissions. By
definition, a hybrid—whether a rose, a breed of dog, or a car—re-
sults from the combination of two different backgrounds or tech-
nologies. Now the piano has joined the ranks of the hybrids.

A hybrid piano combines electronic, mechanical, and/or acousti-
cal aspects of both acoustic and digital pianos, in order to improve
or expand the capabilities of the instrument. While applying the
term hybrid to piano designs is a recent development, the practice
of combining elements from acoustic and digital pianos is more

than 25 years old.

A hybrid piano can be created
from either an acoustic or a digital
piano, but we need to be clear about
our definitions of acoustic and digi-
tal. The essential difference between
acoustic and digital pianos is in how
the sound is produced. In an acous-
tic piano, a sound is produced by the
mechanical act of a hammer hitting
strings, causing the strings to vi-
brate. In a digital piano, the sound
is produced electronically, either
from previously sampled acoustic
pianos, or by physical modeling that
employs a mathematical algorithm
to produce sounds like those of an
acoustic piano. (Here we’re speak-
ing only of that aspect of a digital
piano that is designed to produce
a piano-like sound. Digitals typi-
cally also can produce many other
instrumental and non-instrumental
sounds.)

Acoustic-based Hybrids:
the MIDI Controller
On the acoustic side, the original

hybrid instruments were not new
pianos, but modifications of already

existing pianos. In 1982, with the
advent of Musical Instrument Digi-
tal Interface (MIDI), a computer
language for musical instruments,
instruments from different mak-
ers could “speak” to one another.
Soon after, various kinds of me-
chanical contacts were invented
for placement under the keys to
sense keystroke information such
as note, key velocity,
and duration, and
convert it into MIDI
data. This MIDI in-
formation was then
routed to synthesiz-
ers, which turned
the information into
whatever instrumen-
tal sounds the at-
tached  synthesizer
was programmed to produce. When
one instrument is used to control
another in this manner through the
transmission of MIDI information,
the first instrument is called a MIDI
controller. At the beginning, how-
ever, the sound of the acoustic piano
could not be turned off, though it
could be muffled in vertical pianos.

A hybrid results
from the combination feature (which allows
of two different
technologies.

Early mechanical key contacts
were subject to breakdown, or infil-
tration by dust, and their presence
could sometimes be felt by sensi-
tive players and interfere with their
playing. The more advanced key
contacts or sensors used today in-
volve touch films or optical sensors
that are more reliable and accurate,
and add no significant weight to the
touch. In time, also, mechanisms were
invented for shutting off the acous-
tic piano sound entirely, either by
blocking the hammers from hitting
the strings, or by tripping (escaping)
the action train of force earlier than
normal, so that the hammers lacked
the velocity needed to reach the
strings. Headphones would block out
any remaining mechanical noise,
leaving only the sounds of the elec-
tronic instrument.

Not surprisingly, most makers
of these MIDI controller/acoustic
hybrid systems have been manufac-
turers of electronic
player-piano systems.
The same MIDI sen-
sor strip used under
the keys of these sys-
tems for their Record

players to record their
own playing for later
playback) can also
transmit the MIDI in-
formation to a digital sound source:
either an internal source that comes
with the piano (a sound card) or an
external one, such as a synthesizer
or a computer with appropriate
software installed. All player-piano
systems today allow, through MIDI
control, for the accompaniment of
the acoustic piano sound by digitally
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produced sound, be they other pi-
ano-like sounds, other instrumental
sounds, or even entire orchestras.

In addition to the accompaniment
function, it turns out that these hy-
brid systems in which the acoustic
piano can be silenced potentially
have another very practical func-
tion. If your playing is likely to meet
with objections from neighbors or
family, being able to silence the pi-
ano and then play as loudly as you
want, while listening through head-
phones, can be very handy. Real-
izing this, the major player-piano
manufacturers make the MIDI con-
troller feature available—without
the player piano—relatively inex-
pensively. These MIDI controllers
include a MIDI sensor strip under
the keys, or optical sensors for keys
and hammers, but no hardware and
electronics that would make the
piano keys move on their own. Usu-
ally, these systems come with a “stop
rail” or other mechanical device
to prevent the hammers from hit-
ting the strings, an internal digital

< ADVERTISEMENT >

The Chinese
and U.S.
Piano Markets

In 2013, grand-piano sales in the U.S.
increased 5.1%, while sales of uprights
fell by 9.1%. A total of 35,734 pianos
were imported into the U.S. Piano sales
in China will reach about 340,000 units
in 2014. While the size of the North
American market for new pianos has
shrunk over the years, sales and transfers
of used pianos are estimated to be four to
six times the number of new-piano sales,
accounting for 140,000 to 215,000
instruments. China does not currently
have a significant used-piano market.

For more information, call or e-mail:
Vienna International, Inc.
509-946-8078
Hailunusa@gmail.com
www.hailun-pianos.com

sound source, and headphones.
When you move a lever to stop the
acoustic piano sound, you turn on
the digital sound source, which is
heard through the headphones.
Yamabha calls this instrument Silent
Piano (formerly MIDIPiano). Piano-
Disc calls their add-on system
QuietTime; QRS’s version is called
SilentPNO.

Yamaha’s Silent Pianos have
sensors associated with their keys,
hammers, and pedals that record
their movements in MIDI format
and output the information through
a digital-piano sound chip to head-
phones or speakers, or to a computer
for editing. With the addition of Ya-
maha’s Silent System, the acoustic
piano can be silenced and the instru-
ment used as a digital piano with a
real piano action.

Two new Silent Systems are now
available. The SG2 system is avail-
able in the bl, b2, and b3 vertical
models and the GB1K grand. This
system offers a CFIIIS concert
grand piano voice, nine additional
voices, can record and playback
MIDI files, and has USB capability
to preserve recorded performances.
The SH system, used in all other pi-
ano models, offers a piano voice that
uses binaural sampling of the CFX
concert grand, 18 additional voices,
can record and play back MIDI and
audio files, and has USB capability
to preserve recorded performances.

In mid-2014, Yamaha will be-
gin offering TransAcoustic pianos.
Like the Silent Piano, the Trans-
Acoustic (TA) is an acoustic piano
that can also send digitally sampled
sounds, including Yamaha’s CFX
Concert Grand samples, directly to
headphones, sound systems, mixers,
etc. The TransAcoustic differs from
the Silent Piano in having two
transducers attached to the piano’s
soundboard. The transducers con-
vert the digital signal into an elec-
tromechanical impulse that sets

the soundboard vibrating—Tliterally
turning the soundboard into a loud-
speaker. The soundboard, strings,
and case provide a natural acoustic
resonance for the digital samples,
which can be played at even the soft-
est volumes without the use of head-
phones and, when combined with
the piano’s normal acoustic sound,
can produce a more richly textured
sound. The 48" TransAcoustic UITA
upright model is expected to be re-
leased in Summer 2014, the 5'3"
TransAcoustic GCITA grand model
in early 2015.

QuietTime, from PianoDisc, can
mute an acoustic piano and let the
user hear his or her performance
through headphones via sampled
sound. The QuietTime MagicStar
V5 S Series, introduced in 2013, has
a slimline control unit that includes
a touchscreen and iDevice com-
patibility. It also supports all three
pedals, has a port for a USB stick,
and comes with 80 demo songs. The
control-unit sound module contains
128 sampled instruments, including
a full General MIDI (GM) sound
set, as well as 11 popular instrument
presets, such as piano with strings.
It also includes a built-in, adjust-
able metronome. A MIDI key-sen-
sor strip is installed under the keys,
and a padded mute rail prevents the
hammers from hitting the strings
while retaining the motion and feel
of the piano action. The mute rail
is activated by moving a small le-
ver under the keyboard, which also
turns on the sampled sound. Mag-
icStar comes with a control unit,
power supply, MIDI cable, MIDI
strip, pedal switches, headphones,
and mute rail. When the piano is to
be used as a MIDI controller only
(i.e., with no sound module or with
a separate sound module), the MIDI
key-sensor strip can be purchased
from PianoDisc separately as Pro-
Scan, with or without the mute rail
and headphones.
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In late 2013, PianoDisc intro-
duced another product in the Quiet-
Time family: ProRecord. ProRecord
uses fully optical, no-contact, high-
speed key and pedal sensors to
capture and record key and pedal
movements. The system’s sensitiv-
ity can be calibrated to a very fine
level, allowing it to be customized to
a particular piano action or player
so that, for example, trills can be ac-
curately reproduced when playing
near the bottom or top of the key,
even on a vertical piano. ProRecord
comes with a tone generator with a
GM2 128 + 100 instrument sound
set and nine drum kits, including
sympathetic string and damper
resonance. The system is compat-
ible with both Apple and Android
smartphones, tablets, and apps, and
with the PianoDisc iQ player-piano
system. Like MagicStar, ProRecord
comes with headphones, and a mute
rail for muting the acoustic piano.

SilentPNO, from QRS, con-
sists of the PNOscan record strip, a
PNOmation II sound module, Wi-Fi
adapter, and a stop rail for muting
the acoustic piano. By muting the pi-
ano and turning on the soundcard,
the pianist can play in privacy with
headphones and enjoy the automatic
recording features of PNOcloud and
PNOmation, described in the arti-
cle, “Buying an Electronic Player-
Piano System.”

But the accompaniment and “si-
lent” functions of a hybrid MIDI
controller/acoustic piano are only
the beginning of what it can do.
Just as the MIDI signal can be sent
to a synthesizer or sound card, it
can also be sent to a personal com-
puter or transmitted over the Inter-
net. Regardless of whether a MIDI
controller originates in an acous-
tic or a digital piano, it enables the
instrument to interact with music
software to record, produce nota-
tion, control instrumental voices
on a personal computer, or interact

SILENT SYSTEM

can be installed on any piano - grand or upright

GENIO Components

Mute Rail

Key Sensor Strip
& Pedal Sensor

Main Unit
& Control Unit
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The mute rail works as a damper when using the
normal acoustic piano. When engaged by pulling
the lever, it prevents the hammers from striking
the strings.

Sensors detect velocity of key strike and pedal
movement, and convert them to MIDI data that can
be accessed from the built-in sound board of the
Main Unit.

Main Unit allows performers to listen to the instru-
ment through headphones or speakers. All digital

features are accessible through the Control Unit.

Power Supply, Headphones, User’s Guide

United States: Canada:
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with other pianos in the same room
or on different continents. The po-
tential for hybrids in creating and
teaching music is limited only by
the imagination of the user. Nota-
tion softwares—from MakeMusic’s
Finale, Avid’s Sibelius, GenieSoft’s
Overture, and others—allow the hy-
brid piano’s key input (playing) to
be converted to music notation. This
notation can be edited, transposed,
split into parts for different instru-
ments, played back, and printed out.
The possibilities for teaching are
perhaps even more powerful. Tak-
ing a lesson from a teacher in a dif-
ferent state or a master class from
a performer in a different country
becomes possible with hybrid tech-
nology, particularly when combined
with the player-piano features. Ex-
acting copies of performances can
be sent to similarly equipped instru-
ments for playback, and critiques—
with musical examples—can be sent
back to the student. Some systems
enable this interaction in real time
over broadband connections, com-
plete with synchronized video.

As we’ve said, most of the activ-
ity in the field of acoustic hybrids
has been among player-piano mak-
ers, whose offerings have been either
specialized (Silent Piano) or add-ons
(QuietTime, SilentPNO). However,
MIDI capabilities are now standard
in all acoustic pianos, vertical and

All Story & Clark pianos come with a
factory-installed PNOscan MIDI strip
beneath the keys.

Story & Clark Piano Co.

grand, made by Story & Clark, a
subsidiary of QRS, the only piano
maker so far to have done this. If
you add a stop rail to silence the
piano (available from QRS) and a
sound source, you could turn one
of these instruments into a “silent”
type of hybrid like those described
above. But even without those ad-
ditions, a Story & Clark piano can
be used with a personal computer
and music software for recording,
notation, controlling computer-
produced instrumental voices, or
any of the myriad other uses pos-
sible with a MIDI controller.

Digital-based Hybrids:
Replicating the Acoustic
Experience

Now, you may wonder: If you’re just
going to use a piano to interact with
a computer, play piano sounds si-
lently, or make other instrumental
sounds, why bother with an acoustic
piano at all? Why not just use a digi-
tal piano or keyboard of some kind?
The reason is: the experience. Digital
pianos are long on functionality but
short on, shall we say, atmosphere.

If you thought designer
cabinets came only with
acoustic pianos,

think again.

Yamaha’s Modus series
of designer digital pianos
features a colorful
contemporary look.

For those used to the looks, touch,
tone, or other, less tangible aspects
of acoustic pianos, digital pianos, in
their “pure” form, just don’t cut it—
so digital piano makers have spent
a great deal of time, energy, and
money trying to mimic one or more
of these aspects of acoustic pianos.
The closer they get to duplicating
the experience of playing an acous-
tic piano, the more they earn the
right to the hybrid designation—be-
cause, when you get down to it, the
function of an acoustic piano is the
experience.

The first aspect of an acoustic
piano that digital piano makers
mimicked was, of course, the looks,
and a large segment of the digital
piano market consists of acoustic
piano look-alikes. But that alone
isn’t enough to earn the title hybrid.
Next, the mechanism of the acoustic
piano found its way into the digital
piano. Much engineering has gone
into the numerous action designs
in digitals, always in the attempt to
make their feel and response as close
as possible to that of a “real” piano.
For example, Yamaha’s GranTouch
line of digital pianos uses a slightly
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modified acoustic piano action to
trigger the piano’s sensors (the ham-
mers are small and don’t actually
strike strings). With such an action,
there’s no need to simulate certain
action processes, such as escape-
ment, because it actually occurs
mechanically. Many digital piano
actions these days have weighted
and/or wooden keys, and other en-
hancements that do a reasonable job
of emulating an acoustic piano ac-
tion; still, advanced pianists, espe-
cially classical ones, are unlikely to
be satisfied by most of them.

Of course, digital piano makers
have put more effort into copying
the tone of the acoustic piano than
any other aspect. How they’ve done
this is beyond the scope of this ar-
ticle (see “Digital Piano Basics”
for this information), but one inter-
esting attempt is that of adding a
soundboard to the digital. The Kawai
CA-91, introduced in 2006, with its
Soundboard Speaker System; and
the Yamaha CGP-1000 Clavinova in
2007, with its Hybrid Active Sound-
board System, both use an actual
piano soundboard, set in motion by
transducers, to augment the conven-
tional speakers and impart a more
natural tone to the instrument.

The latest entry in the hybrid
arena is also the first instrument
to be formally named a Hybrid
Piano. Yamaha unveiled its Avant-
Grand series in 2009. The Avant-
Grand elevates the digital piano to
a new level with a number of hy-
brid technologies, first of which is
a real piano action. As mentioned
above, this eliminates any discus-
sion of whether or not it feels like
an acoustic piano action—it is one.
(However, whether or not the action
feels right is still a legitimate topic
of discussion.) This action controls
the digital voices through the use of
optical sensors, which measure the
velocity of the keys and hammers
without physically contacting any

part of the action.

All three AvantGrand models have
grand-piano actions, but whereas
model N3 is also shaped like a grand,
the cabinets of the lower-cost NI
and N2 are closer to that of a ver-
tical piano (which brings up the
interesting observation that the de-
cision of whether to call a digital
piano a “grand” or a “vertical” is
not a simple one). In 2012, Yamaha
introduced the model NU1 Hybrid
Piano, the first digital piano with a
real vertical-piano action.

One aspect of the traditional
acoustic-vs.-digital argument that
changes with the addition of a real
action is the digital’s advantage of
rarely needing maintenance. While
the AvantGrand and NUI models
will never need to be tuned, eventu-
ally their actions will require some
degree of adjustment or regulation.
(We’ll bet the piano technician will
be surprised when, on arriving to
regulate an action, he or she finds
the “piano” is a digital.)

But there’s more to the feel of an

Yamaha AvantGrand model N3

acoustic piano than its action, and
this brings us to the last attribute of
acoustic pianos that designers of dig-
itals have attempted to copy: the in-
tangibles. With the AvantGrand, one
“intangible”—the vibrations gen-
erated by the strings and transmit-
ted throughout the instrument—has
been made tangible. Yamaha has
added thisingredient to the N2 and N3
by connecting transducers to the ac-
tion to send the appropriate frequency
and degree of vibration to the player’s
fingers. This is where the experience of
playing becomes a bit . . . spooky. Not
unlike an amusement-park ride that
convinces your brain that youre dodg-
ing asteroids while hurtling through
space when you are, in fact, fairly sta-
tionary, the AvantGrand’s Tactile Re-
sponse System quickly convinces you
that youre feeling the vibrations of
nonexistent strings.

The illusions don’t stop there.
When you depress a digital piano’s
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sustain pedal, youre pressing a
spring with constant tension. This
is not how the sustain pedal feels
on most acoustic pianos, in which
the initial movement meets little re-
sistance as the pedal takes up a bit
of slack in the mechanism that lifts
the dampers. Once the mechanism
begins to lift the dampers, the re-
sistance increases. Here again, the
AvantGrand does a convincing job
of conveying the feel and, perhaps
more important, the degree of con-
trol available with an acoustic’s
sustain pedal, including half-ped-
aling and incremental control. The
N3’s four-channel sample set and
12-speaker audio system are also
convincing, easily tricking the ears
into thinking that considerably more
than four feet of piano are in front
of you. The AvantGrand and NUI
models all use samples from Yamaha
concert grands for their sounds.

One area in which digital pianos
are not intended to emulate acous-
tics is that of price. The Hybrid Pi-
anos, with the sound and, in some
cases, perhaps the experience, of a
Yamaha concert grand, are priced
similarly to some of the company’s
least expensive acoustic grands
and verticals. Actually, such com-
parisons are barely possible—the
acoustics lack many of the digitals’
features, such as onboard record-
ing, USB memory, transposition,
and alternate tunings.

Which Side Are You On?

As the market for hybrid pianos
heats up, buyers will increasingly
have to choose between acoustic pi-
anos with digital enhancements and
digital pianos that try to create the
acoustic experience. Decisions will
be made by weighing the relative qual-
ity, and importance to the buyer, of
action, tone, looks, price, and fea-
tures. More advanced classical pia-
nists whose digital needs are modest,

and buyers who, among other things,
are looking to fill up a living room
with a large, impressive piece of fur-
niture, will probably tend to stick
with the acoustic-based hybrid for
now. Those whose musical needs are
more general, or who have a strong in-
terest in digital features, may find digi-
tal-based hybrids more cost-effective.

Another factor that may come
into play is that of life expectancy.
A good acoustic piano will typically
function well for 40 or 50 years, if
not longer. Few digital pianos made
15 to 20 years ago are still in use, due
either to technological obsolescence
or to wear. True, the relevant tech-
nologies have evolved, as has the de-
sign of digital pianos and the quality
of their construction. Realistically,
however, if past experience is any
guide, pianos that are largely acous-
tic with digital enhancement may
well last for many decades, while
those that are digitals enhanced
with acoustic-like features are un-
likely to last as long.

The piano has evolved a great
deal since Bartolomeo Cristofori in-
vented it in 1700, and that evolution
continues. Today it is possible to buy
a piano with an ABS-Carbon action
(Kawai), a carbon-fiber soundboard
(Steingraeber Phoenix), or one that
looks as if it was made for the Star-
ship Enterprise! The hybrid piano’s
blending of acoustic and digital
technologies is just another step—or
branch—in that evolution. | |
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SOME OF YOU may have fond memories of gathering around Grand-
ma’s old upright player piano and pumping those huge pedals
to make it play—until you could hardly walk! As with so many
other devices, technology has revolutionized the player piano, re-
placing the pneumatic pressure and rolls of punched paper with
electronics, CDs, and iPods. Today, nearly one out of every three
new grand pianos is sold with an electronic player-piano system
installed. The capabilities of these systems range from those that
simply play the piano (often all that’s desired for home use) all the
way to those that allow composers to create, play, and print entire
orchestral scores without ever leaving the piano bench. You can
even watch a video of Billy Joel in concert on a screen built into
your piano’s music rack while, simultaneously, his “live” perfor-
mance is faithfully reproduced on your piano! The features and

technological capabilities are vast and still evolving.

Before you begin to wade through
the possibilities, you should carefully
consider your long-term needs. Since
many of the features of the more so-
phisticated systems are related to
recording one’s performance, you
should first decide whether or not
you want the ability to record what
you or others play on your piano. In
many typical family situations, the
piano, just like Grandma’s, is pri-
marily used for the children’s lessons
and for entertainment. If that’s the
case, one of the more basic systems,
without recording capabilities, will
likely be satisfactory. Most systems
can be upgraded to add recording
and other more advanced features,
should you later find them desirable.
However, as technologies advance,
it may become increasingly difficult
to upgrade your older system.

Some player systems can be added
(retrofitted) to any new or used pi-
ano, while others are available only
on a specific make of piano. When
installed in a new piano, some must

be installed by the piano manufac-
turer, while others can be installed
by the dealer or at an intermedi-
ate distribution point. A factory-
certified local installer of a retrofit
can usually match the
quality of a factory
installation. Installa-
tion is messy and must
be done in a shop,
not in your home; but
when done correctly, it
won’t harm the piano
or void its warranty.
The player systems
currently on the market
can be described as fal-
ling into two catego-
ries: those intended
primarily as home-
entertainment systems
or for lighter profes-
sional use (including
commercial use in res-
taurants, hotels, etc.),
and those whose play-
back and recording

functions are of “audiophile” qual-
ity and are intended for the most
discriminating or high-level profes-
sional users. Generally speaking,
the first category includes systems
by PianoDisc, Pianoforce, QRS, and
most Yamaha Disklaviers; the sec-
ond category includes the Bosend-
orfer CEUS, Live Performance, and
Disklavier Pro models. However,
this classification scheme doesn’t en-
tirely do justice to “home entertain-
ment” systems, which can be more
sophisticated in other respects, such
as versatility and functionality, than
some “audiophile” systems.

The quality of a piano performance,
either by a sophisticated electro-
mechanical reproducing system or
by a human being, greatly depends on
the overall quality and condition of
the instrument being played. Thus,
an out-of-tune and/or ill-voiced

The underside of a grand piano with solenoid rail (un-
covered), power supply, and speaker installed.
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Source: Mike Kemper

piano with a poorly regulated action
would result in an unpleasant listen-
ing experience, whether played by
human or machine. This, of course,
emphasizes the importance of regu-
lar and proper maintenance of the
instrument. With new pianos, the
performance quality of the player-
piano system is limited, to a large
extent, by the performance quality
of the piano itself. Don’t scrimp on a
piano to afford a player system.

How a Typical Electronic
Player-Piano System Works

Basic player systems consist of:

® 3 solenoid (electromechanical
actuator) rail installed in a slot
cut in the piano keybed (the
structural part of the piano that
supports the keys and action)

m g processor unit and other elec-
tronics mounted under the piano

m  a control box that plays floppy
disks and/or CDs (depending on
the model), and is either mounted
under the keybed at the front of
the piano, or sits on or near the
piano. In some models, the con-

trol box contains no disk drives
and is hidden away under the
piano, depending instead on your
own CD player, MP3 player, or
other device for the musical input.

= aremote-control device for
operating the control box from a
distance

= one or more amplified speakers,
unless you choose a system config-
uration that uses your own speakers

On the solenoid rail, there is one
solenoid for each key. There is also a
solenoid for the damper pedal and,
sometimes, one for the una corda
(soft) pedal. Each solenoid contains
a mechanical plunger that, when
activated by an electronic signal,
pushes against a key or against the
pedal trapwork. When playing com-
patible specialized software, one
track contains the MIDI signal that
drives the piano solenoids; the other
tracks provide an instrumental and/
or vocal accompaniment that plays
through a stereo system or through
amplified speakers that come with
the player system. The accom-
paniment may be in the form of

synthesized or sampled sounds, or
actual recordings of live musicians.
For recording, keystroke and
pedaling information are recorded
in MIDI format by a sensor strip in-
stalled beneath the keys and sensors
attached to the pedals. Some sys-
tems also record hammer motion.
This information can be stored for
later playback on the same piano,
stored on other media, or sent to
other MIDI-compatible devices.
The same sensors used for record-
ing can turn the piano into a MIDI
controller. Add headphones, a de-
vice for mechanically silencing the
acoustic piano, and a sound card or
other tone generator, and you essen-
tially have a hybrid acoustic/digital
piano you can play late at night with-
out disturbing anyone. Because this
feature can be used independently of
the player piano, most manufactur-
ers of these systems make it avail-
able separately under such names
as Silent Piano (Yamaha), Quiet-
Time (PianoDisc), and SilentPNO
(QRS). Of course, the MIDI con-
troller can also be used with or
without a tone generator to send a
MIDI datastream to a computer
for use with composing and editing
software, among other applications.
(See the article “Hybrid Pianos” in
this issue for more information.)

Common Features

Basic player-piano systems share a
number of features:

= playback of piano music with a
good reproduction of the artist’s
performance

m playback of piano music with a full
band, orchestral, and/or vocal ac-
companiment (yes, it will sing!)

= a repertoire of thousands of
songs and the ability to down-
load music from the Internet

= connectivity to home sound or
home-theater systems

= remote control
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Other capabilities, in a variety of
applications, are considered valu-
able tools for composers, educators,
and students, as well as performers.
They include:

m a system of sensing key and pedal
motions that can capture and re-
cord the nuances of a live perfor-
mance for later playback or editing

® playing every instrument of the
orchestra (and then some!), using
the piano keyboard coupled with
an onboard and/or outboard
sound module

= the ability to import and export
performances through a variety
of wired/wireless connections,
including MP3s, iPods, the
Internet, etc.

® synchronizing a solo-piano per-
formance on your piano with a
commercially available CD or
DVD of a famous performing
artist

m Internet radio that streams data
specifically formatted for the
player system, for a virtually un-
limited supply of musical input

® connectivity to a computer,
facilitating music editing, en-
hancing, and printing

® connecting to teachers and other
players anywhere in the world via
the Internet

In addition to bundling some
amount of music software with the
purchase of their systems, most
manufacturers record and sepa-
rately sell software for their systems
on floppies, CDs, or DVDs, or as
downloads from a website. A signif-
icant caveat is that one manufactur-
er’s software may—by design—not
work unconditionally with another
player’s hardware.

Questions to Consider

To list and compare the wide variety
of features and capabilities offered
by each of the player systems would
be beyond the scope of this article.

However, the most significant con-
cerns, aside from price, are the fol-
lowing. Ask your dealer or installer
about the ones that interest or con-
cern you.

m [nstallation: Can the system be
installed in any piano (retrofit),
or is it exclusive to a particular
brand of piano? If exclusive, this
will limit your options as to what
brand of piano to buy.

® Music Source: Do you have a
preference of source of music for
the system: CDs, floppies, Internet
downloads, iPod, MP3 player,
etc.? This will influence your
choice of system brand and
configuration.

®m Recording: Do you need record-
ing capability, or the ability to
use the system as a MIDI con-
troller? This will also allow you
to play silently with headphones,
or to connect to a computer to
edit and transcribe music, among
other benefits.

Wireless: Do you need to operate
the system from a distance? Most
systems have a wireless remote
control available. Some can also
be adapted for wireless transmis-
sion of music from the control
box to the piano—for example,
in a commercial establishment,
where a CD player must be located
some distance from the piano.

= Visibility: Is it important to you
that the control unit not be
visible or be very unobtrusive?
Some models may be more suit-
able in this regard than others.

®m  Equipment: Do you need a sys-
tem with a CD player, floppy disk
drive, and/or iPod included, or
will you be supplying your own?
Do you need speakers or a video
monitor, or will you be con-
necting the system to your own
stereo system or home theater?

m Memory: Do you need internal
memory for data storage, or will

you be using external data
storage? Can external memory
be connected?

Software Compatibility: Can it
play the music libraries of other
manufacturers’ systems? It’s
important to note, however, that
because competitors sometimes
change their formats and
encryption, the ability to play the
data format of a particular
competitor’s software may not be
guaranteed.

Dynamic Resolution: How many
gradations of volume can the
system record and play back?
Most systems record and play
back in 127 increments, which is
more than sufficient for most
uses. Some pre-recorded CDs
play back with as little as 16
levels of expression—still prob-
ably enough for casual use, but
you should test out the type of
music you expect to listen to to
see if it meets your musical
expectations of dynamic range
(gradations of loud and soft). A
few systems can handle 1,000 or
more increments. This may be
desirable for high-level profes-
sional or recording applications,
or for the most authentic play-
back of complex classical com-
positions. Likewise, some have
higher processor speeds that
scan the system a greater number
of times per second for greater
resolution. Some record by sens-
ing only key movements, while
others, for greater accuracy, also
sense hammershank movements.
How many notes play back? Some
systems provide playback sup-
port for all 88 notes, while others
come standard with as few as 80
solenoids (the highest and lowest
four notes are not supported),
with 88 as an option. The reason
for providing only 80 is that in-
stalling more than that number
sometimes requires removing
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some wood from the top of the
piano legs to accommodate the
extra solenoids. This is not vis-
ible and doesn’t harm the piano,
but may not be desired by some
customers. Most available music
software will play just fine on 80
notes. But if you’re planning to
record yourself and use the notes
at the extremes of the keyboard,
or if you know you’ll be playing
back music recorded elsewhere
that uses all 88 notes, you’ll want
the system to be able to play
them. If that’s the case, be sure to
let the dealer or installer know.

®  Pedals: Which pedals are played
by hardware (solenoids) and
which, if any, are mimicked by
software? Hardware provides a
more authentic piano perfor-
mance, but duplication of pedal
functions by software is simpler.
Most important is hardware
support for the sustain (damper)
pedal, and all systems currently
provide that. Only a few also
provide hardware for the soft
pedal (less important), and fewer
still for the sostenuto (middle)
pedal (unimportant).

®  Damper Pedal Performance:
Does it record multiple damper-
pedal positions, allowing for
pedaling techniques such as
“half-pedaling,” or does it simply
record an “on” or “off” position?
As with dynamic resolution, the
recording and playback of mul-
tiple pedal positions is desirable
for an authentic performance
experience. The on/off mode is
sufficient for very casual or
simple uses.

u  Pedal Functionality: Some add-on
(retrofit) systems, when installed,
may alter the functionality or feel
of the pedals, especially the
middle pedal. If possible, try
playing a piano on which a
similar player system is installed
to see if the pedal operation is

okay for you. If only the middle
pedal is affected, it might not
matter to you, because this pedal
is rarely used.

u  Playing Softly: How well does
the system play softly without
skipping notes and without
excessive mechanical noise? This
is especially important if you
plan to use the player piano for
soft background music. If so, be
sure to try out the system at a
low volume level to be sure it
meets your expectations.

u Music Software: How well does
the available music software
satisfy your needs?

= Options: What special features,
advantages, and benefits are in-
cluded or are optionally
available? Examples include the
ability to synchronize the piano
with commercially available
CDs and DVDs, features used
for teaching purposes, built-in
video monitor, subscriptions to
Internet music libraries or
streaming radio that make
available virtually unlimited
input to your piano, bundled
music software, and so forth.

u  Upgradability: To what extent is
the system upgradable? Most sys-
tems are highly upgradable, but
the upgradability of some entry-
level systems may be limited.

How Much Player-Piano
Systems Cost

The cost of electronic player-piano
systems varies enormously, not only
from one system to the next, but
even for the same system, depend-
ing on where it is installed and other
factors.

A dealer has several ways of ac-
quiring an add-on (retrofit) player
system, which can affect the price
at which the system is sold. Factory-
installed systems—installed while the
piano itself is being manufactured—

are the least expensive for the dealer
to acquire. Several large piano manu-
facturers are authorized to do this. In
addition, the companies that make
the player systems may factory-in-
stall them into brands that they own;
for example, QRS Pianomation into
the Story & Clark brand, and Pi-
anoDisc into the Mason & Hamlin
brand. When installed this way, the
difference in price between the pi-
ano alone and the piano plus player
system may be quite moderate. The
next more expensive options are
when the player system is installed
at an intermediate distribution
point before reaching the dealer,
or when a larger dealer, in his own
shop, installs a system in a piano al-
ready on the showroom floor—with
most brands of piano, either of these
can be done. More expensive yet is
when the smaller dealer must hire a
local independent installer to install
a system in a piano that is on the
dealer’s showroom floor. The most
expensive option is to have a system
installed in a piano you already own.
In that situation you also incur the
expense of having the piano moved
to and from the installer’s shop. The
resulting retail price of the most ex-
pensive option can be double that of
the least.

The cost can also vary because
player systems are often used by
dealers as an incentive to buy the
piano. The dealer will charge well
for an expensive piano, then “throw
in” the player system at cost. Or vice
versa—the dealer lets the piano go
cheaply, then makes it up by charg-
ing list price for the system. The
more modular systems can also vary
in price, according to which options
and accessories the dealer includes.

For all these reasons, quoting
prices for player systems without
knowing the context in which they’re
installed and sold is nearly futile.
Nevertheless, as a rule of thumb,
one of the more popular, typically
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configured, factory-installed QRS
or PianoDisc systems with play-
back and accompaniment might
add $5,000 to $6,000 to the street
price of the piano, with recording
capability adding another $1,500 or
so. However, for the reasons given
above, prices 30 percent lower or
higher aren’t unusual. A list of elec-
tronic player-piano add-on systems
and their manufacturers’ suggested
retail prices follows the “Model &
Pricing Guide” in this publication.

As for systems available only
as factory installations, Yamaha
Disklavier grands generally cost
$8,000 to $20,000 (street price) more
than the same Yamaha model with-
out the player system. At the high
end, a Bosendorfer CEUS will set
you back $50,000 to $60,000 (street
price). The retail prices of these sys-
tems are included under their com-
panies’ listings in the “Model &
Pricing Guide.”

THE SYSTEMS

BOSENDORFER CEUS

Yamaha Corporation of America
P.O. Box 6600

Buena Park, California 90622
714-522-9415
info@boesendorferus.com
www.boesendorfer.com

Bosendorfer’s SE Reproducer Sys-
tem, out of production for a number
of years, has been replaced by an
all-new design called CEUS (Cre-
ate Emotions with Unique Sound),
with updated electronics and so-
lenoids. The visual display is dis-
creetly located on the fallboard
and is wireless, so the fallboard can
be removed for servicing the piano
without the need to disconnect any
wires. Player controls for record-
ing, playback, and data transfer are
by means of a combination of key-
strokes on the sharp keys aligned
with the fallboard display, pedal
movements, and four small, brass,
touch-sensitive buttons on the left
side of the fallboard. When the
system is inactive, these four brass
buttons are the only evidence that
the CEUS system is installed in the
piano. Optical sensors measure key
and hammer movements at an ex-
tremely high sampling rate, for max-
imum accuracy and sensitivity to
musical nuance. Bosendorfer has a
library of recordings for CEUS, and
the system will also play standard
MIDI piano files. CEUS is available
in every Bosendorfer grand model
and adds about $70,000 to the pia-
no’s list price. Retrofitting of CEUS
into previously sold Bosendorfers is
available at the factory.

The black keys aligned with the fallboard display are among the controls used to

operate the Bésendorfer CEUS.

LIVE PERFORMANCE
MODEL LX

Live Performance, Inc.

316 California Ave., Suite 825
Reno, Nevada 89509
775-331-5533
sales@live-performance.com
www.live-performance.com

Live Performance was founded in
1992 by Wayne Stahnke, one of the
world’s foremost authorities on the
design of electronic player-piano
systems, and perhaps best known
for designing the SE reproducing
system that Bosendorfer factory-in-
stalled in its pianos in the mid-1980s.
In 2007, Live Performance intro-
duced its own player-piano system,
the Model LX, which provides play-
back performance that the company
says rivals that of the legendary SE
system at a price competitive with
other retrofittable player systems.
Compatible with any grand pi-
ano, the LX matches the technical
specifications of the SE’s playback
system, including a high keyboard
sample rate (800 times per second),
high-resolution note expression (1,020
dynamic levels for each note), sup-
port for 96 notes (to cover the ex-
tended keyboards of some concert
grands), and proportional pedaling
(256 positions). Among the LX’s
unique features is the immunity of
its expression to variations in line
voltage, using a patented propri-
etary method. The LX also features
a closed-loop pedal servomecha-
nism that enables it to reproduce
with great accuracy a pianist’s use of
the sustain pedal—especially subtle
half-pedaling effects. A keyboard-
shift (una corda pedal) option pro-
vides proportional control of the
shift with 256 positions, to make
available the added tonal colors
that the una corda provides. Retro-
fit LX kits are playback-only, but a
high-resolution recording system
providing SE-level performance is
available as a custom installation.
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In the interest of being future-
proof, the LX is not dependent on
any particular audio technology; in-
stead, it is driven by a special audio
signal delivered from any current or
future source, including CD, DVD,
and MP3 players, mobile devices,
computers, and home multimedia
distribution systems. This provides
maximum flexibility and the ability
to take advantage of future audio
technologies as they appear.

The LX is notable for having
pioneered the low-profile style of
solenoid rail that has become fash-
ionable among providers of today’s
retrofittable player systems. This
style houses an arrangement of stag-
gered solenoids within the keybed
slot, eliminating unsightly protru-
sions beneath the piano and requir-
ing less modification of the piano’s
pedal trapwork during installation.
The mounting rail’s rigid steel struc-
ture restores the integrity of the
keybed after the slot for the solenoid
rail has been cut into it.

In addition to its own high-res-
olution format, the Live Perfor-
mance Model LX plays a variety of
commercial player-piano formats.
Ten high-resolution albums from
a growing catalog of piano perfor-
mances are included with the pur-
chase of each LX system. Software
is available to translate piano per-
formances in other formats (e.g.,
MIDI files) into native LX streams,
extending the benefits of the LX’s
high-resolution performance to a
wider selection of music.

PIANODISC

PianoDisc

4111 North Freeway Blvd.

Sacramento, California 95834

916-567-9999

www.pianodisc.com
PianoDisc makes retrofit player-
piano and performance-capturing
systems, including a newly released
optical recording system, that can

be added to virtually any acoustic
piano—grand or vertical, new or
used—and even some digital pia-
nos. Pianos fitted with PianoDisc
systems maintain full functional-
ity of all pedals, and playback (and
optional record) of all 88 notes.
Piano manufacturers offer factory-
installed PianoDisc products, and
piano dealers in over 60 countries
have installations done at their loca-
tions by trained and certified Piano-
Disc technicians.

PianoDisc’s  principal player-
piano system is called iQ. The core
technology of the iQ system, hidden
within the piano body, can play back
PianoDisc music using, as a source,
almost any media player. The most
popular configuration is the i1Q iPad
Air bundled with an Apple iPad and
Airport Express for wireless con-
trol. With iQ, customers can oper-
ate all functions of the system from
a single, familiar source that also
allows them to take advantage of
hundreds of apps (offered through
Apple’s App Store and Google Play)
for additional enhancement and en-
joyment. Unique within the indus-
try, 1Q features a patented method
of detecting adjustments made in
the volume of the music player to
automatically match the piano’s vol-
ume to it. Each PianoDisc system
includes a free package of music and
video software valued at $1,400, and
a set of five CDs of the customer’s
choice from the PianoDisc catalog.

PianoDisc’s high-resolution so-
lenoid system, SilentDrive HD, is
standard equipment on all current
PianoDisc player systems. Each
key’s solenoid recognizes 1,024 lev-
els of expression. SilentDrive HD of-
fers quiet playback of original piano
performances, and features a faster
processor and streamlined architec-
ture that improve timing, velocity,
and dynamics. The ProPedal pro-
portional pedal feature, introduced
in 2013, is a low-profile, invisible

pedal-drive system that uses the pi-
ano’s original pedal trapwork with-
out any modification of the piano’s
profile or operation.

Also introduced in 2013 was the
new YouTube channel PianoTube
LIVE. It delivers, to the customer’s
home or commercial establishment,
high-quality HD videos of live con-
certs, piano performances, and even
multi-instrument/vocal recordings
or albums synchronized to a cus-
tomer’s own piano. Using the Pi-
anolube LIVE smartphone app,
customers can easily record and up-
load their own video performances
directly to YouTube, which can
then stream and play PianoDisc-
equipped pianos “live” all around
the world without requiring the sub-
stantial bandwidth needed by some
other systems. Compatible with
player systems equipped with iQ
technology, this exclusive PianoDisc
channel is designed to enhance the
PianoDisc experience by integrating
it into social media and remote edu-
cation networks.

Music Store, also introduced in
2013, has replaced MusiConnect as
a simpler, more user-friendly way to
buy and download music from the
PianoDisc website. The new process
includes a downloadable format that
delivers compressed (Zipped) MP3
files directly to a computer. Other
formats available for purchase in-
clude CD, floppy disk, and SD card.
The new, streamlined process also
includes pre-synced performances
for the PianoDisc original-album
genre PianoSync.

Beginning in the second quarter
of 2014, PianoDisc customers will be
able to use the latest Android tech-
nologies, in addition to Apple and
other smart devices, to stream au-
dio music and videos directly from
PianoDisc’s vast library to their pia-
nos, using a custom PianoDisc app
or a media player such as Avia or
DoubleTwist. In addition, customers
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will be able to purchase and play
digitally delivered content directly
from a smart device in a simple one-
step process. With Android integra-
tion, customers can also project the
synchronized videos using Google’s
Chromecast.

PianoDisc’s live, free, streaming
piano radio network, available 24/7
to all iQ-based systems, can play a
customer’s piano directly. PianoDisc
expects to soon add more stations
with a greater variety of music pro-
gramming. This service should be of
special interest to hotels, restaurants,
and other businesses that use Piano-
Disc to provide their customers with
nonstop, royalty-free entertainment.

The PianoDisc Remote app is a
utility for the iQ system with many
custom features. Although piano
and audio balance can be adjusted
with the iQ Audio Balance Control,
PianoDisc Remote lets users further
customize the volume levels and
balance of the piano and audio ac-
companiment, and to fine-tune their
synchronization. Revamped with
new features for 2014, this app is now
available at a lower price ($24.99)
through the Apple App Store.

iQ Flash, an entry-level system,
is another addition to the Piano-
Disc line. Basic operation is accom-
plished by playing PianoDisc MP3
or MIDI files from USB, SD, or
MMC flash memory. All functions
can be accessed either from the in-
cluded remote control or via a few
multifunction buttons on the face of
the i1Q Flash control box. Audio and
piano balance controls are easily

iQ Flash, an entry-level system, is the
latest addition to the PianoDisc line.

PianoDisc

adjusted with the wheel next to the
SD slot. An easy-to-read, high-con-
trast, backlit LCD display allows
the user to view and make song se-
lections, and to use the Repeat and
Shuffle features. Incorporating the
Studio Performance package into iQ
Flash allows players to capture per-
formances as MP3 files on their pre-
ferred media-storage devices. With
an additional mixer and a powered
microphone, vocals can be added to
the recording.

AlwaysPlay allows the user to im-
port any MIDI file and play it back
on the piano, even if the original
recording contains no piano part.
AlwaysPlay recognizes the lead in-
strument (guitar, organ, flute, etc.)
and substitutes the piano for it.

For use with its systems, Piano-
Disc maintains a growing library of
thousands of music titles available
as digital downloads, CDs, DVDs,
and high-definition Blu-ray discs.
The library includes solo-piano
performances by famous artists,
piano with instrumental accom-
paniment (most of these are live
recordings), and vocals in 28 dif-
ferent categories. PianoDisc has
recently introduced over a dozen
famous Chinese albums, including
folk, popular, traditional, and clas-
sical Chinese music.

PianoSync is a MIDI-controlled
piano performance that synchro-
nizes with a commercially avail-
able audio CD of a major recording
artist. PianoSync albums are pur-
chased from PianoDisc’s website
as downloads or CDs. (The pur-
chase includes the original artist’s
CD.) When the buyer plays the
merged file on the PianoDisc sys-
tem, the original CD recording is
heard, along with its new, live piano
accompaniment.

PianoVideo HD, the first high-
definition video format created spe-
cifically for modern player-piano
systems, combines MIDI, audio,

and video. The PianoVideo HD
technology gives PianoDisc owners
the ultimate entertainment experi-
ence: as they watch a high-definition
video, their piano will play along
with it live, in sync with the pianist
on screen. PianoVideo HD perfor-
mances come on standard-defini-
tion DVD or Blu-ray discs.

PIANOFORCE

Pianoforce LLC

115 South Ohio
Sedalia, Missouri 65301
877-542-8807
sales@pianoforce.com
www.pianoforce.com

Pianoforce is a new entrant into
the player-piano market under its
own name, but the company that
makes it—Ncode Ltd. of Bratislava,
Slovakia—has been developing and
manufacturing front-end controllers
for the player-piano systems of other
companies, such as Baldwin and
QRS, since 1995. In 2005, Pianoforce
was first offered as a complete system
in the pianos of selected piano
makers. In 2006, it was introduced
as a retrofit kit installable in any
piano, new or old. Designed and
built by Ncode in Europe, the kit is
ordered through a piano dealer and
is typically installed in a new piano
either at a distribution point or at
the dealer location.

Pianoforce says that its system
differs from those of its competitors
in that the main rail component also
contains all the controlling electron-
ics, eliminating the need for a lot of
complicated wiring and making for
a neater and simpler installation.
Also, a technician can plug a laptop
computer into a USB port on the
rail and, using software supplied by
Pianoforce, can customize the sys-
tem to the piano and to the custom-
er’s preferences through the control
of many playing parameters, such
as solenoid force, note release, and
pedal release. These custom settings

PIANOBUYER.COM

153



can then be archived on the laptop.
The system automatically calibrates
itself to the piano’s sound with the
help of a small sensor mounted on
the soundboard. The combination of
automatic calibration with manual
setup ensures the best playback per-
formance for each individual piano
following installation.

In 2007 Pianoforce introduced its
latest controller, the Performance.
Expanding on the company’s past
experience in supplying control com-
ponents for other companies, the new
controller contains some of the new-
est, most advanced features in the
player-piano arena, such as the abil-
ity to read the software of other sys-
tems, including Yamaha Disklavier,
QRS (except SyncAlong), and Web
Only software, plus standard MIDI
files; and onboard connections to
the Internet via an Ethernet or wire-
less hookup, through which the user
can download music from Pianoforce
or even have system problems diag-
nosed. There are three USB ports for
greater versatility, such as plugging in
flash memory or a WiFi key. There is
an optical digital stereo output and
a dedicated subwoofer output line.
The system can now be controlled
remotely via the user’s iPod Touch
or iPhone, and Internet streaming
radio is available 24/7 with piano ac-
companied by original audio tracks.

The system comes with 500 MB of
internal memory, pre-loaded with ap-
proximately 20 hours of piano music
and expandable to 8§ GB. The units are
also shipped with approximately 400
Star Track piano recordings. A Star
Track is a piano file in MIDI format
synchronized to an original audio
CD. When the audio CD is inserted,
the corresponding Star Track is acti-
vated and plays a 30-second sampler
accompaniment on the piano.

Keescan, an optional recording
feature, uses optical sensors to re-
cord key and sustain-pedal move-
ment. Also available is the AMI

box, which facilitates connection of
a microphone, iPod, and other USB
devices. In addition to the system’s
ability to play other makers’ soft-
ware, Pianoforce is building its own
library of CDs.

ORS PNOmation
QRS Music Technologies, Inc.
269 Quaker Drive
Seneca, Pennsylvania 16346
800-247-6557
Www.grsmusic.com

PNOmation II is the latest generation
of QRS Music’s flagship player-piano
product, PNOmation, formerly
called Pianomation. In addition to
PNOmation, QRS has released a
family of products under the PNO
trademark, including PNOscan, Si-
lentPNO, PNOcloud, and others.
PNOmation II is an electronic
player-piano system that can be in-
stalled in virtually any piano, grand
or vertical, new or used. Most man-
ufacturers endorse the PNOmation
system, and will install it, at a dealer’s
request, at one of their manufacturing
or distribution points. QRS installs
the system in many major brands of
piano at its own U.S. factory, and it
can also be installed at a dealer loca-
tion by a QRS-trained technician.
Traditionally, electronic player
pianos have been defined by the
type of control box at the front of
the piano, or by the controller’s ca-
pabilities. PNOmation II differs in
integrating the core features of ev-
ery controller, including the music,
into the PNOmation engine, thereby
eliminating confusing options as
well as the need to have a box hang-
ing under the piano. Instead of of-
fering a modular approach to the
equipment required for various fea-
tures, PNOmation offers all features
standard, and a modular approach
to their use. For example, the user
can log in to the PNOmation sys-
tem through any web-enabled de-
vice, pull up the system’s embedded

web-app user interface, and begin
to play the piano; or, for those who
are more comfortable with insert-
ing their music selections into the
device, music can be delivered via a
USB thumb key; then you need only
push Play on the system’s remote
control, or the Play button on the
unit itself.

Key to PNOmation IT’s flexibility is
the fact that it is delivered in a stand-
alone-network mode, with its own net-
work serving its own user interface, or
web app. The big advantage of this ap-
proach is that a web app gives the user
full control of all parameters of the
system and how music is played. Some
customers are concerned only with
whether a song is a solo performance
or a performance with background
music, which they can determine from
the web-app screen. Other customers
may want to manipulate a MIDI file
to change the tempo or tuning, and
some may want to upload a recorded
performance to view or change. None
of this is possible with an off-the-shelf
MP3 playback engine, but all of it is
easily done with QRS’s PNOmation II
web app.

The web app also offers the cus-
tomer several new control capabili-
ties over the PNOmation II engine,
including controlled release of the
sustain pedal, to give it a soft land-
ing and eliminate the potential
thump heard with the release of the
damper tray. The same controlled-
release technology has also been
applied to the keys, improving the
PNOmation’s already quiet playback
while adding much more lifelike fin-
gering. Other features include trill
timing compensation, delay compen-
sation, pitch correction, and MIDI-
output curve maps. While most
customers will use the default settings,
those who want to dial in the perfect
performance will be able to do so.

All of the data that controls the
movements of the piano keys and
pedals is in a non-compressed MIDI
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format (a high-definition MIDI for-
mat will soon be released). All music
available for the new PNOmation
II—currently over 6,300 tracks and
growing—can be purchased one
song at a time or by the album, us-
ing a subscription or credits, giving
listeners great flexibility in hearing
what they want to hear.

While not required, connecting
PNOmation II to a home network is
easy to do. As a device on a home net-
work, a PNOmation-equipped piano
can be updated and/or controlled re-
motely via the Internet by accessing
the web-app user interface via iPhone,
iPad, iTouch, Android, Mac, Google
Chrome browser, Kindle Fire, or any
other similar piece of technology.

SyncAlong is a patented means of
delivering music, whereby a MIDI-
controlled piano performance syn-
chronizes with a commercially
available audio MP3 of a major re-
cording artist. SyncAlong allows the
listener to hear the original artist’s
content while the piano plays along.
Qsync is a DVD interface designed
to implement QRS’s patented DVD
SyncAlong technology. With the
addition of Qsync, a PNOmation
II player piano will be able to play
along with selected popular, com-
mercially available concert DVDs.

PNOmation II can also be inte-
grated with the PNOscan optical
sensor strip, a leading technology
for recording performances on an
acoustic piano that is standard
on all Story & Clark pianos. The
PNOscan strip doesn’t touch the
keys, using only reflected light to
continuously measure key and
pedal movements. By integrating
PNOscan with PNOmation II in a
one-time setup operation, one need
only play the piano and the piece is
recorded—no login, no need to push
Record or Stop. Just pull up a bench
and play, and your performance is
saved both locally (named accord-
ing to your preset preferences) and

uploaded to your personal QRS
PNOcloud account. The file can also
be sent to your favorite editing pro-
gram or e-mailed to a friend—all
without boxes or wires.

Upgrades from existing Piano-
mation systems to PNOmation II
require replacing the Pianomation
processor, and installing a WiFi
adapter and a port extender—alto-
gether, about a two-hour operation.
PNOmation II can also be added to
competitors’ systems, allowing them
to have PNOmation-type capabili-
ties and music.

YAMAHA DISKLAVIER

Yamaha Corporation of America
P.O. Box 6600

Buena Park, California 90622
714-522-9011

800-854-1569
infostation@yamaha.com
www.yamaha.com

Disklaviers are Yamaha (and now
Bosendorfer) pianos that have been
outfitted with an electronic player-
piano system. These mechanisms
are installed only in new Yamahas
and the Bosendorfer model 200, and
only at the Yamaha and Bosendor-
fer factories. They cannot be ret-
rofitted into older Yamahas or any
other brand.

Disklavier differs from most after-
market systems in that Disklavier is not
modular. Whatever Disklavier features
come with a particular model of piano
are what you get (although software up-
grades are possible). The sophistication
of the key, hammer, and pedal sensing
also varies, depending on which Diskla-
vier version is associated with that par-
ticular piano model. For a number of
years, the Mark IV was the standard
Disklavier version in the U.S. It has now
been replaced by the E3.

Some of the highlights of the E3
Disklavier include:

= CD drive (floppy drive optional)

= flash memory
® infrared remote control

DELIVERING QUALITY,

VALUE AND INNOVATION

IN MUSIC TECHNOLOGY

FOR OVER 100 YEARS.

PNOmation®

PNOscan™

Story & Clark™

WWW.QRSMUSIC.COM
1-800-247-6557
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= built-in Ethernet for connecting
to your network and
downloading MIDI files

m grayscale (continuous)
hammershank sensors for more
sensitive recording capabilities
(except models DU1E3,
DGBIKE3, and DGBIKE3C)

= XG tone generator with
hundreds of synthesized and
sampled sounds

®  built-in speaker system (except
model DUIE3)

= two-track recording capabilities

= Silent System (except models
DUIE3, DGBIKES3, and
DGBIKE3C): consists of Silent
Mode (silences the acoustic piano
for listening through headphones),
Quiet Mode (silences the acoustic
piano and directs the sound to
speakers), Quick Escape Action
(maintains correct action regula-
tion when using Silent Mode or
Quiet Mode), headphones, and a
dedicated digital-piano sound chip.

= SmartKey: a teaching device

= CucTime: a smart accompani-
ment feature

= PianoSmart Audio Synchroni-
zation: the ability to link a piano
track in MIDI format with select-
ed popular CDs on the general
market for synchronized playback

m Video Sync: videotape a piano
performance and the Disklavier
will play the performance perfectly
on the piano whenever you play
the video of the performance

= Disklavier Radio: a group of
streaming MIDI music stations,
available by subscription

= Disklavier TV: streaming perfor-
mances (both live and on-
demand) that include video,
audio,andMIDLallperfectlysynchro-
nized, available by subscription

= can be controlled via any Apple
iDevice

= can play more softly than previous
Disklavier systems without
missing notes

The E3 Disklavier is available on the
48" Ul upright, and on all Yamaha
grands except models CF4 and CFo6.
The version available for grands 6' 1" and
larger is the E3PRO, which has higher in-
ternal recording resolution and a greater
dynamic range than the regular E3.

As noted above, the version avail-
able on the Ul and on 5' grand model
DGBIK has limited functionality—
key sensors only, and no Silent System
(and no speakers on the Ul). In addi-
tion, a lower-cost, Classic version of the
E3isavailable only on the model GBIK.
Although this model provides the same
range of damper effects as a standard
Disklavier, they are accomplished by
acting directly on the damper action
inside the piano, without physically
moving the piano’s pedals. This model
also has only one MSP3 speaker (most
other Disklavier models have two),
and comes with a lower-cost bench.

(Note: No longer made, but still on
dealers’ showroom floors, the models
DGCIME3, DGC2E3, DCIE3, and
DC2E3 have no hammer sensors and
no Silent System.)

Owners of Mark ITXG and Mark
III systems can access many of the
advanced features found in the E3
system by purchasing replacement
control unit DKC-850.

For simple playback, most player-
piano systems now on the market
are probably equally recommended.
The Disklavier, however, has a slight
edge in reliability, and its recording
system is more sophisticated than
most of the others, especially in the
larger grands. For this reason, it is
often the system of choice for pro-
fessional applications such as per-
formance and teaching, and much
of Yamaha’s marketing efforts are
directed at that audience.

Two examples are especially note-
worthy. Yamaha supports the Min-
nesota International e-Competition,
in which contestants gather in sev-
eral cities and play Disklavier con-
cert grands. Their performances

are recorded using Video Sync, then
sent to judges in another location,
who, rather than listen to record-
ings, watch and listen to the mu-
sic reproduced perfectly on other
Disklavier pianos.

A similar concept is a technology
called Remote Lesson, which de-
buted in spring 2010 after years of
development and testing. A student
takesalessononone Disklavier while
a teacher located far away teaches
and critiques on a second Disklavier
connected via the Internet, student
and teacher communicating with
each other in real time via video-
conferencing. Initially, this feature
will be made available only to se-
lected universities and at additional
cost. Details and timing regarding
availability of this feature to indi-
viduals is still under discussion.

Yamaha’s latest Disklavier offer-
ing is Disklavier TV, which uses Re-
moteLive technology. Disklavier TV
makes it possible for Mark IV or E3
Disklavier owners to receive video,
audio, and piano data in perfect
sync, so they can receive concerts
in their home with their Disklavier
playing the piano part in sync with
the rest of the concert. During the
2013 NAMM trade show, Yamaha
used this technology to hold a ma-
jor concert in which Elton John was
broadcast live, playing Disklavier
pianos in many different countries
simultaneously, in perfect sync with
program audio and video.

Yamaha maintains a large and
growing library of music for the
Disklavier, including piano solo, pi-
ano with recorded “live” accompani-
ment, piano with digital instrumental
accompaniment, and PianoSmart ar-
rangements. The system will also play
standard MIDI files types 0 and 1. []

Mike Kemper, a Los Angeles-based
piano technician and expert on elec-
tronic player-piano systems, contrib-
uted to this article.
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THIS SECTION contains brief descriptions of most
brands of new piano distributed nationwide in
the United States. Brands that are associated
with only a single dealer, or otherwise have mar-
ginal distribution, are omitted unless I believe
them to be significant in some respect. These
profiles contain, sometimes verbatim, mate-
rial from the fourth edition of The Piano Book
where still relevant and accurate, accumulated
changes from past Supplements, and new mate-
rial gleaned from interviews with manufacturers
and industry professionals. The contact informa-
tion listed for each brand is that of the brand’s
U.S. distributor, or of the manufacturer itself if
there is no separate U.S. distributor. Most manu-
facturers had an opportunity to see, comment on,
and correct for factual accuracy the descriptions
of their products. To keep the size manageable,
however, much historical and technical infor-
mation was abbreviated or omitted, including
information on older, discontinued models,
and on problems and defects that have long
since been rectified. Although the information
in this publication will usually be sufficient to
help guide you in purchasing a new piano, you

ALTENBURG, OTTO

Wyman Piano Company

P.O.Box 506

Colusa, California 95932

908-351-2000

info@wymanpiano.com

www.altenburgpiano.com

Pianos made by: Beijing Hsinghai Piano Group, Ltd.,
Beijing, China

This is the house brand of Altenburg Piano House, a
New Jersey piano retailer in business for over 150 years,
at one time as a manufacturer. This brand is sold via the

may wish, at your leisure, to peruse The Piano
Book for additional commentary on the brands
you’re considering. Just be aware that, particu-
larly where it conflicts with information in this
publication, The Piano Book may no longer be
accurate. In most cases, brands included in The
Piano Book but not here, are either out of busi-
ness or no longer distributed in the United States.

As in The Piano Book, the articles here are
a bit quirky—that is, they vary in length, and
in the thoroughness with which they treat their
subjects. Some companies have more interest-
ing histories, some instruments have more
unusual technical features, some brands have
more controversial issues associated with them,
and some manufacturers were more helpful
than others in providing access to interesting
material. The comments are more descriptive
than evaluative. For a “road map” depicting
how I think the piano industry views the differ-
ent brands relative to one another, see the ar-
ticle “The New-Piano Market Today.”

Note: Electronic player-piano systems are
covered in “Buying an Electronic Player-Piano
System,” elsewhere in this issue.

Internet and through other dealers, in addition to the
company’s own stores. For many years, Otto Altenburg
pianos have been made by Samick in Korea or Indone-
sia, though sometimes to musical and cabinet designs
different from Samick’s own. More recently, Altenburg
has engaged the Beijing Hsinghai Piano Group in China
to make a new line of pianos, some of which are exclu-
sive to Altenburg, with individually hitched strings. The
Beijing models are the ones shown in the Model & Pric-
ing Guide of this issue. Grand models up to 5'3" use a
laminated soundboard, larger models use solid spruce.

Warranty: 12 years, parts and labor, transferable to
future owners within the warranty period.

158

PIANOBUYER.COM



ASTIN-WEIGHT
Astin-Weight Piano Makers
P.O.Box 65281

Salt Lake City, Utah 84165
801-487-0641
astinweight@yahoo.com

Astin-Weight pianos have been made in Salt Lake City
since 1959. The company continues to engage in limited
production at several temporary locations due to storm
damage at the factory. Most sales are made directly to
consumers by the manufacturer at a steep discount.

Astin-Weight vertical pianos, 50" in height, are un-
usual from a technical standpoint because they have no
backposts, instead relying on a massive full-perimeter
plate; and also because the soundboard takes up the en-
tire back of the piano, behind the pinblock, resulting in
a much greater volume of sound than from a conven-
tional piano (see The Piano Book for an illustration of
this feature). Many of the cabinet finishes are simple,
hand-rubbed oil finishes. The 41" console has been
discontinued.

The Astin-Weight 5'9" grand is produced in very
limited quantities. It has an unusual symmetrical shape
and is hinged on the treble side instead of the bass. The
company says this shape allows for much longer strings
and a greater soundboard area.

Warranty: 25 years, parts and labor.

BALDWIN

For current-model, new pianos:

North American Music, Inc.

11 Holt Drive

Stony Point, New York 10980

845-429-0106

For parts and warranty information on older pianos:
Baldwin Piano Company

309 Plus Park Boulevard

Nashville, Tennessee 37217

615-871-4500

870-483-6111 (parts)

800-444-2766 (Baldwin 24/7 consumer hotline)
www.baldwinpiano.com

Pianos made by:Baldwin (Zhongshan) Piano and Musical
Instrument Co., Ltd.,Zhongshan, Guangdong Province, China;
Parsons Music Ltd., Yichang, Hubei Province, China

Baldwin Piano & Organ Co. was established in Cin-
cinnati in 1862 as a retail enterprise and began manu-
facturing its own line of pianos in 1890. Throughout
most of the 20th century, the company was considered

one of the most successful and financially stable piano
makers in the United States. Beginning in the 1980s,
however, the quality declined, especially as a result of
the relocation of action manufacturing to Mexico. In
2001, a combination of foreign competition and man-
agement problems resulted in bankruptcy, and pur-
chase by Gibson Guitar Corporation.

Baldwin currently manufactures vertical pianos
for the U.S. market in a factory it owns in Zhongshan,
China, where it also maintains a major presence in
the Chinese domestic, and other international, piano
markets. It also contracts with Parsons Music, a large,
well-respected manufacturer associated with a chain
of music schools and stores in Hong Kong and China,
to have grand pianos made under the Baldwin name.
In 2007, Baldwin purchased a formerly government-
owned piano factory in Dongbei, China, and for a while
made grand pianos there, but due to a dispute with the
Chinese government, production at that factory has
been temporarily halted.

The company ceased regular piano production at its
only remaining U.S. factory, in Trumann, Arkansas, at
the end of 2008, though the facility remains open as a
U.S. distribution and service center. Pianos sold in the
U.S. now bear only the Baldwin name; all other piano
names Baldwin owns and has recently used, such as
Hamilton, Wurlitzer, Chickering, Howard, and D.H.
Baldwin, have been retired, although some pianos bear-
ing those names may remain on showroom floors for
quite some time until sold.

Baldwin has re-created versions of most of its former
U.S. vertical models at its facility in Zhongshan. In most
instances, the cabinet styling of the former models, but
not the scale designs, have been copied. Models B342
and B442 are 43" consoles, in attractive furniture styles
similar to those of the former Acrosonic models 2096
and 2090, respectively. Model B243 is similar to the
famous Baldwin Hamilton studio, the most popular
school piano ever built, with toe-block construction.
Model B252 is a nearly exact replica of the former 52"
model 6000 upright, with Accu-just hitch pins, though
with a bass sustain instead of a sostenuto pedal. In
addition to re-creating versions of former U.S. verti-
cal models, Baldwin has also created a number of new
models to fill various price points and meet consumer
demand.

The Baldwin grands made by Parsons Music have
some similarities to the former U.S.-made Artist grands
in terms of cabinet styling and material specifications,
but the scale designs have been changed. Premium fea-
tures include a maple rim, sand-cast plate, solid Alas-
kan Sitka spruce soundboard, duplex scaling, real
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ebony-wood sharps, German Rd&slau music wire, Ger-
man Abel hammers, and a slow-close fallboard.
Baldwin sells an electronic player-piano system called
ConcertMaster, available only on Baldwin pianos.
Warranty: 10 years, parts and labor, to the original
purchaser.

BECHSTEIN, C.

including W.Hoffmann

Bechstein America

212-581-5550

info@bechstein-america.com

www.bechstein.de

Pianos made by: C. Bechstein Pianoforte Fabrik GmbH, Berlin
and Seifhennersdorf, Germany; and C.Bechstein Europe Ltd.
(former Bohemia Piano Ltd.), Hradec Kralové, Czech Republic

Bechstein was founded in 1853 by Carl Bechstein, a
young German piano maker who, in the exploding world
of piano technology of his day, had visions of building an
instrument that the tradition-bound piano-making shops
of Berlin were not interested in. Through fine workman-
ship and the endorsement of famous pianists, Bechstein
soon became one of the leading piano makers in Europe,
producing over 5,000 pianos annually by 1900. The two
World Wars and the Depression virtually destroyed the
company, but it was successfully rebuilt. In 1963 it was
acquired by Baldwin, and in 1986 Baldwin sold it to Karl
Schulze, a leading West German piano retailer and mas-
ter piano technician, who undertook a complete techni-
cal and financial reorganization of the company. In the
early 1990s, Bechstein acquired the names and factories
of Euterpe, W. Hoffmann, and Zimmermann. Pianos with
these names are currently being sold in Europe, but only
W. Hoffmann is sold in North America. In 2006 Bechstein
purchased a controlling interest in the Czech piano maker
Bohemia, and integrated it into a new entity called C.
Bechstein Europe Ltd.

Bechstein says that all Bechstein-branded pianos are
manufactured in Seifhennersdorf, Germany, and that
W. Hoffmann pianos are made in the Czech Republic.
Bechstein recently announced a technical-cooperation
agreement with the Chinese piano maker Hailun, and it
is widely believed in the industry that major components
for some Bechstein and/or W. Hoffmann models are made
outside Europe. With few exceptions, Bechstein prefers
not to divulge where the components for its instruments
are made, a policy that frustrates some industry observ-
ers who seek transparency. However, the company says
that, whatever the origin, all parts are inspected and made
to conform to its rigid standards; in my experience, all

models, including the less expensive ones, continue to re-
ceive praise for their high quality.

Bechstein-branded pianos use Abel or Renner ham-
mers, solid European spruce soundboards, beech or beech
and mahogany for grand rims and some structural parts,
and maple pinblocks. Three pedals are standard on all
pianos, the grands with sostenuto and the verticals with
practice pedal (sostenuto optional). Over the past de-
cade, all Bechstein grands have been redesigned with a
capo bar (eliminating the agraffes in the treble), higher
tension scale, and front and rear duplex scales for bet-
ter tonal projection and tonal color. Also, unlike older
Bechsteins, which had an open pinblock design, in the
redesigned grands the plate covers the pinblock area. For
better tuning control, the higher-level pianos are without
tuning-pin bushings.

Bechstein pianos are available in two levels of quality.
The regular verticals and partially redesigned versions of
the old grand models are a lower-priced line and say only
“Bechstein” on the fallboard. They were previously named
the Academy series. The 51%2" Concert 8 (one of my all-
time favorite verticals), several smaller verticals, and the
fully redesigned grands (models D, C, B, M/P, and L),
are the higher-priced line and say “C. Bechstein” on the
fallboard. The company says that both lines are made in
Germany, though for cost-effectiveness some parts and
components may originate in the Czech Republic.

The differences between the Bechstein and C.
Bechstein lines appear to be primarily in tonal philos-
ophy and cabinetry. C. Bechstein grands were designed
with a higher tension scale for better projection, and with
various components that the company believed would re-
sult in the greatest usable palette of tonal color: tapered
soundboard, vertically laminated bridges, hornbeam
hammer shanks, solid keybed, thicker rim, and ham-
mers with walnut moldings and AAA felt. The grand
soundboard is installed after the inner and outer rims
are joined. The ribs are tapered after being glued to the
soundboard, and the heavy-duty rim posts are dovetailed
and embedded in the rim.

The less-expensive, traditional, Bechstein-series grands
have an untapered soundboard, solid beech bridge with
beech cap, maple hammer shanks, expansion-type keybed,
and hammers with mahogany moldings and AA felt. The
same quality wood and strings are used in both. The rim
parts are joined, and the soundboard and ribs installed, in
a more efficient, less time-consuming manner than with
the C. Bechstein models. C. Bechstein keys still use leather
key bushings, whereas the Bechstein-series keys use the
more conventional cloth bushings. Bone keytops are an
option on the C. Bechstein pianos, and genuine ebony
sharps are used on both series.

160

PIANOBUYER.COM



The company uses its own Silver Line action in the
Bechstein series and, in the C. Bechstein series, its Gold
Line action, which is made to slightly stricter tolerances.
As part of its global strategy, the company uses multiple
suppliers for nearly all parts; parts for the Gold Line ac-
tion come from Renner in Germany, while Silver Line
parts are sourced from several countries, including China.
Both actions appear to be well made, and both are of the
Renner design, with the smooth, responsive touch char-
acteristic of that design. Of course, the parts from Renner
are more time-tested than the others.

The C. Bechstein cabinetry is much sleeker and more
sophisticated than the plain Bechstein series, though
both cabinets are finished to the same standard. The C.
Bechstein plates receive the royal hand-rubbed finish; the
other plates are just spray-finished in the conventional
manner.

C. Bechstein grands are impeccably made in Europe
and are “orchestrally” voiced, a concept that the company
says is related to the change of timbre at different veloci-
ties of touch. According to Bechstein, customers who do
not explore this feature of tonal design often prematurely
assume that the piano is voiced too bright for the Ameri-
can musical taste. (However, several of my colleagues had
high praise for the wide dynamic range, tonal color, and
responsive action of the redesigned 7' 8" model C grand.)
The company maintains that since voicing is a matter of
overall piano design, their pianos are voiced at the factory
to their tonal standard and should not be significantly al-
tered. Some customers may still prefer the slightly warmer
sound of the Bechstein-series grands, which are also about
half the price of the C. Bechstein models.

Bechstein engineers oversee production of the
Bechstein-designed W. Hoffmann line of pianos in the
company’s Czech facility. This is a mid-priced line in-
tended to compete with other mid-priced pianos from
Eastern Europe and Japan. Currently it consists of five
grand and four vertical models in two series. The Tradi-
tion-series instruments are entirely made in the Czech
Republic. The Vision-series pianos are assembled in the
Czech Republic, but their strung backs (the instruments’
structural and acoustical parts) are imported from China.

Warranty: S years, parts and labor, to original purchaser.

BEUJING HSINGHAI

Beijing Hsinghai Piano Group, Ltd., part of the Beijing
Hsinghai Musical Instruments Co., has been producing
pianos in Beijing, China, since 1949. It manufactures
more than 50,000 vertical and grand pianos annually,
mostly for domestic Chinese consumption. In 2005 the
company consolidated its three older plants into a new
facility of 1.2 million square feet. The pianos are avail-
able throughout the world under the Otto Meister and
Hsinghai (or Xinghai) labels, as well as under various
other labels as joint ventures with other manufactur-
ers and distributors, including Wyman and Altenburg.
Kawai also has a joint venture with Beijing, though the
pianos (formerly under the name Linden) are distrib-
uted only in Canada and Europe.

BLUTHNER

including Haessler and Rénisch. See also Irmler.
Bluthner USA LLC

5660 W.Grand River

Lansing, Michigan 48906

517-886-6000

800-954-3200

info@bluthnerpiano.com
www.bluthnerpiano.com
www.roenisch-pianos.de/en/

In Canada, contact Bluethner Piano Canada Inc.
604-264-1138

rrgarvin@telus.net

www.bluethner.ca

Pianos made by: Julius Blithner Pianofortefabrik GmbH,
Leipzig, Germany

Bliithner has been making pianos of the highest quality
in Leipzig, in the eastern part of Germany, since 1853,
and though nationalized in 1972, always remained un-
der the management of the Bliithner family. Until 1900,
Bliithner was Europe’s largest piano factory. During
World War 11, the factory was bombed, but after the
war the East German government allowed the Bliithner
family and workers to rebuild it because the Bliithner
piano was considered a national treasure (and because
the Soviet Union needed quality pianos). With the lib-
eration of Eastern Europe, Bliithner is again privately
owned by the Bliithner family.

Bliithner pianos have beech rims (grands), solid spruce
soundboards, Delignit pinblocks, Renner actions, Abel
hammers, and polyester finishes. Pianos for export have
three pedals, including sostenuto on the grands, and ce-
leste (practice) on the verticals. Bliithner builds about
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100 verticals a year in four sizes, and 500 grands a year
in six sizes.

In addition to numerous specialized furniture styles
and finishes, Bliithner has two recently issued special edi-
tions. In honor of the company’s 150th anniversary, Bliith-
ner introduced a Jubilee model with a commemorative
cast-iron plate in the style of the special-edition pianos of
a century ago. It is available in several sizes, in any style
or finish. A Julius Bliithner edition honoring the founder
of the company, now operated by the fifth generation of
his family, is available in most grand sizes, and features,
among other embellishments, brass inlays in the lid,
round Victorian legs, and a very fancy, elaborately
carved music desk in the styling designed by the founder.

Bliithner pianos incorporate several unique technical
features. With aliquot stringing, the notes in the high-
est treble section (about the top two octaves) have four
strings each instead of three. The extra string is raised
slightly above the others and vibrates only sympatheti-
cally. The effect, heard mainly in medium to forte play-
ing, is similar to that of a duplex scale, adding tonal
color to the treble and aiding the singing tone. Another
feature concerns the angled hammers, which may at
first look odd, though the reason may not be readily ap-
parent. It turns out that the angled hammers are actu-
ally cut at an angle to match the string line and mounted
straight on the shanks instead of being cut straight and
mounted at an angle like other brands. The company
says that the effect is to more evenly distribute the force
of the blow across both the strings and the hammers,
and to make a firmer connection with the backchecks,
which are also positioned in a straight line. Visually, the
effect is an even, rather than a staggered, hammer line.

In what is perhaps a world’s first, Bliithner has de-
signed and built a piano for left-handed pianists. This is
a completely backward piano, with the treble keys, ham-
mers, and strings on the left and the bass on the right.
When it was introduced, a pianist gave a concert on it
after only a couple of hours of practice! It is currently
available in the 6' 10" and 9'2" sizes by special order
(price not available).

With voicing, Bliithner pianos have a very full sound
that is warm, romantic, and lyrical, generally deeper and
darker than some of their German counterparts. Sustain
is good, but at a low level of volume, giving the tone a re-
fined, delicate character. The action is a little light, but re-
sponsive. The pianos are built of superb materials, and are
favorably priced compared to some of their competitors.

In the 1990s a Haessler line of pianos was added to
the Bliithner line. (Haessler is a Bliithner family name.)
Created to better compete in the American market,
Haessler pianos have more conventional technical and

cosmetic features than Bliithner pianos and cost about
25 percent less. For example, the grands are loop-strung
instead of single-strung, there is no aliquot stringing,
and the hammers are cut and mounted in the conven-
tional way. Case and plate cosmetics are simpler. The
pianos are made in the Bliithner factory in Germany to
similarly high quality standards.

Blithner now also owns the Ronisch brand, estab-
lished by Carl Ronisch in Dresden in 1845. In his day,
Ronisch was a pioneer in piano building, and his instru-
ments were sold throughout the world. Ronisch’s son
sold the company after World War I, and production
was moved to Leipzig after the Dresden factory was
bombed in 1945. During the Communist era, the com-
pany was taken over by the state and combined with
other piano factories, becoming privately owned again
in the 1990s. In 2009, Bliithner purchased Ronisch and
integrated the manufacturing of Ronisch pianos into its
own factory. The pianos were redesigned, and are now
offered in three vertical and three grand sizes, in more
than 100 cabinet styles, woods, and finishes.

Warranty: Bliithner and Haessler—10 years, parts
and labor, to original purchaser.

BOSENDORFER

Yamaha Corporation of America

P.O.Box 6600

Buena Park, California 90622

714-522-9415

info@boesendorferus.com

www.boesendorfer.com

Pianos made by: L. Bésendorfer Klavierfabrik GmbH, Vienna,
Austria

Bosendorfer was founded in 1828 in Vienna, Austria,
by Ignaz Bosendorfer. The young piano maker rose to
fame when Franz Liszt endorsed his concert grand af-
ter being unable to destroy it in playing, as he had ev-
ery other piano set before him. Ignaz died in 1858 and
the company was taken over by his son, Ludwig. Under
Ludwig’s direction, the firm greatly prospered and the
pianos became even more famous throughout Europe
and the world. Ludwig, having no direct descendants,
sold the firm to a friend, Carl Hutterstrasser, in 1909.
Carl’s sons, Wolfgang and Alexander, became partners
in 1931. Bésendorfer was sold to Kimball International,
a U.S. manufacturer of low- and medium-priced pianos,
in 1966. In 2002 Kimball, having left the piano business,
sold Bosendorfer to BAWAG Bank, Austria’s third larg-
est financial institution. The bank encountered financial
troubles unrelated to Bosendorfer and sold the piano
company to Yamaha in 2008. Yamaha says it will not
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be making any changes to Bosendorfer’s location or
methods of production, and that its sales network will
continue to be separate from Yamaha’s. Bosendorfer
manufactures fewer than 500 pianos a year, with close
to half of them sold in the U.S.

Bosendorfer makes a 52" upright and eight models
of grand piano, from 5' 1" to the 9' 6" Imperial Concert
Grand, one of the world’s largest pianos. The 5' 1" grand,
new in 2012 and unusually small for a Bésendorfer, has
the same keyboard as the 5'8" grand, ensuring a good
touch despite the instrument’s small size. The company
also makes slightly less expensive versions of four
grand models known as the Conservatory Series (CS).
Conservatory Series grands are like the regular grands
except that the case receives a satin finish instead of
a high polish, and some cabinet details are simpler.
Previously, the CS models also had a satin-finished
plate, and were loop-strung instead of single-strung,
but in 2009, regarding these features, the specifications
of the regular models were restored. All Bosendorfer
grand pianos have three pedals, the middle pedal being
a sostenuto.

One of the most distinctive features of the grands is
that a couple of models have more than 88 keys. The
7'4" model has 92 keys and the 9' 6" model has 97 keys.
The lowest strings vibrate so slowly that it’s actually pos-
sible to hear the individual beats of the vibration. Piano
technicians say that it is next to impossible to tune these
strings by ear, although electronic tuning aids can help
accomplish this. Of course, these notes are rarely used,
but their presence, and the presence of the extra-long
bridge and larger soundboard to accommodate them,
add extra power, resonance, and clarity to the lower reg-
ular notes of the piano. In order not to confuse pianists,
who rely on the normal keyboard configuration for spa-
tial orientation while playing, the keys for these extra
notes are usually covered with a black ivorine material.

The rim of the Bosendorfer grand is built quite dif-
ferently from that of all other grands. Instead of veneers
bent around a form, the rim is made in solid sections
that are then jointed together. It is also made of spruce
instead of the usual maple or beech. Spruce is better at
transmitting sound than reflecting it, and this, along
with the scale design, may be why Bosendorfers tend
to have a more delicate treble, and a bass that features
the fundamental tone more than the higher harmonics.
Although the stereotype that “Bosendorfers are better
for Mozart than Rachmaninoff” may be an exaggera-
tion (as evidenced by the number of performing artists
who successfully use the piano in concert for a wide va-
riety of music), the piano’s not-so-“in-your-face” sound
is certainly ideally suited for the classical repertoire,

in addition to whatever else it can do. In recent years
Bosendorfer has made some refinements to its designs
to increase tonal projection. The relatively newer 6'1",
7', and 9'2" models have been designed specifically to
appeal to pianists looking for a more familiar sound. In
all models, however, the distinctive Bosendorfer differ-
ence is still readily apparent.

In the past few years, Bosendorfer has introduced a
number of interesting instruments in new cabinet styles.
These include a Porsche-designed modern piano in alu-
minum and polished ebony (or special-ordered in any
standard Porsche finish color); the Liszt and Vienna
models of Victorian-styled pianos; and a model, Yacht, in
a decorative veneer finish with brass inlay that can be or-
dered without casters so that it can be bolted to the deck
of a ship! Edge, a modern piano designed by a group of
industrial designers, was the winner of a design competi-
tion. The Liszt Anniversary model, a limited edition of
25 instruments, commemorates the 200th anniversary
of the great composer’s birth. Gold-leaf inlays decorate
the pedal lyre and legs, and a silhouette of Liszt, outlined
in gold leaf, adorns the music desk. Perhaps not to be
outdone by Porsche, in 2009 Bésendorfer produced a
model commissioned and designed by Audi on the oc-
casion of that automaker’s 100th anniversary.

Bosendorfer makes a unique electronic player-piano
system called CEUS. See “Buying an Electronic Player-
Piano System,” elsewhere in this issue, for more in-
formation. The Bosendorfer model 200 is optionally
available with a Yamaha Disklavier E3 installed.

Perhaps the world’s most expensive piano inch for
inch, Bosendorfer grands make an eloquent case for
their prices. They are distinctive in both appearance
and sound, and are considered to be among the finest
pianos in the world.

Warranty: 10 years, parts and labor, transferable to
future owners within the warranty period.

BOSTON

Steinway & Sons

One Steinway Place

Long Island City, New York 11105
718-721-2600

800-366-1853
boston@steinway.com
www.steinway.com/boston

Pianos made by:Kawai Musical Instrument Mfg. Co., Ltd.,
Hamamatsu, Japan and Karawan, Indonesia

In 1992 Steinway launched its Boston line of pianos, de-
signed by Steinway & Sons and built by Kawai. Steinway’s
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stated purpose in creating this line was to supply Steinway
dealers with a quality, mid-priced piano containing some
Steinway-like design features for those customers “who
were not yet ready for a Steinway.” In choosing to have a
piano of its own design made in Japan, Steinway sought
to take advantage of the efficient high-technology manu-
facturing methods of the Japanese while utilizing its own
design skills to make a more musical piano than is usually
available from that part of the world. In 2009, Steinway
launched the Performance Edition of the Boston piano
with enhancements to the instruments’ design and specifi-
cations, including a grand inner rim of maple for increased
structural integrity and improved tone, the patented Octa-
grip® pinblock for smoother tuning and more consistent
torque, and improvements to hardware and keytop ma-
terial, among other things. Performance Edition models
have model numbers ending in PE. Sold only through se-
lect Steinway dealers, Boston pianos are currently avail-
able in three sizes of vertical and five sizes of grand. All
are made in Japan, except the model UP-118S PE, which
is made in Kawai’s Indonesian factory.

Boston pianos are used by a number of prestigious
music schools and festivals, including Aspen, Bowdoin,
Brevard, Ravinia, and Tanglewood.

The most obvious visible feature of the Boston grand
piano’s design (and one of the biggest differences from
Kawai pianos) is its wide tail. Steinway says this allows
the bridges to be positioned closer to the more lively cen-
tral part of the soundboard, smoothing out the break
between bass and treble. This, plus a thinner, tapered,
solid-spruce soundboard and other scaling differences,
may give the Boston grands a longer sustain though less
initial power. The wide-tail design may also endow some of
the grands with the soundboard size normally associated
with a slightly larger piano. The verticals are said to have
a greater overstringing angle, for the same purpose. Over
the last few years, the Boston verticals have been rede-
signed for greater tuning stability and musical refinement.

A number of features in the Boston piano are similar
to those in the Steinway, including the above-mentioned
maple inner rim, vertically laminated bridges for better
tonal transmission, duplex scaling for additional tonal
color, rosette-shaped hammer flanges to preserve hammer
spacing, and radial rim bracing for greater structural
stability. The Boston grand action is said to incorporate
some of the latest refinements of the Steinway action.
Cabinet detailing on the Boston grands is similar to that
on the Steinway. Boston hammers are made differently
from both Kawai and Steinway hammers, and voicers in
the Kawai factory receive special instruction in voicing
them. All Boston grand models come with a sostenuto
pedal; all verticals have a practice (mute) pedal, except

for the model UP-118S PE, which has a bass sustain.

Boston grands also have certain things in common
with Kawai RX-series grands: tuning pins, grand leg
and lyre assemblies, radial rim bracing, sostenuto pedal,
and the level of quality control in their manufacture. The
same workers build the two brands in the same facto-
ries. One important way they differ is that Kawai uses
carbon-fiber-reinforced ABS Styran plastic for most of
its action parts, whereas Boston uses only traditional
wooden parts. Although similarly priced at the whole-
sale level, Kawai pianos tend to be a little less expensive
to the retail customer than comparably sized Bostons due
to the larger discounts typically given by Kawai dealers.

Steinway guarantees full trade-in value for a Boston
piano at any time a purchaser wishes to upgrade to a
Steinway grand.

Piano technicians are favorably inclined toward Bos-
ton pianos. Some find them to have a little better sus-
tain and more tonal color than Kawais, while being
otherwise similar in quality. When comparing the two
brands, I would advise making a choice based primarily
on one’s own musical perceptions of tone and touch, as
well as the trade-up guarantee, if applicable.

Warranty: 10 years, parts and labor, to original purchaser.

BRODMANN

including Taylor London

Piano Marketing Group, LLC

752 East 21st Street

Ferdinand, Indiana 47532

812-630-0978
gary.trafton@brodmann.at
www.brodmann-pianos.com
www.taylor-pianos.com

Company Headquarters:Joseph Brodmann GmbH,
Kudlichgasse 24, A-1100 Vienna, Austria.
Phone:+43-1-890-3203;
colin.taylor@brodmann.at

Pianos made by: various makers (see text)

Joseph Brodmann was a well-known piano maker in
Vienna in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. Ignaz
Bosendorfer apprenticed in Brodmann’s workshop and
eventually took it over, producing the first Bésendorfer pi-
anos there. Today’s Brodmann is a new company, head-
quartered in Vienna, and founded in 2004 by two former
Bosendorfer executives, pursuing a direction they say
was planned as a possible second line for Bésendorfer a
number of years ago, but never acted upon.

Brodmann says its mission is to produce a piano with
high-end performance characteristics at an affordable
price by using European components in key areas, strict
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quality control, and manufacturing in countries with fa-
vorable labor rates.

There are three lines of Brodmann piano. The Pro-
fessional Edition (PE) pianos, made in China, are de-
signed in Vienna and use European components such
as Strunz soundboards, Abel hammers, Roslau strings,
and Langer-designed actions (Renner in the model 228,
a Chinese action in the verticals). For quality control,
Brodmann has its own employees from Europe in the
factory. The scale design of the 6'2" model PE 187 is
said to be similar to that of a Steinway model A and is
often singled out for praise.

The Conservatory Edition (CE), for the more price-
conscious buyer, is also made in China, and comprises
all Chinese parts (except for Japanese hammer felt), and
receives Brodmann quality control.

The Artist Series (AS), introduced in 2011 and avail-
able only in the larger grand sizes (including a concert
grand) and the largest upright size, is partially made in
China and then shipped to Germany, where the Ger-
man strings and action are installed and all musical
finishing work is performed. The rim is made of maple;
the soundboard, ribs, and pinblock are from Bolduc, in
Canada; and the piano uses a Renner action, Kluge key-
board, and Abel or Renner hammers.

The Brodmann company also makes an entry-level
piano line called Taylor London, made in China with
Asian parts, and subject to Brodmann’s quality control.

Warranty: 12 years, parts and labor, transferable to
future owners within the warranty period.

BURGER & JACOBI

Ciampi USA

1520 Appian Way

Montebello, California 90640

323-236-2446

g.ciampi@ciampi.it

www.burgerjacobi.com/en

Pianos made by:Burger & Jacobi, Hradec Kralové, Czech
Republic

In 1872, Christian Burger began making pianos in his
workshop in Burgdorf, Switzerland, later moving to larger
quarters in Biel. He was joined in 1879 by his son-in-law,
Herman Jacobi. For more than a century, aided by good
workmanship, thousands of satisfied customers, and the
endorsement of Johannes Brahms, Burger, Jacobi, and
four generations of their descendants continued making
pianos in Switzerland. In 1990, the company was purchased
by the Ciampi Group, of Rome, Italy, a leading European
distributor of musical instruments, whose founder had once
worked at Burger & Jacobi. Ciampi moved production

to the Petrof factory in the Czech Republic, where their
pianos continued to be produced until recently, with dis-
tribution primarily limited to Europe. In 2010, Ciampi
purchased its own factory in the same town as Petrof’s,
and is now expanding distribution to North America.
For North American distribution, Burger & Jacobi is
starting with three vertical and four grand models, with
prices and features aimed at the middle to upper level of
the piano market. The pianos are manufactured at their
factory in the Czech Republic, and contain a “Made in
Europe” certification. Czech-made Detoa actions and key-
boards are used in all models except the two largest grands,
which have Renner actions. All models contain a solid
spruce soundboard, Réslau strings, and Abel or Renner
hammers. The 50" upright has a true sostenuto pedal.
Warranty: 5 years, parts and labor.

CABLE, HOBART M. — See Welkin Sound.

CABLE-NELSON — See Yamaha.

CHASE, A.B. — See Everett.

CHERNOBIEFF

Chernobieff Pianos & Harpsichords
Lenoir City, Tennessee
865-986-7720
mammothpiano@gmail.com
www.chernobieff.com

Reminiscent of some piano designs attempted 200
years ago, Chernobieff’s Mammoth is one of the most
unusual pianos being built today. Dubbed a Vertical
Concert Grand, Mammoth’s model VCG stands 7' 2" tall,
weighs 1,200 pounds, and has the scale design and sound
ofa9' concert grand.
The piano’s immense struc-
ture includes six laminated
wooden back posts and a
welded steel frame, yet de-
spite its bulk, the instrument
appears quite attractive in
its custom-made cabinet of
Brazilian cherry. The sound-
board and ribs are of Sitka
spruce. The action, invented
specifically for this piano,
appears superficially to be
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like that of a vertical, but actually contains the double-
escapement feature of a grand piano action.

Inventor-builder Chris Chernobieff got his start
assembling dulcimer and harpsichord kits, and
branched out into piano service and rebuilding about
15 years ago. Inspired by other technicians who built
their own pianos, Chernobieff asked, “Why not me?”
Having spent the last several years designing and
building the Mammoth, he now has plans for a 6' verti-
cal and some innovative grand models.

Mammoth model VCG retails for $98,000.

CLINE — See Hailun.

CONCERTMASTER — See Baldwin.

CONOVER CABLE — See Samick.

CRISTOFORI
Jordan Kitt's Music Schmitt Music
12303 Twinbrook Parkway 2400 Freeway Blvd.

Rockville, Maryland 20852 Brooklyn Center,
Minnesota 55430
763-566-4560 x5075
(Wayne Reinhardt)

www.cristoforipianos.com

301-770-9081

(Chris Syllaba)
info@cristoforipianos.com
Pianos made by: Guangzhou Pearl River Piano Group Ltd.,
Guangzhou, Guangdong Province, China

Originally issued under the name Opus I, the Cristofori
and Lyrica brands are a joint undertaking by Jordan
Kitt’s Music, which owns and operates four piano deal-
erships in the D.C. and Atlanta markets; and Schmitt
Music, which has more than a dozen locations through-
out the Midwest and in Denver. Nearly ten years ago,
wanting to improve their entry-level product offerings, the
two companies combined forces to negotiate upgrades of
product features and quality control directly with the fac-
tory. Today, although the brands are identical, Cristo-
foriis sold only in Jordan Kitt’s stores, Lyrica in Schmitt
Music stores. Bartolomeo Cristofori (1655-1731) was, of
course, the inventor of the piano.

The Cristofori and Lyrica lines are manufactured by
China’s largest piano manufacturer, Guangzhou Pearl
River Piano Group. The uprights come in numerous
sizes, styles, and finishes, including 42'5" continental
consoles and 43" decorator consoles in traditional and
French cherry cabinets. The 48" professional upright,

appropriate for home or institutional use, has front legs
with toe blocks for strength, a large soundboard and
long strings for bigger sound, and—new in 2012—a
slow-close fallboard. Grands come in lengths of 4' 10",
5'3" 5'7" and 6'2". The 5'3" and 5' 7" sizes are wide-
tail designs, which gives these mid-sized grands a larger
soundboard area and, thus, a bigger sound.

The Cristofori and Lyrica pianos are differentiated
from Pearl River’s own line of pianos by upgraded
specifications such as the use of highest-quality Mapes
strings from the U.S.; all-spruce veneered sound-
boards of premium Siberian spruce; a different selec-
tion of cabinet styles; and a full, transferable warranty.
U.S. technicians inspect every Cristofori and Lyrica
piano at the Pearl River factory prior to crating and
shipping.

Warranty: 12 years, parts and labor, transferable to
future owners within the warranty period.

CUNNINGHAM

Cunningham Piano Company

5427 Germantown Avenue

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 19144

800-394-1117

215-438-3200

www.cunninghampiano.com

Pianos made by: Ningbo Hailun Musical Instruments Co. Ltd.,
Ningbo, Zhejiang Province, China; with Cunningham Piano
Company, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Cunningham Piano Company began manufacturing pia-
nos in 1891 and, in its time, was the largest piano maker
in Philadelphia. The original Cunningham factory ceased
production in December 1943. The company was reopened
in December 1945 as a piano rebuilder and retailer. Today,
Cunningham specializes in the restoration of high-qual-
ity American and European pianos, and produces the
new Matchless Cunningham.

Designed by Frank Emerson, the Matchless Cun-
ningham is based on the original Cunningham scale
designs. “Matchless” is used in reference to an offer
made by Patrick Cunningham over a century ago: that
he would pay $10,000 to anyone who could build a bet-
ter piano. Because no one ever took him up on his offer,
Cunningham labeled his piano the Matchless. Today,
Matchless also refers to a unique combination of high-
quality parts and a successful American scale design,
assembled in China at the world-class Hailun factory,
and with quality control overseen by Cunningham in
Philadelphia. The line consists of grands from 5' to 9'
and two verticals, 44" and 50".
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Cunningham grands have maple rims (arguably nec-
essary for best sound), custom-designed German Abel
Hammers, German music wire, agraffes, duplex scal-
ing, and slow-close mechanisms on both the fallboard
and lid. Cunningham regularly sends technical staff to
the Ningbo Hailun factory to oversee production, and
each piano undergoes a thorough final preparation by
Cunningham in Philadelphia.

The special Heritage Series incorporates art cases
that reflect late Victorian styling. Handcrafted cabinet
parts are made and installed in Cunningham’s Philadel-
phia facility, making each instrument unique. Custom-
ers have the option of customizing certain aspects of the
cabinetry based on their personal preferences.

Warranty: 10 years, parts and labor.

DONGBEI

The Dongbei Piano Company in China is owned by
Baldwin Piano Company, a subsidiary of Gibson Gui-
tar Corporation, and until fairly recently made pianos
that were sold in North America by various distributors
and under a variety of names, including Baldwin, Ev-
erett, and Hallet, Davis & Co. (see listings under those
names). Pianos made under the names Nordiska and
Weinbach are no longer distributed in the U.S.

Dongbei is Chinese for “northeast.” In 1952, Dongbei
was formed by splitting off from a government-owned
piano factory in Shanghai and establishing a new govern-
ment-owned factory in the northeastern part of the coun-
try. Dongbei began a process of modernization in 1988
when it purchased the designs and manufacturing equip-
ment for a vertical piano model from the Swedish com-
pany Nordiska when that company went out of business.
The Swedish-designed model 116 vertical was strikingly
more advanced than Dongbei’s own Prince and Princess
lines. (At that time, Dongbei made only vertical pianos.)

In 1991 Dongbei entered into an agreement with
Korean piano maker Daewoo whereby Daewoo would
assist Dongbei in improving its production of vertical
pianos. In 1996 that relationship was extended to the de-
sign and production of grands. In 1997, when Daewoo
decided to leave the piano business, Dongbei purchased
nearly all of Daewoo’s grand-piano manufacturing
equipment and began making grands. Export to the
U.S. began in 1994 under the brand name Sagenhaft, at
first only of vertical pianos. When the export of grands
began in 1998, other brand names, such as Nordiska,
Everett, and Story & Clark, began to become available,
and over the next 10 years production for both domestic
use and for export grew enormously.

When Daewoo left the piano business in 1997, some
of the technicians and designers sent by Daewoo to ad-
vise Dongbei stayed on with Dongbei for many years,
during which they designed numerous new piano mod-
els. Some of these technicians had trained in both Ko-
rea and Germany. In the opinion of many technicians
who have examined a variety of pianos from China, the
Dongbei grand-piano designs are musically among the
best and most successful.

In early 2007 Gibson Musical Instruments, parent of
Baldwin Piano Company, acquired Dongbei Piano and re-
named it Baldwin Dongbei (Yingkou) Piano and Musical
Instrument Co., Ltd., thus creating a major piano-man-
ufacturing power in China with two plants. (The other
plant, Baldwin [Zhongshan] Piano and Musical Instru-
ment Co., Ltd., is in southern China.) To make the for-
merly government-owned operation more efficient and
profitable, Baldwin had to reduce the size of Dongbei’s
workforce and production output. Due to a dispute with
the Chinese government over these issues, however, pi-
ano production at Dongbei was discontinued, and Bald-
win is contracting with Parsons Music, another Chinese
piano maker, to manufacture Baldwin grand pianos.

ESSEX

Steinway & Sons

One Steinway Place

Long Island City, New York 11105

718-721-2600

800-366-1853

essex@steinway.com

www.steinway.com/essex

Pianos made by: Guangzhou Pearl River Piano Group Ltd.,
Guangzhou, Guangdong Province, China

Essex pianos are designed by Steinway & Sons engineers
and are made in China by Pearl River. Steinway intro-
duced its Essex line of pianos in early 2001 with a lim-
ited offering of models made by Young Chang, and the
brand kept an unusually low profile in the piano market
for a number of years. In 2006, a major relaunch of Es-
sex included a new and very complete line comprising
35 grand and 31 vertical models and finishes.

Today, two grand sizes and three vertical scales are
made. The 42" model EUP-108 is a continental-style ver-
sion of the 44" model EUP-111 console. The 46" model
EUP-116 studio is available in 10 different and striking
cabinets designed by Steinway & Sons and renowned
furniture designer William Faber. Styles include: Clas-
sic, Queen Anne, Italian Provincial, French Country,
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Formal French, English Country, English Traditional,
Contemporary, and Sheraton Traditional. These mod-
els incorporate various leg designs (including cabriole
leg, spoon leg, and canopy-styled tapered leg and arm
designs) and hand-carved trim (such as Acanthus leaf
and tulip designs, and vertical bead molding), highly
molded top lids, picture-frame front panels, and styl-
ized, decorative music desks. The 48" model EUP-123
upright comes in a traditional style in four finishes,
along with Empire and French styles; an all-new school
model, the EUP-1238S, is offered in ebony polish only.

The Essex grands are available in 5' 1" (EGP-155)
and 5' 8" (EGP-173) sizes in Classic and French Provin-
cial styles. They come in a variety of regular and exotic
veneers in high polish polyester and satin luster (semi-
gloss) finishes.

Like Steinway’s Boston pianos, the Essex line was de-
signed with a lower tension scale and incorporates many
Steinway-designed refinements. Included in these are a
wide tail design that allows the bridges to be positioned
closer to the more lively, central part of the soundboard,
smoothing out the break between bass and treble. This
and a thinner, tapered solid-spruce soundboard, and other
scaling differences, produce a tone with a longer sustain.
Other Steinway-designed features include an all-wood
action with Steinway geometry, and with rosette-shaped
hammer flanges, like those used in Steinway grands, to
preserve hammer spacing; pear-shaped hammers with
reinforced shoulders and metal fasteners; vertically lami-
nated bridges with a solid maple cap; duplex scale; radial
bracing (in grands); and staggered backposts (in verticals).

Steinway has put an immense amount of time and ef-
fort into the relaunch of Essex. The pianos are entirely
new designs by Steinway engineers, not warmed-over
designs from other companies. Steinway has a perma-
nent office in Shanghai, China, and full-time employ-
ees who inspect the pianos made in the Asian factory.
I expect that the quality of the Essex pianos will be to-
ward the upper end of what these factories are capable
of producing. So far, feedback from piano technicians
confirms this expectation.

Steinway guarantees full trade-in value for an Essex
piano toward the purchase of a Steinway grand within
10 years.

Warranty: 10 years, parts and labor, to original
purchaser.

ESTONIA

Laul Estonia Piano Factory Ltd.
7 Fillmore Drive

Stony Point, New York 10980
845-947-7763
laulestoniapiano@aol.com
www.estoniapiano.com

Pianos made by: Estonia Klaverivabrik AS, Tallinn, Estonia

Estonia is a small republic in northern Europe on the
Baltic Sea, near Scandinavia. For centuries it was under
Danish, Swedish, German, or Russian domination, and
finally gained its independence in 1918, only to lose it
again to the Soviet Union in 1940. Estonia became free
again in 1991 with the collapse of the Soviet Union.

Piano-making in Estonia goes back over 200 years
under German influence, and from 1850 to 1940 there were
nearly 20 piano manufacturers operating in the country.
The most famous of these was Ernst Hiis-Ihse, who
studied piano making in the Steinway Hamburg and
Bliithner factories and established his own company
in 1893. His piano designs gained international recog-
nition. In 1950 the Communist-dominated Estonian
government consolidated many smaller Estonian piano
makers into a factory managed by Hiis, making pianos
under the Estonia name for the first time. The instru-
ments became prominent on concert stages throughout
Eastern Europe and, amazingly, more than 7,400 con-
cert grands were made. However, after Hiis’s death,
in 1964, the quality of the pianos gradually declined,
partly due to the fact that high-quality parts and ma-
terials were hard to come by during the Communist
occupation of the country. After Estonia regained its
independence in 1991, the factory struggled to maintain
production. In 1994 Estonia pianos were introduced to
the U.S. market.

In 1994 the company was privatized under the Esto-
nia name, with the managers and employees as owners.
During the following years, Indrek Laul, an Estonian
recording artist with a doctorate in piano performance
from the Juilliard School of Music, gradually bought
shares of the company from the stockholders until, in
2001, he became sole owner. Dr. Laul lives in the U.S.
and represents the company here. In 2005, at its 100th-
anniversary celebration, the Juilliard School named
him one of the school’s top 100 graduates. Estonia
makes 200 to 300 pianos a year, all grands, mostly for
sale in the U.S.

Estonia pianos have rims of laminated birch, sand-
cast plates, Renner actions and hammers, laminated
red beech pinblocks, and European solid spruce sound-
boards. They come in 5'6", 6'3", 6' 10" (new in 2013),
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7'4" (introduced in 2011), and 9' sizes. All have three
pedals, including sostenuto, and come with a slow-close
fallboard and an adjustable artist bench.

When I reported on Estonia pianos for the fourth edi-
tion of The Piano Book (2001), it was a good piano with
much potential, but as the company was still rebound-
ing from problems suffered during the Communist era,
some caution was advised. Since becoming sole owner in
2001, Dr. Laul has made so many improvements to the
piano that it is practically a different instrument. These
include: rescaling the bass, and upgrading the machin-
ery for producing hand-wound bass strings; improving
the method of drilling pinblocks; stronger plates and
improved plate finishes; thicker inner and outer rims;
improved fitting of soundboard to rim; concert-grand—
quality soundboard spruce on all models; quartersawn
maple bridge caps; adjustable front and rear duplex
scales; wood for legs and keyslips heat-treated to better
resist changing climatic conditions; Renner Blue ham-
mers on all models; better-quality metal hardware that
resists oxidation; suede-covered music-desk tray; im-
proved, more scratch-resistant satin finishes; establish-
ing a quality-control department headed by Dr. Laul’s
father (both of his parents are professional musicians);
higher-grade and artistically matched veneers; and es-
tablishing a U.S. service center for warranty repairs. All
pianos are now accompanied by a quality-control cer-
tificate signed by a member of the Laul family, and each
piano is played and checked by them.

The Estonia factory has recently introduced a new
custom line of pianos, offering exotic veneers such as
rosewood, bubinga, and pyramid mahogany, and is will-
ing to finish instruments to fit the desires of individual
customers. The custom line also features a number of dif-
ferent Victorian-style legs and ornamental music desks.

In the short time Estonia pianos have been sold here,
they have gathered an unusually loyal and devoted fol-
lowing. Groups of owners of Estonia pianos, completely
independent of the company, frequently hold musical
get-togethers at different locations around the country.
The pianos have a rich, warm, singing tone; are very
well constructed and well prepared at the factory; and
there is hardly a detail that the company has not exam-
ined and impressively perfected. The price has risen
over the years, but they are still an unusually good value
among higher-end instruments.

Warranty: 10 years, parts and labor, to original
purchaser.

EVERETT

including A.B.Chase and Vose & Sons
Wrightwood Enterprises, Inc.

717 St.Joseph Drive

St.Joseph, Michigan 49085
616-828-0618

www.everett-piano.com

Pianos made by: Dongbei Piano Company, Ltd., Yingkou,
Liaoning Province, China

The Everett Piano Company originated in Boston in
1883 and moved to South Haven, Michigan, in 1926. It
was acquired by Yamaha in 1973. Until mid-1986, Ya-
maha made a line of Everett vertical pianos in the Mich-
igan factory alongside its U.S.-made Yamaha pianos.
When Yamaha moved its U.S. piano manufacturing to
Thomaston, Georgia, in 1986, it contracted with Bald-
win to continue making Everett pianos. The contract
terminated in 1989, and Yamaha dropped the line per-
manently. See the entry for Everett in The Piano Book
for more information about pianos from that era.

The Everett name has been used by Wrightwood
Enterprises, Inc. since 1995. The pianos are made in
China by the Dongbei Piano Company (see Dongbei).
The grands have duplex scaling and a bass scale that is
custom made for the Everett brand, the company says.
The same pianos are also sold under the A.B. Chase and
Vose & Sons labels.

Warranty: 10 years, parts and labor, to original
purchaser.

FALCONE — See Welkin Sound.

FANDRICH & SONS

Fandrich & Sons Pianos

7411 Silvana Terrace Road
Stanwood, Washington 98292
360-652-8980

877-737-1422
fandrich@fandrich.com
www.fandrich.com

Pianos made by: Pearl River

In the late 1980s, Darrell Fandrich, RPT, an engineer,
pianist, and piano technician, developed a vertical piano
action designed to play like a grand, for which 10 patents
were issued. In July 2013, a new patent application was
filed in the U.S. (along with an application for future in-
ternational patents) on an improved version of the action.
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The improvement features use of a grand-piano knuckle,
and results in improved touch and repetition, and the feel
of aftertouch at the bottom of the keystroke.

You can see an illustration of the original Fandrich
Vertical Action™, an explanation of how it works, and
some history of its development in the third and fourth
editions of The Piano Book and on the Fandrich & Sons
website. Since 1994, Fandrich and his wife, Heather,
have been installing Renner-made Fandrich actions in
selected new pianos, selling them under the Fandrich
& Sons label. They also sell some grands (with regular
grand actions) under that name.

Over the years, the Fandrichs have installed their
actions in over 300 instruments, including ones from
Bohemia, Feurich, Klima, Pearl River, Wilh. Stein-
berg, and Steingraeber. At present, the action is being
installed in 51%2" Pearl River uprights featuring Lothar
Thomma scale designs (under the Fandrich & Sons la-
bel), and, by special order, in 51" Steingraeber uprights
(under the Steingraeber & Sohne label). The converted
pianos are available directly from the Fandrichs, as well
as from their Canadian representative, in Montreal
(contact the Fandrichs for information).

Playing a piano outfitted with a Fandrich Vertical Ac-
tion is a very interesting experience. The action easily
outperforms that of most other vertical pianos on the
market, and some grands as well. The Fandrichs have
now had 25 years of experience in refining and servicing
the action, and reports suggest that customers are very
satisfied with them.

Fandrich & Sons grand pianos are manufactured in
China by the Pearl River Piano Group. These pianos
feature Lothar Thomma scale designs, and are reman-
ufactured at the Fandrich & Sons facility in Stanwood,
Washington. The company offers three sizes of grand
piano—models 170 (5' 7"), 188 (6'2"), and 212 (7')—in
two configurations: Standard (S) and Enhanced (E),
the latter with Heller bass strings from Germany and/
or Abel hammers, depending on customer preference.
The tone of the S model is said to be powerful, dark,
and sonorous; the E model, in contrast, is more bril-
liant and transparent. All models feature precision
touchweighting using the Fandrich-Rhodes Weight-
bench™ system, which enables precise control of ac-
tion inertia as well as traditional up- and downweight;
redesigned pedal-lyre and trapwork systems; and a
very extensive high-end preparation. All Fandrich &
Sons pianos come with an adjustable matching bench.

The Fandrichs are passionate about their craft and
choose the brands they work with carefully for musical
potential. In addition to making standard modifications
and refinements to remedy perceived shortcomings in the

original Chinese-made instruments, the Fandrichs are
inveterate tinkerers always searching for ways to make
additional improvements, however subtle. As a result,
many who play the pianos find them to be considerably
more musical than their price and origin would suggest.

Warranty: 12 years, parts and labor, to original
purchaser.

Note: Do not confuse the Fandrich & Sons pianos
with the 48" Fandrich upright that was once manufac-
tured with a Fandrich Vertical Action by Darrell Fan-
drich’s brother, Delwin Fandrich. That piano has not
been made since 1994.

FAZIOLI

Fazioli Pianoforti srl
Via Ronche 47

33077 Sacile (Pn), Italy
+39-0434-72026
info@fazioli.com
www.fazioli.com

In 1978, musician and engineer Paolo Fazioli of Rome,
Italy, began designing and building pianos, with the ob-
ject of making the finest-quality instruments possible.
Now even the most famous piano makers of Western
Europe are recognizing his accomplishment, and artists
throughout the world are using the instruments success-
fully on the concert stage and elsewhere.

As a youth, Fazioli studied music and engineering,
receiving advanced degrees in both subjects. He briefly
attempted to make a living as a concert pianist, but in-
stead joined his family’s furniture company, rising to
the position of factory manager in the Rome, Sacile,
and Turin factories. But his creative ambitions, com-
bined with his personal search for the perfect piano,
finally led him to conclude that he needed to build his
own piano. With advice and financial backing from his
family, in 1977 Fazioli assembled a group of experts in
woodworking, acoustics, and piano technology to study
and scientifically analyze every aspect of piano design
and construction. The following year, prototypes of
his new instruments in hand, he began building pianos
commercially in a factory housed at one end of the fam-
ily’s Sacile furniture factory, a top supplier in Italy of
high-end office furniture.

In 2001, Fazioli built a new, expanded, modern pi-
ano-production facility, and in 2005 opened an adjoin-
ing 198-seat concert hall with a stage large enough for a
chamber orchestra, where he maintains a regular concert
schedule of well-known musicians who perform there.
The concert hall is designed so that it can be adjusted
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acoustically with movable panels and sound reflectors
to optimize the acoustics for performing, recording, or
testing, and for different kinds of music, musical ensem-
bles, and size of audience. The hall is used for the re-
search and testing of pianos—every instrument Fazioli
makes is tested here. In addition to these activities in the
concert hall, the new factory also contains a department
for ongoing research in piano design in cooperation with
a number of educational institutions.

Fazioli builds only grands, about 120 per year, in six
sizes from 5'2" to 10' 2", the last one of the largest pia-
nos in the world, with the further distinction of having
four pedals. Three are the usual sustain, sostenuto, and
una corda. The fourth is a “soft” pedal that brings the
hammers closer to the strings—similar to the function
in verticals and some older grands—to soften the sound
without altering the tonal quality, as the una corda of-
ten does. A unique compensating device corrects for the
action irregularity that would otherwise occur when the
hammers are moved in this manner. The fourth pedal
is available as an option on the other models. Fazioli
also offers two actions and two pedal lyres as options
on all models. Having two actions allows for more voic-
ing possibilities without having to constantly revoice
the hammers. A second pedal lyre containing only three
pedals can be a welcome alternative for some pianists
who might be confused by the presence of a fourth pedal.

All Fazioli pianos have inner and outer rims of
maple, and seven-ply maple pinblocks from Bolduc,
in Canada. The pianos have Renner actions and ham-
mers and Kluge keyboards. The bronze capo d’astro
bar is adjustable in the factory for setting the strike
point and treble string length for best high-treble tone
quality, and is removable for servicing if necessary;
and the front and rear duplex scales can be tuned to
maximize tonal color. The company says that a criti-
cal factor in the sound of its pianos is the scientific
selection of its woods, such as the “resonant spruce”
obtained from the Val di Fiemme, where Stradivari re-
portedly sought woods for his violins. Each piece of
wood is said to be carefully tested for certain resonant
properties before being used in the pianos. Similarly,
three different types of wood are used for the bridge
caps, each chosen for the most efficient transmission of
tonal energy for a particular register.

An incredible level of detail has gone into the de-
sign and construction of these pianos. For instance,
in one small portion of the soundboard where addi-
tional stiffness is required, the grain of the wood runs
perpendicular to that of the rest of the soundboard,
cleverly disguised so as to be almost unnoticeable.
The pianos are impeccably prepared at the factory,

including very fine voicing—even perfect tuning of
the duplex scales.

A series of stunning art-case pianos is a testament
to the ability of the Fazioli artisans to execute virtually
any custom-ordered artistic variation on the six Fazioli
models.

Many artists, and others most familiar with Fazioli
pianos, describe them as sources of inspiration with a
wide color palette and dynamic range, and combining
great power with great warmth in a way that causes mu-
sic played on them to “make sense” in a way made pos-
sible by few other pianos.

Each Fazioli piano is built saving one ton of carbon
dioxide, thanks to the use of electricity produced by
a new photovoltaic system installed on the roof of the
Fazioli factory.

Warranty: 10 years, parts and labor, transferable to
future owners within the warranty period.

FEURICH

Feurich USA

1771 Post Road East

Suite 239

Westport, Connecticut 06880

203-858-5979

eric@perarts.com

www.feurich.com

Pianos made by:Ningbo Hailun Musical Instruments Co. Ltd.,
Ningbo, Zhejiang Province, China

This German piano manufacturer was founded in
Leipzig in 1851 by Julius Feurich. At its height in the
early part of the 20th century, the company employed
360 people, annually producing 1,200 upright and 600
grand pianos. Like many German manufacturers, how-
ever, Feurich lost its factory during World War I1. Follow-
ing the war, the fourth generation of the Feurich family
rebuilt in Langlau, in what became West Germany.

In 1991, Bechstein purchased Feurich and closed the
Langlau factory, but in 1993 the name was sold back
to the Feurich family. For a time, production was con-
tracted out to other German manufacturers, including
Schimmel, while the Feurich family marketed and dis-
tributed the pianos. In 1995, Feurich opened a new fac-
tory in Gunzenhausen, Germany. Under the direction
of Julius Feurich, the fifth generation, the family-owned
company once again began building its own high-qual-
ity pianos.

In 2011, Feurich was acquired by Wendl & Lung,
headquartered in Vienna, Austria, which distributed a
line of pianos under that name made to their specifica-
tions by Hailun in China. The Wendl & Lung pianos
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were rebranded as Feurich, and distributed along with
Feurich pianos made under license by Julius Feurich in
Gunzenhausen.

In 2012, Julius Feurich terminated his licensing
agreement with Wendl & Lung, choosing instead to
manufacture pianos independently under another
name. Wendl & Lung continues to make and distribute
Feurich pianos, utilizing a separate assembly line within
the Hailun factory. In addition, a new line of German-
made Feurichs is under development, to be manufac-
tured near Cologne.

Ernest Bittner, founder and Managing Director of
Wendl & Lung, has continued to develop the Feurich
line, introducing a new model 115 vertical, designed
by Rolf Ibach. The popular model 178 grand has un-
dergone many changes, including refinements of action
ratios and the implementation of a completely new cast-
iron frame. This piano is becoming the model 179, to fur-
ther differentiate it from the Hailun-branded model 178.

For its U.S. distribution, Feurich is following its Eu-
ropean business model of using distribution centers to
complete the musical preparation of the instruments—
every piano entering the country is unboxed and com-
pletely prepped. In fact, Feurich pianos entering this
country have received no voicing at the Hailun factory,
which allows the distribution centers to control the criti-
cal final hammer preparation and voicing. Currently,
Feurich has very limited distribution in the U.S.

Feurich offers an optional Harmonic Pedal on its
grand pianos. This fourth pedal is essentially the in-
verse of a sostenuto—instead of holding up the dampers
of notes pressed prior to depressing the pedal, it holds
up all but those notes. The effect, known as “remanence
harmony,” is to allow the overtones of the depressed
notes to sing out in a sustained fashion.

Warranty: 5 years, parts and labor, to original
purchaser.

FORSTER, AUGUST
German American Trading Co., Inc.
P.O.Box 17789

Tampa, Florida 33682
813-961-8405
germanamer@msn.com
www.august-foerster.de

Pianos made by: August Forster GmbH, Lobau, Germany

The August Forster factory was founded by Friedrich
August Forster in 1859 in Lobau, Germany, after Forster
studied the art of piano building. During the years of
control by the government of East Germany, the factory
was managed by the fourth-generation piano builder,
Wolfgang Forster. After the reunification of Germany
and privatization, Wolfgang and his family once again
owned their company. August Forster GmbH is now
managed in the fifth generation by Wolfgang’s daughter,
Annekatrin Forster.

With a workforce of 40 using a great deal of hand la-
bor, Forster makes about 120 grands a year in four sizes,
and 150 verticals a year in three sizes. The pianos are
very well built structurally, and the cabinets are elegant.
Rims and pinblocks are of beech, soundboards of solid
mountain-grown spruce, and bridges are of hardrock
maple (without graphite). Each string is individually
terminated (single-strung). The actions are made by
Renner with Renner hammers. A sostenuto pedal is
standard on all grand models.

The tone of August Forster grands is unique, with
a remarkable bass: dark, deep, yet clear. As delivered
from the factory, the treble is often quite bright, and for
some American tastes might be considered a bit thin—
it is a less complex sound that emphasizes clarity. This,
however, can be modified somewhat with voicing and
a good dealer preparation. The instruments are quite
versatile, at home with Mozart or Prokofiev, classical or
jazz. The 6'4" model is often said to have an especially
good scale. The concert-quality 7'2" and 9' 1" models
are well balanced tonally, and over the years have been
endorsed by many famous artists. The Renner actions
are very responsive and arrive in exacting regulation.
The new 53" model 134K anniversary upright, intended
for pianists who don’t have space for a grand, has such
grand-piano-like features as a full sostenuto; a large,
adjustable music desk; and black keys of real ebony.

Most of the comments regarding the quality of mate-
rials and workmanship of the Forster grands also apply
to the verticals. The cabinet of the vertical is of excep-
tional width, with extra-thick side panels of solid-core
stock. Counter bridges are used on the outside of the
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soundboard to increase its mass. The verticals have a
full set of agraffes, and all the hardware and handmade
wood parts are of elegant quality. The actions are built
by Renner. The verticals possess the same warm, rich,
deep bass tone as the grands.

Warranty: 5 years, parts and labor, to original purchaser.

GROTRIAN

Grotrian Piano Company GmbH
P.O.Box 5833

D-38049 Braunschweig, Germany
+49-531-210100
+49-531-2101040 (fax)
contact@grotrian.de
www.grotrian.de

Don Glasgow

Director of Sales North America
251-967-2431
don.glasgow@gmail.com

Friedrich Grotrian was born in 1803 in Schoningen,
Germany, and as a young man lived in Moscow, where
he ran a music business and was associated with piano
manufacturing. Later in his life he teamed up with C.F.
Theodor Steinweg, son of Heinrich Steinweg, to build
pianos. Heinrich had emigrated to the U.S. about 1850,
soon to establish the firm of Steinway & Sons. Theodor
followed in 1865, selling his share in the partnership to
Wilhelm Grotrian, son of Friedrich, who had died in
1860. Thereafter, the firm became known as Grotrian-
Steinweg. (In a legal settlement with Steinway & Sons,
Grotrian-Steinweg agreed to use only the name Gro-
trian on pianos sold in North America.)

Even as early as the 1860s, Grotrian pianos were well
known and highly respected throughout Europe. Each
successive generation of the Grotrian family maintained
the company’s high standards and furthered the techni-
cal development of the instrument. Today the company
is owned by the sixth generation of Grotrians. Housed in
an up-to-date factory, and using a combination of mod-
ern technology and traditional craftsmanship, Grotrian
makes about 500 verticals and 100 grands a year. In
2010, the company celebrated its 175th anniversary.

Grotrian grands have beech rims, solid spruce sound-
boards, laminated beech pinblocks, Renner actions, and
are single-strung. Grotrian prides itself on what it calls its
“homogeneous soundboard,” in which each piece of wood
is specially chosen for its contribution to the tone of the
soundboard. The cast-iron plate is attached with screws
along the outer edges of the rim, instead of on top of the

rim, which the company says allows the soundboard to
vibrate more freely. The vertical pianos have a unique
star-shaped wooden back structure and a full-perimeter
plate. Grotrian makes five sizes of grand and six sizes of
vertical piano. New “studio” versions of grand models
192 (6'3") and 208 (6'10"), made for institutions, have
scratch-resistant cabinet finishes, wider music desks, and
more impervious soundboard finishes.

Grotrian also makes a lower-cost line, called Friedrich
Grotrian, with a beech back frame but no back posts, and
a simpler cabinet. It’s available in a 43'2" model in pol-
ished ebony with legs, and in 434" and 45" models for in-
stitutional use, with satin fini