Want Your Piano Playing to Sound Super?
Turn Your Keyboard into a Cast of Characters
By Ed Mascari
Do you wish your piano playing had more life to it?
Are you struggling to get past the notes and on to a more expressive keyboard style?
A few years ago, I was watching the TV show Who Wants to Be a Millionaire.
The contestant was asked the following question:
“On the piano, which direction causes the pitch to get higher, going to the left or to the right?”
The contestant did not know the answer.
Do you?
One of the many reasons that the piano is considered such an important instrument
is that you can play every note used in the musical universe: from the lowest to the highest pitch.
Not only that, you can also see what you are playing.
In order for a symphony orchestra to play every note that is on the piano, it needs many different
instruments. This is because each of the instruments has a smaller range (number of notes) that it can
play.
Have you wondered why the piano has a very special note called Middle C?
Middle C divides the piano into treble and bass clef—but you already know that.
Do you know why?
Not only does your right hand play music written in the treble clef, but this part of the
keyboard represents the instruments of the orchestra, such as the violin, flute, oboe and
trumpet, that sound from the middle to the highest range of all of the notes.
The same holds true for the bass clef (the music your left hand usually plays).
Instruments including the bassoon, bass fiddle, trombone and cello all have ranges found on the
middle to lower part of the keyboard.
What I’m leading up to is this:
It’s not just that it takes all of these different instruments to play the notes that are found on the piano.
It’s the fact that you can make your piano playing sound so much more colorful
when you capture the distinct character of each non-keyboard instrument.
Here are 5 tips for turning your keyboard into a colorful cast of characters.
1.
When you came across a lyrical melody in the bass clef, e.g. the middle section of Gershwin’s
Prelude No. 2, think of Yo-Yo Ma playing the cello.
2.
If your selection is a slow sorrowful song, listen to a recording of Dvorak’s Largo from
The New World Symphony. Focus on the color and expression of the English Horn as it plays the melody.
3.
To create a walking bass line that really swings, learn from the master of the jazz bass fiddle:
Ray Brown. Many recordings of his work with Oscar Peterson are readily available.

4.
Suppose you come across a piece with many staccato notes. In addition to the plucked the
strings of the cello (pizzicato), the bassoon can serve as a terrific model. One great example is Grieg’s In
the Hall of the Mountain King.
5.
Whether you encounter a mid-range ceremonial melody (perhaps by Handel) or need some
inspiration for your improvisation, Wynton Marsalis can help you. His fine trumpet playing is a reliable
resource in either context. You find his recordings on CD as well as on many internet music sites.
Action Exercises
Here are three things you can do immediately to put these ideas into action.
First, look at one of your favorite pieces and find an important spot that needs to be played with more
expression than you are now giving it. Identify which non-keyboard instrument could play this musical line
with the unique characteristic that brings out its style.
Second, find and listen to some recorded examples of the instrument you identified. Focus your attention
on hearing the color, character and articulation (how the notes are played) that this instrument has.
Third, go back to your selection and act as if you are playing this part of your piece with the appropriate
instrument. By using the technique of pantomime to make believe you are actually playing the instrument,
you will treat this passage with more feeling than you ever have before.
Once you do this, go back to the piano and listen to the difference!
Follow this process on a regular basis and make it a habit.
The more you do this, the faster your piano playing will sound super.
Turn your keyboard into a cast of characters, and you’ll be amazed at how quickly your piano playing
will sound super!
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