
Abstract 

Contemporary music has a deep classical foundation which has absorbed in its roots the 
heritage of the art of piano playing. Along with innovations and the fresh, new way of 
thinking, the pedagogic repertoire of the selected composers demonstrates a profound 
knowledge of the piano, inherited from a culture where the piano is a leading   concert 
instrument.The aim of this paper is to demonstrate how to teach the steady evolution of 
musical art through pedagogic practice at the piano - how to nurture in our students 
appreciation and knowledge of our beloved instrument. The presentation is based on the 
examples of the diverse styles and visions of five modern and contemporary composers - 
Stravinsky, Schnittke, Sitsky, Shchedrin & Slonimsky. 

———————————————————————————————————————— 

Stravinsky said that “music is a chronologic art” (Stravinsky, 1942). Music unfolds in the 
flow of time, just like our life, and has a unique way of connecting us with the visions and 
philosophy of previous generations and providing continuity of the thread into the future. 
We can follow this interconnection in between innovation and tradition in the the writings of 
great modern composers. This conference is dedicated to the piano - an amazing 
instrument which has absorbed within itself all other instruments, along with orchestral 
dimensions, human voices, and a whole history of musical ideas. The repertoire of our 
instrument represents a huge diversity of human experience over time, which requires 
from us unlimited imagination, knowledge, culture and technical freedom. 

Music is an art which reflects our life and is ever-changing. The aim of this paper is to 
demonstrate how to teach the steady evolution of musical art through pedagogic practice 
at the piano - how to nurture in our students an appreciation and knowledge of the 
unlimited possibilities of our beloved instrument. This paper draws upon examples from 
the diverse styles and visions of five modern and contemporary composers - Stravinsky, 
Schnittke, Sitsky, Shchedrin and Slonimsky. Contemporary music has a deep Classical 
foundation which has absorbed in its roots the heritage of the art of piano playing. Along 
with innovations and a fresh, new way of thinking, the music of these composers 
demonstrates a profound and intimate knowledge of the piano. It is inherited from a culture 
where the piano is a leading concert instrument. This knowledge is evident in every detail - 
from the clarity of the musical language, to the precise pianistic choreography designed to 
reveal the evolution of musical ideas. Any accidental pianistic movements are like 
irrelevant words which interfere with the clarity of the musical language.  
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Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971) 

The first composer we will look at is Igor Stravinsky. Stravinsky did not write many piano 
pieces, but he was a very accomplished pianist and always composed at the piano. Les 
Cinq Doigts (1921) is a cycle of eight short miniatures composed for his own children. I 
have chosen this work because Stravinsky is teaching here from a young age the strategy 
of pianistic choreography: the focused thought in the position of the hand with the same 
depth and weight. For us pianists our hands are a means to communicate with our 
audience. Our hands represent our mind.  

Since movement is involved in this communication, it requires precise choreography to 
reveal the flow of musical ideas. Any unnecessary movements are like irrelevant words 
which interfere with the clarity of the musical language. Piano choreography reveals 
thoughts represented by sound. “It is wrong to play a tragedy while gesticulating a 
comedy; it is wrong to play Prokofiev while gesticulating Mendelssohn” (Perelman, 1994). 

Throughout Les Cinq Doigts, Stravinsky uses a five finger position in the right hand. It 
represents the pianism of connecting sounds into precise ideas with economical 
movements. Legato is the foundation of each phrase - the legato of the continued thought. 
It teaches us to hear the rhythmical connection of intonation. The left hand accompaniment 
throughout this cycle is deliberately simple, it is providing harmonic support “inside” of the 
melody.  

In “Moderato”, it teaches students to hear and embrace long sounds in the bass as one 
with the harmonic filling - to embrace the whole chord to support the melody. In the left 
hand in “Larghetto”, Stravinsky is using intervals which expand and contract like a spring. 
They require attentive listening and a supple wrist. (It is written in the style of a siciliana in 
6/8, reminiscent of his ballet Pulcinella. This set also has Italian titles). In his 
autobiography Chronicle, Stravinsky explains how, in these easy little pieces for children, 
“the five fingers of the right hand, once on the keys, remain in the same position 
sometimes even for the whole length of the piece, while the left hand, which is 
accompanying the melody, executes a harmonic or contrapuntal pattern of the utmost 
simplicity” (White, 1966). 

The ending of the fifth piece, “Moderato”, gives us a feeling of uncertainty, of an unfinished 
journey. If we think about the fact that this was written by a man in exile, who just a few 
years previously had lost his estate, his financial security, language, and his nationality, 
such an unresolved ending makes sense. Stravinsky was stateless for 20 years.  

Stravinsky is a good example of a continuum of tradition in music history, despite the fact 
that, during his lifetime, his music (particularly The Rite of Spring) was considered avant-
garde, ignoring musical tradition and heritage. But with time, Stravinsky’s musical style 
developed and matured, as did the audience’s perception to it. As Jonathan D. Kramer 
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notes, “Today, we can understand …The Rite in relation to folk-inspired Russian 
nationalism and to Debussyan orchestration…Looking back, we see…The Rite as stage(s) 
in the development of musical style” (Kramer, 2002). 

Alfred Schnittke (1934-1998) 

Alexander Ivashkin described Alfred Schnittke as “the most important composer to arise in 
Russia after Shostakovich”. He writes: 

“[Schnittke]…opened new dimensions of Russian 20th century music; music that did not 
focus on a single tradition but tried to absorb many different ones. While closely linked to 
both Mahler and Shostakovich, Schnittke intensifies all their contrasts and drives this 
strong postromantic tradition to the very extreme polystylism of the 20th century” (Ivashkin, 
2002). 

When Schnittke was 12 years old, he moved to Vienna with his parents and lived there for 
two years - from 1946 to 1948. It had a profound effect on him. In Vienna he started piano 
lessons with a piano teacher who lived upstairs, and was exposed to the concerts and 
culture of a city which, despite being in ruins, still stood proud. 

Like Shostakovich, he is a narrator - a historiographer of his time. This is most evident in 
his Symphony No.1 (1974). At the same time, Schnittke was working on the score for the 
film I Believe. Throughout this process, he watched hours and hours of documentaries on 
the history of the 20th century. His first symphony is like a kaleidoscopic panorama, a 
collage of the 20th century. There he quotes Tchaikovsky, Strauss’ “Vienna Woods”, 
Chopin’s second Piano Sonata, it has jazz improvisation, episodes of an orchestra 
tuning… As The New Yorker music critic Alex Ross writes, “It produces the sound of 
music, rather than music itself - what is overheard by a society that no longer knows how 
to listen” (Ross, 1992). 

In 1971, Schnittke wrote Little Piano Pieces, dedicated to his son Andrei. In these pieces 
we can see his mastery to hear and feel the piano. Again, they are very economical 
pianistically. “Folk Song” teaches the student to hear the colour of intonation, register, 
space and volume. Schnittke establishes here A minor as the tonic key, building the 
melody on dissonance, following the tradition of Shostakovich. This piece is teaching from 
a young age to follow the direction of musical thought, to hear harmony inside of the 
melody, to converse and to live in music. Schnittke said that for his entire life, he was 
searching for a feeling of infinity in each second, a thread of infinity. There is no full stop. 
The piece is never finished. The end of this piece suggests a sense of continuity. 

In “Melody”, Schnittke has a singing dissonance in the melody. It is music of the 20th 
Century - music of conflict. It contains two voices, yet they exist in different realms, not in 
harmony in each other. It is a melodic polyphony. We can hear a lot of questions, however 
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the answer is never complete, ending in discord. Twice in this short piece he has a time 
signature of 5/4 instead of 4/4 - when he needs to pause to think and to listen. Everything 
makes sense, very simple and logical.  

Schnittke said that rhythm in music mirrors human nature and life: rhythm in life has 
patterns, even if these patterns are ever changing, connected with their own asymmetry, a 
counteraction which disturbs their regularity. In “March” - frequently changing time 
signatures (4/4, 3/4, 5/4) create a feeling of total freedom, like a child making up and 
improvising rules of a game as he plays. In the left hand, you can hear the influence of 
Prokofiev’s March - again, built on dissonance. Schnittke ends the “March” innocently in A 
major, by the last phrase all dissonances had faded away,  like nothing ever happened. 

As Invashkin notes on Schnittke’s music: 

“We have already heard these simple triads and intervals before in other music. However, 
right now they capture and hold our attention like a magnet. Beyond them like in a 
chamber of mirrors appears a long row of reflections, associations, leading us to the core 
sense of life, to the experience of a life itself. He is a philosopher.” (Ivashkin, 1994) 

Art is a reflection of life. Every artist has his own idea and concept of life: his art is a 
reflection of his perception of the world, shaped by his experience. Artist Vladimir 
Yankilevsky described it thus: 

“Schnittke had such a deep, profound concept of the world that it filtered through his entire 
writing, making a picture of the world that he created in his art every time more profound, 
richer and at the same time more simple. It's happening because with accumulation of life 
experiences an artist is becoming wiser, and wisdom is simplicity. What's important is that 
art has lots of levels. There is a surface level - it's what is current for now. Some artists are 
fixed on this level, however once the generation for whom it is relevant is gone, these 
types of creations no longer make sense to the following generations. On the other hand, if 
the art represents cosmic levels then it will never cease to exist, it will continue to live and 
influence people. That’s what happened to Bach.” (Yankilevsky, 1994) 

For Schnittke, Bach was the centre of the Universe. There are artists for the infinity and 
there are artists only for the current moment. 

Larry Sitsky (b.1934) 

Larry Sitsky is an Australian composer, pianist, music educator and a scholar based at the 
Australian National University in Canberra. Sitsky is a great example of a scholar, coming 
from diverse heritage and traditions, and a highly intellectual, innovative composer. 

2017 Australasian Piano Pedagogy Conference Proceedings Inna Fursa, Page !  of !4 9



He studied with Egon Petri, himself a disciple of Busoni. Sitsky edited a really valuable 
book that I used in my preparation for this presentation, Music of the 20th century Avant-
Garde. He also wrote the book, Music of the Repressed Russian Avant-Garde, 1900—
1929, which I found fascinating. Sitsky did in depth research, finding Soviet era composers 
that were never mentioned in Soviet Musical Universities. Some of them I only knew as 
children’s composers who were broken by the system as they were not allowed to grow as 
artists.  

Sitsky is a philosopher fascinated by the universe. He is also a very generous teacher, 
who appreciates the importance of passing on the heritage of the art of piano pedagogy to 
the next generation and recognises the value of providing imaginative artistic material for 
young students.“The challenge of writing for young pianists is to limit the technical 
demands without lowering the artistic standards”, (Sitsky, 2007). Sitsky is a great admirer 
of Bartók. He continued Bartók’s tradition, Mikrokosmos, in his own work Century.  

Sitsky remarked that in his work he didn’t want to limit it to one nationality — the world is 
one now. He mentioned humorously that he made sure that he exceeded the number of 
pieces in Mikrokosmos by one.  

“Wind Chimes” is an artistic little piece, manageable for a beginner, full of amazing 
sonorities. It produces an effect of a gentle breeze blowing through a wind chime. It is an 
immensely valuable teaching piece, because it is teaching the student to focus on listening 
to the relationship of sound and silence, rather than counting the rests.  

“Nursery Rhyme with Bongos and Bass Drum”, was written with a great sense of humour. 
Sitsky turns a well known nursery rhyme into a fun, imaginative piece where a child is in 
full control of a flamboyant march, using the piano like a drum with clusters of chords. 
“Nursery Rhyme” also nurtures pianism from a young age in the total freedom which is 
suggested in inbuilt choreography for the drops of clusters (bongos and bass drum). It also 
requires skilful listening and synchronisation of the “verticals”. Starting from bar 4, the 
melody in the left hand has to be synchronised with the bongo drums in the right hand. 
When the three note motive appears for the last time, Sitsky deliberately highlights the  
melody for the child to follow from the lower to the high register. It makes it an excellent 
choice for teaching. 

In “Jewish Folksong - Dance”, Sitsky uses a melody he heard as a child to depict people 
dancing in long black coats - it can’t be played too fast. Folklore represents experience 
and the connection of generations, and emotional “concentration” of life in song and 
dance. It reflects the spirit of a nation - all the tragedies, suffering, the will to survive, and 
smiles through tears. Sitsky uses a traditional melody, skilfully dressing it in modern 
harmony, whilst beautifully preserving the spirit of folk dance. Every note in the melody is 
reflecting direction of a harmony in the chord. This folk dance is a reflection of an 
emotional thought.  
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One day while taking the roll in music class, Sitsky came across the name of the jazz 
student Eve Wheeler. He asked her permission if he could use her name for a piece 
because the number of E’s in it gave him an idea. After he wrote the piece he thought that 
there was room for more and wrote two more movements. The first movement can be 
performed separately, it is included in the AMEB syllabus as a 6th grade piece and the 
second and third movement need to be performed together with the first one. 

When I visited Larry Sitsky in Canberra, he gave me a lesson on this piece. We talked a lot 
about pedagogy, and I really liked how neatly Sitsky put together a formula for practise:  

1. You must hear what you see. 
2. You must play what you hear. 
3. You must hear what you play. 

Fantasy is a beautiful meditative piece built on the sound of bells. We can see the 
connection with Rachmaninoff, however Sitsky is using this sound in a different way - he 
awakes very atmospheric, distant sonorities, full of mysticism. They are hypnotic and put 
us into a meditative mood. It is indeed a mysterious, abstract fantasy. The sounds floating 
in the air are like thoughts.  When Sitsky’s forte comes, it is immaterial, like a light that 
comes on - suddenly we have vision, an insight, an awareness. A metaphysical perception 
of the world comes to mind. 

When we listen to Larry Sitsky’s music, it is important to listen to the total sound coming 
from the piano, to embrace all the sonorities. The feeling of the space is also important. 
Sitsky said that in order to be creative we need to have space in our life. 

Rodion Shchedrin (b.1932) 

Rodion Shchedrin is a composer and virtuoso pianist. He was born and educated in the 
USSR in the best traditions of Russian pianism. He studied piano in Moscow 
Conservatorium with Yakov Flier. With time his music became more and more innovative, 
absorbing different styles. Before the Conservatorium he graduated from the Choir School 
of Music in Moscow, where he was inspired by Bach. Bach provided an everlasting 
influence on his writing — Shchedrin’s music is immensely polyphonic.  

In 1958, Shchedrin married Maya Plisetskaya, the ballerina now known as a miracle 
dancer of the 20th century. It became a very inspirational and artistically productive 
relationship - two exceptionally gifted artists successfully collaborating together. Maya 
gave him a lot of new ideas. He practically doubled her stage life — Shchedrin wrote five 
ballets for Maya. He once said that he did not consider himself a ballet composer, but a 
composer for Maya.” His compositional style is strongly influenced by his involvement in 
ballet.  
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In the tradition of Tchaikovsky, Schumann and Debussy, Shchedrin also wrote a cycle for 
children. The Notebook for Young People is a collection of 15 pieces for piano, composed 
in 1981.  

In the pianistically comfortable “Thirds”, we have to convey through our hands the image 
and character of a dance. First we read the text away from the instrument. We need to 
hear this non troppo to perceive and follow Shchedrin’s musical thought and to understand 
the pattern of the melodic line. He changes range and distance. Contrary motion towards 
and away mirrors the motions of the dance, and you can hear the influence of ballet - Pas-
de-deux on pointe. Shchedrin uses the choreography of hands to imitate pointe dancing — 
light wrist movements on pointed fingers.  

In the “Etude in A”, Shchedrin produces a sketch of grotesque characters that recalls 
Khachaturian’s Two Funny Aunties Argued. Shchedrin uses the piano to produce theatrical 
pantomime-like mocking faces through a caricature sketch of arrogant gossiping with 
conviction to the point of splattering. The combination of a 5/8 time signature and 
perpetuum mobile produces a restless effect. The melody and rhythm here are in a 
symbiotic relationship. 

This Etude includes elements of polyphony. From bar 17 it can be seen as a conversation 
between two people, both of whom are eager to contribute to the gossiping. One can hear 
their exclamations and exchange of opinions. They are not necessarily polite and keep 
interrupting each other. From bar 29, a building climax in the conversation becomes 
apparent, voices becoming more and more insistent until somebody shouts (fortissimo) 
and slams the door (to bring out the polyphonic aspects of this work, students might find it 
is beneficial to practise seperate voices in turns, where they are echoing each other). 
Staccato here is mostly produced by the fingers, rather than the wrist. It also helps to keep 
listening to the pulse of five quavers within each bar.  

“Let’s Play an Opera by Rossini” is a brilliant parody reminiscent of Italian opera, at the 
same time being a caricature of the amateur orchestra - one can hear the tuba repeatedly 
playing wrong notes. Here Shchedrin demonstrates his great skills as a composer, his 
knowledge of Rossini and a full understanding of the Italian style of opera. At the beginning 
there is an expressive recitative marked Allegretto where a singer (the right hand) is 
supported harmonically by the string section of an orchestra (the left hand). After the 
recitative, in the Allegro, Shchedrin begins in a classical style.  However, in the second 
phrase, he already introduces syncopation in the accompaniment and by bar 16, he has 
moved toward the 20th Century — the syncopation and harmony is no longer from Rossini 
- it is Shchedrin laughing.  

A few bars later, one could hear the appearance of a “stubborn old man” — reminiscent of 
Dr Barolo from “Barbiere di Siviglia” — and then after the fermata — it is the Prima Donna! 
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She is very young and naïve; her performance is very moving. Then the orchestra 
suddenly remembers to support and butts in — it is a comedy, an opera-buffa! From bar 44 
onwards Shchedrin starts a perpetuum mobile. In the accompaniment one can hear the 
pulse of the Italian opera moving towards a happy ending. Shchedrin is joking. In the coda 
he deliberately incorporates wrong notes in a unison line as if the brass players (the left 
hand) are fluffing their notes. The opera is completed, everybody has finished almost 
together. It is definitely in E-major, however, there is no key signature, only accidentals.  

Sergei Slonimsky (b.1932) 

In The Art of Piano Playing, Heinrich Neuhaus states, “In order to speak and to be entitled 
to be heard it is essential not only to know how to speak, but first of all to have something 
to say” (Neuhaus, 1973). When we read books, our imagination is constantly working. 
However, we do not fantasise randomly, our imagination is following the logic of the 
writer’s thoughts - we imagine what we are reading. For example, even though Harry 
Potter is based on the writer’s ideas, each of us imagines their own Hogwarts because 
what we see in our mind’s eye depends on our life experiences. For the story to make 
sense continuity is crucial. We don't read separate words, they will not reveal the story to 
us. We read the flow of the writer’s thoughts and ideas. If we think this way, it becomes 
apparent why it is important to represent the development of a composer’s ideas in 
continuity to the audience rather than in a conglomerate of notes. We have to hear the flow 
of the ideas unfolding.  

“Thumbelina” and “Cartoon” are two highly imaginative pieces by Sergei Slonimsky, from 
his piano album From Five to Fifty. They are both examples of Program Music, designed 
to conjure particular visions. Both will stimulate the student’s imagination with the 
freshness and clarity of their musical language. Slonimsky here demonstrates his profound 
knowledge of the piano with precise built-in pianistic choreography, which reveals the flow 
of his ideas and creates a  specific atmosphere.   

“Thumbelina" is little girl who was born in a flower. This piece is very poetic and requires 
the choreography of the hands to portray the way she runs and dances with little steps. 
Amazingly, Cartoon sounds like music which can be used for a computer game, but it was 
written before the technology to produce computer games existed. Both pieces were 
written in the 1970’s. We need to teach our students from a young age how to continue 
from the end of one phrase to the beginning of the next thought, to hear, feel and 
understand our instrument, and to gain mastery of the speaking hands. The Classical 
foundation of pianism is built on the superb skill of hearing.  
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