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TECHNICAL STRATEGIES FOR PIANISTS WITH SMALL HANDS 

Christine Logan 
 
Abstract.		

Following	previous	research	on	strategies	for	pianists	with	small	hands	(including	Lora	Deahl,	Brenda	
Wristen,	Rhonda	Boyle	and	Erica	Booker,	Naotaka	Sakai,	Tretip	Kamolsiri	and	Patricia	Eger),	this	
paper	will	explore	further	matters	related	to	technical	flexibility	and	economy	in	the	service	of	
musical	interpretation	with	relevance	to	pianists	with	small	hands.	Issues	such	as	adjustments	to	
traditionally	accepted	hand	position,	awareness	of	key	strike	position,	awareness	of	tensions	in	the	
fingers	and	hands	(when	a	stretched	position	is	required)	will	be	raised	and	related	to	specific	
passages	from	Zoltan	Kocsis’	arrangement	of	Vocalise	by	Rachmaninov	and	Debussy’s	‘Pagodes’	
from	Estampes.	In	addition,	discussion	of	photographs	of	hand	positions	appearing	in	the	published	
literature,	and	the	presentation	of	a	newly	created	exercise	for	increasing	flexibility	will	be	included.		
For	the	purposes	of	this	paper,	the	generally	accepted	definition	of	a	small	hand	span,	namely,	less	
than	the	average	hand	of	8”	or	20.32cm	will	be	adopted.	

 
Empirical research related to pianists with small hands has mostly focussed on two topic 

areas: 1) assessing the advantages of reduced size keyboards and 2) confirming the risk 

factors associated with small hands in relation to overuse problems. The purpose of this 

discussion is to raise awareness of some ways to maximise opportunities to play the 

modern piano with ease and flexibility despite small hands.  Underlying this discussion is 

the goal of avoiding injury and the premise that a problem-solving approach with 

solutions tailored for the individual is required to achieve the best musical results for 

piano players with small hands.  Research related to this topic by authors including 

Wristen and Deahl (2003), Rhonda Boyle, Robin Boyle and Erica Booker (2015), Naotaka 

Sakai (2003); Tretip Kamolsiri (2002) and Patricia Eger (1982) informs this discussion, 

as well as comments by leading pianists including Berman (2000) and Cortot1 and the 

personal observation of excessive tension in hand positions and hand movements that 

can lead to strain injuries in piano players at all levels. 

 

Particular musical illustrations will be drawn from two familiar solo works: Debussy’s 

‘Pagodes’ from Estampes (1903) and Zoltan Kocsis’ arrangement of Vocalise by 

Rachmaninoff.  These works have been chosen as they raise a variety of issues for 

discussion.  In working with students, ‘Pagodes’ has been found to be a useful teaching 

																																																													
1	Cortot,	Alfred.	(2003).	Practical	Aspects	of	Modern	Piano	Study	in	Jeffrey	Johnson,	ed.	Piano	Mastery:	the	
Harriette	Brower	Interviews.	New	York,	Dover:	159-163.	
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piece for developing technical flexibility. Subtle pedalling (including half and quarter 

pedalling, and slow release) can contribute to creation of atmosphere and assist in 

clarifying the tonal layering of the musical texture. At the same time, the transparency 

of sonority required by the style, as indicated through detailed articulation marks, may 

suggest solutions for achieving the technical flexibility needed by small hands.   

By presenting some approaches to easing difficulties whilst minimizing risks for small to 

average handed pianists, it will be argued that due to the additional physical challenges 

faced, awareness of the choices available in order to maximise technical potential is an 

important element in the performance preparation process.  

This discussion is in no way in conflict with the views of advocates of the reduced sized 

keyboard. That pianists with small and smaller hands will gain more ease by playing on 

those keyboards is undeniable.  While reduced sized keyboards are becoming 

increasingly available, the technical issues raised here may be implemented regardless 

of whether the reduced sized or the standard keyboard is played.  

Nine points will be discussed briefly:   

 

1. Emulating the experience of playing on reduced sized keyboards  

  

Playing on reduced sized keyboards allows a pianist with small to average hands to 

experience greater ease in executing large intervals such as octaves and wide intervallic 

stretches and chords.  That sensation may be replicated at least in part while playing on 

a full-sized keyboard if consideration is given to the strike position for octave playing and 

chords. While it is usual to play octaves in the middle of the key, the stretch involved 

can be minimized by choosing the smallest span distance instead as indicated in fig. 1 

below: 

 
Figure 1: Picture of keyboard with suggested 8ve strike position for small 

hands indicated 

 

A research paper by Naotaka Sakai reported that 70 of 200 pianists with overuse 

problems developed their issue while practising octaves and chords that were 
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“associated with abduction [movement away from the median plane of the hand] of the 

thumb and little finger and also stabilization of the wrist joint.”2  

A photograph from an article by Amanda Gearing3 of a pianist with small hands playing 

an octave provides a further point of discussion in this regard. 

 
Figure 2 

This photograph displays tension in the hand, apparent through the highly visible bone 

structure across the knuckles. The caption on the photograph reads: “Woman’s hand 

playing an octave on a full size piano.  Notice the strain across the knuckles due to the 

stretching required to reach the notes.”4 However, I propose that the fingers could be 

loosened and the positions of the hand, the thumb and 5th finger, adjusted for more ease 

as in the photograph, the strike position for the octave employs a greater distance than 

that actually required.   While the hand looks reasonably flat, it might be more so. It is 

unclear why the 2nd, 3rd and 4th fingers are at an unnaturally wide angle as this increases 

tension in the hand.  

With a less wide strike position on the edge of the keys, both the thumb and 5th fingers 

could have a freer and more comfortable position.  

 

While perhaps slightly more difficult to control, care with strike position may also be 

applied to good effect in black key octave playing and to chords that may need an 

individual solution for small hand.  

 

 

2. Flattening the hands to increase lateral stretch and decrease tension in both 

hand and fingers 

																																																													
2	Sakai, Naotaka. 2008 “Keyboard Span in Old Musical Instruments: Concerning hand span and overuse 
problems in pianists,” Medical Problems of Performing Artists; Narberth 23.4: 169. 

3Gearing,	Amanda,	“Piano	for	small	hands.”		https://hubpages.com/entertainment/Pianos-for-small-hands	
accessed	28/06/2017		Photo	source:	Amanda	Gearing	

4	Ibid.	
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The approach to octave playing mentioned in point 1 above will likely result in a slightly 

modified, flattened hand position allowing for the widest span but with the middle three 

fingers, thumb and hand, free of tension.  In playing octaves and chords, a flatter hand 

position can be beneficial for pianists with small hands and does not result in a loss of 

tonal focus if the last joints of the fingers are controlled by being ever so slightly “pulled 

in” or “bent”. 

3. Playing awkward chords with adjusted hand positions 

Related to this flatter hand position is the option of taking individual hand shape into 

account so as to manage playing chords that are stretchy or awkward for small hands. 

Rather than always aiming for a traditionally “correct” hand position, sometimes a chord 

that seems to be impossible to reach can be managed effectively with a flatter hand   

guided into position with hand weight distributed to meet the requirements both of the 

individual hand and voicing requirements. In this way, a flexible small hand can 

sometimes even manage intervallic distances that are difficult for a tighter, larger hand.  

 

Debussy’s ‘Pagodes’ from Estampes (1903) provides several specific examples for 

consideration of these matters.  

 

 
Example 1: Debussy: Pagodes, bars 1-6 

 

Numerous four-note, left hand chords in Example 1 lead to a flat hand position that is 

especially beneficial for smaller hands.  With a tone between the top or bottom two 

notes (as in LH, bar 1) many other chord positions require extension between the 2nd 

and 5th fingers, as in ex. 2 below. Chords such as these often require adjustment of the 
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angle of the hand and also careful choice in the strike position of the thumb and fifth 

fingers in order to achieve clarity and ease.  I suggest that in Pagodes, the flat hand 

position for chords such as these may also facilitate separation of layered piano colours 

indicated in the musical texture by the combination of several articulations. The flatter 

hand position makes the LH chords quite easy to ‘voice’ and blend to the overall 

sonority.   

 

 
 

Example 2: Debussy: Pagodes: bar 37 – awkward LH chord position 

 

 

4. “Involuntary” retraction of the fingers following the energy/tension of striking 

the keys in a stretched position in octave or chord playing. 

Related to point 2 above is the involuntary retraction of the fingers to a natural, free and 

relaxed position after striking the keys. This is a technique for all pianists but especially 

important for those with small hands as it leads to endurance through conservation of 

energy while also assisting with preventing strain injury.  The action of automatic 

retraction of the fingers can be practised away from the keyboard first and then at the 

keyboard through exercises designed to instil this action.  For example, an exercise such 

as playing a moderately wide span (such as an octave) with energy on a table top and 

simultaneously raising the wrist allowing it to give way and return to a neutral position 

after the attack, will result in a retraction of the thumb and little finger back to a natural 

position. This can be followed by executing the same movement on the keyboard.  The 

middle fingers need to be kept loose however for this technique to be effective.  This 

technique can also be practised without the stretching required in large spans and 

subsequently applied in octave and chord playing quite generally.  It can be applied in 

the octave passages in the examples below to achieve fluidity in Example 3 and in 

Example 4, to achieve strength without harshness.  In Example 4, holding the upper line 

of the 8ves a little longer than the lower one can enhance the sense of legato line. In 
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addition, the strike position can be given consideration for greatest ease and smoothness 

with individual hand shape taken into account. 

 

 

 
Example 3: Debussy: Pagodes, bars 7-12 

 

 
Example 4: Debussy: Pagodes, bars 41-43  

 

Compared to Debussy’s Estampes, the arrangement by Zoltán Kocsis of the Vocalise by 

Sergei Rachmaninoff presents some different and often more challenging issues for small 

hands.5  The vocalise conception is paramount in this piece and must inform both the 

technical and interpretive approach. A sustained legato and cantabile tone to carry the 

																																																													
5	Rachmaninoff,	Serge.	Vocalise,	transcription	for	piano	by	Zoltán	Kocsis.	Budapest:	Editio	Musica,	1981.	
Musical	examples	used	by	permission.	
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melodic line is implied, while a sustained line in the bass part, tonal contrast between 

the melodic and accompaniment material, and clarity in several parts in both hands is 

also fundamental to realising the musical texture.  Technical solutions for small hands 

need to address not only some challenging gapped chord positions but many intervallic 

spans requiring arpeggiation, the controlled execution of broken chords, hand division,  

fingering and finger changes, tonal balance and pedalling.  Perhaps some may consider 

this piece a poor choice of repertoire for pianists with small hands as there are 

considerable difficulties. Although the ease available to large hands is unlikely to be 

achieved here, there are some ways to realise the challenges presented.    

  
Example 5 – Rachmaninoff, Vocalise transcribed Z. Kocsis, bars 1-6 

 

5. Division of material between the hands 

Control of tone and legato in the melodic line is paramount throughout this piece.  In the 

opening where several choices of hand division are possible, the accompaniment 

material may be played by the L.H. alone or divided between the LH and RH as printed. 

The disposition of the parts helps to promote transparency in the texture for as the 

repeated chords have to be released in order to be played again, lightness and balance 

in the middle voices can be achieved quite readily.  Consideration may be given to hand 

division in many other places in the piece. Some further examples are noted below. 

  

6. Unreachable intervals and chords that require arpeggiation 

Bar 5 (see Example 5) presents the first big challenge for small hands as the melodic 

climax of the phrase should be reached elegantly while the D sharp-F sharp tenth in the 
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RH is split. One solution here is to play the D sharp very softly and use legato fingering 

for the melody line, with 5th-4th fingers on semiquaver E to dotted quaver F sharp and 

pedal the B major seventh chord (see Example 5).   

Intervals that can be reached by larger hands such as the tenths in the LH in bars 16 

(see Example 6) and 22 can to be broken as quickly as possible in one hand movement 

so as to sound acceptably close together. At the same time, the higher notes of the 

tenths can be controlled so as not to be too loud.  

 

Some large chords in Vocalise require breaking for all but the largest hands.  For chords 

beyond the reach of the small handed pianist, a decision might be taken to preserve 

continuity and legato in the melody line. One example is in bar 17 (see Example 6) 

where taking the middle B# in the LH allows for a smooth connection of the melody and 

avoids a broken chord in the RH which could sound more awkward.   

 

   
Example 6 – Rachmaninoff, Vocalise transcribed Z. Kocsis, bars 13-17 
 

 

 

7. Held melody and bass notes 

Attention to holding and connecting the melodic line, bass and harmony notes as 

indicated in the score arises in numerous places throughout this piece. It is quite 

possible that players with small hands may overlook the need for holding out these note 

values due to difficulties in reaching the chords. While some of the held bass tones can 

be linked with pedal, much of the part playing and tonal quality depends on true legato 

connections.  Some of these places are indicated on the example below with a short line 
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to denote holding of pitches where there may be challenges.  One example is the chord 

opening Bar 9, where there are choices in the way the parts may be divided between the 

hands.   To maintain the singing quality of the melody, arguably the principal concern, 

the B3 below middle C might be played with the LH with the bass retained in the pedal 

and possibly silently replayed to provide the tied bass sonority.   Otherwise, to preserve 

the bass for as long as possible, the hand division indicated on the score can be 

followed, with the melody connected.  In any case, the crotchet value F double sharp 

may be connected to the G sharp following with the D sharp in the bass held.   

 
Example 7 – Vocalise, transcribed Z. Kocsis, bars 7-12.  

 

Also in bar 11, the F sharp melody note on beat 2 can be increased in resonance if the 

LH takes the accompaniment material in the middle of the bar rather than using the 

disposition in the printed score.  A similar issue is involved in the following bar 12 where 

the choice of supporting the sonority of the melody note (D sharp) or easing the LH leap 

must be made and the division of the parts between the hands decided accordingly – see 

ex 4 above. The chord opening bar 13 (see Example 6) is a further example.  Here the 
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tied G# in the thumb can be retained from bar 12 and caught in the new pedal as the RH 

takes the chord on the downbeat of bar 13 preserving legato in the melody line.   

 

8. Fingering and silent finger changes 

The matter of fingering for pianists with small hands has received attention with several 

authors including Wristen and Deahl (2003)6 recommending favouring fingerings that 

maintain an “anatomic neutral position”.  Many editors offer fingerings that are more 

suited to large hands and this should not deter players with small hands from finding 

individual solutions and choosing fingerings that are more suitable to hand size. Finger 

changes can frequently be quite useful to enhance legato connections in Vocalise.   

For example, a finger change (from 2-5 on LH C double sharp) in bar 11 allows 

achievement of legato in the second lowest part, while taking the lower parts in the 

middle of this bar with the LH enhances the cantabile in the melodic line by allowing it to 

be held longer than would otherwise be possible. 

   

9. Pedalling 

Pedalling has an important part to play throughout Vocalise in binding the sonority and 

creating clear harmonic connections but its role and application is quite different to that 

in Debussy’s Pagodes.  While a range of pedal and half pedal solutions in Debussy’s 

Pagodes serves to enhance the sense of atmosphere by retaining bass pedal tones and 

supporting a spectrum of articulations from legato through portato and non-legato in the 

layered texture, in Vocalise, the pedal mostly serves to enrich the tonal palette. If it is 

mostly used only as a substitute for fingered melodic legato, tone quality and cantabile 

may well be compromised.  

 

Conclusion 

This discussion has highlighted a number of ways that pianists with small hands can 

meet challenges of widely spaced, complex musical textures, octave passages, chord and 

broken chord playing with flexibility in order to maximise musical results. Taking the 

musical style and interpreting the composer’s instructions as a starting point, 

individualised technical solutions can often be found that open up the possibility of 

engaging with repertoire that may otherwise be out of reach.   

																																																													
6	Wristen,	Brenda	and	Deahl,	Lora,	“Strategies	for	small-handed	pianists.”	American	Music	Teacher	Vol.	52,	No.	
6	(June/July,	2003)	p.	25.		



 
	

Australasian Piano Pedagogy Conference Proceedings 2017 Christine Logan 
Page 11 of 12 

List of References 

Berman, B.  2000.  Notes from the pianist’s bench. New Haven, Yale University Press. 

Boyle, R., Boyle R., Booker, E.  2015.   Pianists hand spans: gender and ethnic 
differences and implications for piano playing. Proceedings of the 12th Australasian Piano 
Pedagogy Conference, Melbourne, Australia. 
http://appca.com.au/pdf/papers2015/part1/2015-APPC-Boyles-Booker---Pianist-Hand-
Spans-Gender-and-Ethnic-Differences.pdf 

Bragge P., Bialocerkowski, A., & McMeekin, J. 2006.  Understanding playing-related 
musculoskeletal disorders in elite pianists.  Medical Problems of Performance Artists 21 
(2), 71-79.  

Deahl, L. and Wristen, B. 2003. ‘Strategies for Small-Handed Pianists.’  American Music 
Teacher, Vol. 52, No. 6 (June/July), 21-25. 

Debussy, C. Estampes. 1903. Paris, Durand.  

Eger, P. 1982.  A study of the problems encountered by pianists with small hands and a 
compendium of practical solutions.  DA diss. Ball State University. 

Johnson, J. (ed.) 2003.   Piano Mastery: The Harriette Brower Interviews. New York, 
Dover.  

Kamolsiri, T.  2002. Even a small star shines in the darkness: Overcoming challenges 
faced by pianists with small hands.  DMA Diss. West Virginia University.  ProQuest 
Dissertations Publishing 3322867 

Ortmann, O. 1929. The physiological mechanics of piano technique.  K. Paul, Trench 
Trubner, London, and E.P. Dutton, New York.  

Rachmaninoff, S. 1981. Vocalise, Op. 34 no. 14, arr. Z. Kocsis. Budapest, Editio Musica 
Budapest. 

Saliai N, Liu, M, Su F, Bishop A and Au, K.  2006.  Hand span and digital motion on the 
Keyboard: concerns of overuse syndrome in musicians.   Journal of Hand Surgery 31 (5) 
530-835. 



 
	

Australasian Piano Pedagogy Conference Proceedings 2017 Christine Logan 
Page 12 of 12 

About the Author: 

Dr Christine Logan is a Senior Lecturer in Music at the University of New South Wales, 
Sydney. She has performed, broadcast and recorded as piano soloist, duo-pianist, 
chamber musician and fortepianist in Australia, USA and Canada including, with pianist 
Julie Adam, a recording of the complete duo piano music of Frank Martin for ABC 
Classics. A contributor to Oxford Music Online, she has published articles and book 
chapters on various aspects of Australian music, the piano music of Frank Martin, 
Beethoven, Gabriel Fauré and Messiaen.  She is a Federal examiner and NSW Keyboard 
Advisor for the AMEB.  


