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Reimagining 
Relaxation 
As a piano teacher and life-
long piano student, there is 
a word that I constantly 
hear thrown around that has 
caused me much anxiety - 

because it offers only a temporary solution to a greater problem, 
and because it is perhaps the most misunderstood word in the 
dictionary of piano technique.

That word is “relax.” 

We are all victims of the “relaxation school,” I think because we 
often equate “relaxed” to “natural.” But to relax is really to be 
lifeless and limp. As in no movement and no tension. There are 
certainly schools of thought which believe that one should play 
without any tension. I don’t believe this. There has to be tension 
to create sound, and there has to be tension to create different 
kinds of sound. However, it isn’t natural (or healthy) if muscles are 
in constant tension.What I do believe is that there has to be 
balance between tension and relaxation.

One way I can demonstrate this is through arm-weight. For years, 
I have been thinking of effective ways to teach this technique to 
my students. I’ve used basketballs, tennis balls, swimming 
analogies, and conducting gestures, to name a few. In and of 
themselves, these exercises have all yielded positive results. But I 
recently realized that one piece of information I have been giving 
has prevented students from reaching their full potential - asking 
them to relax their arms. I noticed that with completely relaxed 
arms, they were unable to produce certain sounds because they 
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Wei Wins! 

After winning the University of 
Idaho’s Concerto Competition, 
second-semester piano 
student Wei He will be 
performing Felix 
Mendelssohn’s Concerto in G 
minor with the Symphony 
Orchestra on Tuesday, March 1 
at 7:30pm in the 
Administration Auditorium. 
Admission is free for UI 
students and $5 (adult)/$3 
(students) for the general 
public. 

trIaD Keeps Rolling 

UI graduate student ensemble, 
trIaD, was awarded Third Prize 
at the International Enkor 
Chamber Music Competition. 
This latest honor comes shortly 
after advancing to the national 
round of the MTNA Chamber 
Music Competition which will 
take place on Saturday, April 2 
in San Antonio, Texas. 
Congrats to Sarah Chae (flute), 
Arthur Sagami (saxophone), 
and Nicholas Zollo (piano)!
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had already exhausted their full range of motion and were now 
attempting to produce sound from the elbow to compensate. 
There was no help from the arm, which made the tone shallow 
and percussive…and actually created even more tension!

My former teacher in London, Yonty Solomon, used to talk about 
floating arms and imagining balloons underneath the arms. He 
often asked me to play with “expressive elbows.” This is the 
perfect example of balance! The back (not the arms or shoulders 
as some people tend to think) supports this lift. With the arms 
slightly suspended, one is able to engage the whole arm to create 
a wide array of sounds in conjunction with other muscles in the 
fingers, hand, wrist, etc. 

I’m sure the word “relax” will still be floated (that’s for you, Nick) 
around my studio, albeit in a more specific context. However, my 
goal of teaching a more natural way of playing now means 
teaching a more balanced way of playing.

Try this…
Engaging your back to find your floating arms and expressive 
elbows starts by finding a good balance in your piano posture. 
Next time you sit at the piano, try this:

• Sit at the center (not edge) of the piano bench. Bring your arms 
up until your knuckles touch the fallboard. You should not be 
leaning forward, and be sitting far enough that only about one 
inch of your knee is covered by the piano. Plant both feet on the 
floor and rock both left and right, and back and forth feeling how 
the leg muscles react to the shift of weight.

• Stand and lift your arms in front of you like an elephant lifting 
its trunk. Feel the motion from your dropped shoulders. Then 
reach out like you were to hug someone and feel those back 
muscles engage.

• Bring your arms back down to your sides. This time, start lifting 
them again from your back, stop about a quarter of the way up 
and bring your forearms in front as if you were about to play the 
piano. You should have about a 125-degree angle at your elbow. 

• Find your balanced sitting spot and float your arms to the 
keyboard, keeping that 125-degree angle. Your left foot should be 
firmly planted and your right big toe resting on the damper pedal.
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Upcoming events 

• Tuesday, March 1: Wei He plays 
with Symphony Orchestra. UI 
Admin Auditorium, 7:30pm 

• Saturday, March 6: Preparatory 
Department Masterclass. 
Haddock Performance Hall, 
10:00 

• Saturday, March 6: Nicholas 
Zollo gives his MM Pedagogy 
Lecture-Recital, “Sketches in 
Color”. Haddock Recital Hall, 
4:00pm 

• Saturday, March 6: UI Piano 
Faculty Dr. Rajung Yang 
performs solo recital. Haddock 
Performance Hall, 7:30pm 

• Friday, March 18: Dr. de Pedro 
on the radio. KING-FM Seattle, 
8pm. 

• Saturday, March 26: Dr. de 
Pedro performs solo recital and 
gives masterclass. Steinway 
Gallery, Spokane. Masterclass 
TBA, 7:00pm recital. 

• Wednesday, March 30: 
Nicholas Zollo performs his 
MM Recital. Haddock 
Performance Hall, 7:30pm 

Looking ahead…
• April 2: trIaD competes @ 

MTNA in San Antonio, TX. 

• April 3: Dr. de Pedro performs 
@ Dunkley’s in Boise, ID 

• April 10: Elizabeth Brown gives 
senior voice recital @ UI 


