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The highly original piano technique of
Vladimir de Pachmann

by Nigel Nettheim

1. Introduction

or many years after his death, Vladimir de Pachmann

(1848-1933) was remembered mainly for his

eccentric stage behaviour. That included talking to

the audience between and even during items. More
recently, however, the position he had held during his life as
the pre-eminent player of the smaller works of Chopin and of
some other composers has been firmly re-established. From
many generally similar descriptions available on my website! I
will choose just one:

“... the almost unlimited range of his gradations of tone
within a mezzo forte and an unbelievable quasi niente, the
amazing fluidity and limpid liquidity of his finger work, his
delicious dainty staccato, the marvellous cantilena, the
exquisite phrasing and the wonderful delicate fantasy of the
whole, all made his playing [of the smaller works of Chopin]
an enchantment and a delight.”

Pachmann made many recordings; they are all readily
available, and most of them confirm such descriptions.? On
the other hand, Pachmann was not at all suited to grand,
powerful or heroic pianism — he was sometimes referred to
as a “pianissimist” — so this article is directed to those who
appreciate fine miniatures and delicacy. I will try to throw
some light on the piano technique that enabled him to
obtain such effects. He never systematically explained his
technical approach, so one must search for clues in the large
amount of more general written material available, especially
interviews and the few articles of which he himself is given as
the author.

2. Technique
a. Which parts of the finger to use?

“I strike with the last joints of the fingers, not with the
high wrist and the hammer stroke from the knuckles taught
today.™

Each finger has three sections operating from their joints:
the most distant from the body, the intermediate one, and
the one operating from the knuckle. The distant one does
not operate independently, so Pachmann used mainly just
the intermediate one. Thus he avoided raising and lowering
the finger from the knuckle, and he also avoided raising
and lowering the whole hand from the wrist. (The thumb
is constructed differently and will be discussed later.) That
description seems to receive some confirmation from this one
by an observer: “His fingers strike the keys like tiny sweet
mallets.” The tiny mallets would be the last two sections
of the finger, for otherwise they would hardly have been
described as “tiny”.

"Pachmann's approach will lead
to much greater control of every
aspect of playing..."

If you try this method in single notes and passages —
naturally it will take some experimenting and getting used to
— you will most likely find that it is different from any playing
you had done before and that it allows much finer control of
timing and loudness, especially in very soft playing.

Trills are handled similarly: “Let me show you how I trill
... Bend the first finger until it is the length of the thumb that
they may be even. Then trill almost on the nail. There you
have a Chopin trill”.® That description seems to be designed
for a trill on two white keys or two black keys. For keys of
opposite colour, an adjustment will be needed. The optimal
striking spot for both colours is about two centimetres from
the front, directly above the pin which is placed under the
key. Thus the fingers will be more extended for black keys
and more flexed for white keys.

What can we conclude from what we have seen so far? Two
main things, it seems to me:

First, Pachmann’s approach will lead to much greater
control of every aspect of playing, for controlling the action at
just one main joint is far easier than controlling the resultant
of the simultaneous actions at two joints — easier in timing
and in strength.”

Second, rather little power will be available to the player.
The action from the knuckles and sometimes the wrist would
be needed for power, as well as a contribution from the
shoulder (or even from the hips, as in the case of Claudio
Arrau). Indeed, Pachmann was not suited to playing pieces
requiring powerful playing; he recognised that, and seldom
played them.

The only other prominent pianist known to me with a
somewhat similar technical approach was Glenn Gould:
“He [Gould] uses virtually exclusively the distal and medial
phalanges to move the keys ... This use of the hand [cannot
create] a big Romantic sound.”®

Thumb

The thumb is constructed differently from the fingers and
so has to be used differently. When it plays purely vertically,
as in a single-note passage, it will have to be raised as a
unit from the joint hidden near the wrist. However, many
combinations of movements at the thumb joints are available
in other circumstances. Pachmann occasionally mentioned

this, but not in any detail, so we are left largely on our own
resources here.

Richard Capell pointed out that a thumb on a black key is
very typical of Pachmann: “Pachmann all over!” we may [say],
too, when we open the Fantaisie-Impromptu and find him
beginning the right-hand part with the thumb. The thumb on
that G sharp is Pachmann’s signature.” When trying it out
(see Figure 1) don’t forget to confine finger activity to the last
two joints; they will then strike the keys well away from the
fall-board, at approximately the position indicated earlier.

Figure 1. Chopin, Fantaisie-Impromptu, bar 5, Pachmann
edition

The many such fingerings in Pachmann suggest the
advantage in having fresh fingers for each note, when that is
possible and convenient: here, the second finger can control
its playing, including the loudness, a little better when it
does not have to rise immediately before falling. If the second
finger is used on the first g-sharp, it will be used three times
in quick succession — that is quite possible, but it will not
give maximum control of loudness. This thumb fingering
also allows a more gradual descent into the stronger part
of the bar (the second thumb note, f-double-sharp). Those
are my speculations, and I would be interested to hear
readers’ thoughts on the rationale behind this and some of
Pachmann’s other fingerings.

Another matter concerning the part of the finger to use
may at first seem surprising. “Now the stroke on the inner
side of the finger and the stroke on the outer give two distinct
tone qualities. Look at this!” Pachmann’s hand was bent
inward and perfectly relaxed. “This stroke on the inner side
of the finger is the violin, on the outer it is the flute in tone
quality.”® That presumably applies not to a single note but to
passages, and indeed the article continues with reference to a
simple five-finger exercise. In passages, the angle of the hand
and thus of the fingers would result in a different degree
of separation between the notes, ranging from non-legato
through to legato or legatissimo. The greater legato produced
by the inner side of the fingers would be consistent with a
violin, while at the other angle non-legato would be consistent
with a flute. Such a distinction could make an important
contribution to attractive passage-work.

b. Straight line at the wrist

Next we will look at Pachmann’s famous “Méthode”, which
he came to at the age of 70 and which he spoke about with
great enthusiasm at every opportunity.

“My system of playing [is| to have my hands always in
a perfectly straight line with my wrists. There is no lateral
movement of the wrists whatever and, in consequence, there
is no strain. At all times the arm is perfectly relaxed, and all

side to side movements proceed from the elbow, not from the
wrist.”!!

This can be seen in the two photographs of Figure 2.
Pachmann hit upon this method after studying Clementi’s
Gradus ad Parnassum,'? and it is again clear that powerful
playing will not be catered for.

Figure 2. Viadimir
de Pachmann,
showing the
hands kept
straight at the
wrist.

We can now put the above two features together: use
only the end joints of the fingers and keep a straight line
at the wrist. There is undoubtedly far more to Pachmann’s
technique than that, and no technique could be put wholly
into words, but it may give us a basis for understanding both
his technique and his thought-provoking fingerings.

3. Pachmann’s piano fingerings

The choice of fingering was of central importance to
Pachmann. “But in Chopin all lies in the fingering. In
playing his music pianists get hard, brilliant effects, when
they should have the singing, velvety delicacy that Chopin
requires. They use the wrong fingers. The fingered editions of
his works are full of errors in this direction. I very early found
out that if I played Chopin as he demanded to be played I
must study out my own fingering.”'?

A Pachmann edition of a number of Chopin’s works was
prepared by his widow Marguerite de Pachmann-Labori and
published by Augener in the 1930s. Except for the fingering
and occasionally the phrasing, this edition follows very
closely the Klindworth/Scharwenka one (referred to simply
as the Klindworth edition) published in the 1880s, also by
Augener. The Klindworth edition was widely used by leading
pianists at Pachmann’s time; it is an interpretative, not an
Urtext edition. I will refer here to Pachmann’s edition of the
Berceuse op.57, which is available online.'*

My aim here is to relate the fingerings to the technical




approach described above. Fingerings cannot be understood
properly by using just any technical method, but only if one
knows the intended use of those fingers (angle of approach,
small adjustments, how the non-playing fingers are held,
and so on) and the pedalling, as well as the exact purpose of
the playing (expression and phrasing, including the grouping
of each few notes within a phrase). Although phrase marks
help, no one can presume to know fully such details as

were intended by the editor, and they may change slightly
from one performance to the next; but the technical method
described above provides a clue. Different hand shapes and
sizes might also be a factor in the choice of fingering, but
probably not usually a major factor. Pachmann recorded
some of the pieces included in his edition, which may provide
instructive comparisons, but his recording of the Berceuse
was regrettably lost. (In any case, editors might not always
play according to their own editions, as with Schnabel and
Beethoven.)

The straight line at the wrist, illustrated in Figure 2,
already suggests that Pachmann will take over notes written
for one hand by using the other hand, when convenient. Any
pianist will of course do this at times, but Pachmann did it
much more often than usual. In bars 9-10 (Figure 3) the LH
fingering has been adjusted in preparation for its foray into
the treble staff.

dolcissimo

My answer to the quiz is that, when the player keeps a
straight line at the wrist to that region of the keyboard, the
5th finger would not easily reach the black key, whereas the
4th finger does reach it. The 5th finger would lie above the
white key, nearer the player. Incidentally, the LH fingering,
given in bar 1, is the same as Klindworth’s: 4 5 1/3 2/4; it is
closely related to the pedalling.

Such fingering is often used by Pachmann, as in bars
61-62 of the present piece (Figure 5), where the reasoning is
similar to that for bar 41.
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Figure 5. Chopin, Berceuse, bars 61-62, Pachmann edition.

In bars 63-64, Pachmann’s fingering is very different
from Klindworth’s (Figure 6). Note that using the thumb on
a black key is quite convenient when using just the last two
joints, especially when the fingers are flexed to reduce their
effective length to that of the thumb, as was mentioned when
discussing trills.

Figure 3. Chopin, Berceuse, bars 9-10, Pachmann edition.

Returning to the normal choice of hands, the next example
is taken from bar 41 (Figure 4). Finger 4 on c#6 has been
highlighted for comparison with finger 5 on f#5. Here is a quiz
for the reader to answer before reading on: why has 4 been
used on c#6, rather than 5 (which is used in Klindworth’s,
Paderewski’s and Godowsky’s editions, for instance)?
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Figure 6. Chopin, Berceuse, bars 63-64, editions by
Klindworth (L), Pachmann (R)

A more intricate case arises in bars 31-32 (Figure 7).
You might like to write down a fingering of your own before
possibly consulting my Clavier article,'®> where a comparison
is given with the fingerings of several other great pianists.
Compromise is of course very often needed in the choice of
fingering: the fulfilling of one desideratum may be sacrificed
for the sake of another, with a net gain.

Figure 4. Chopin, Berceuse, bar 41, Pachmann edition.

Figure 7. Chopin, Berceuse, bars 31-32, Pachmann edition.

4. Conclusions

Two important features of Pachmann’s piano technique
have been discussed: use only the end joints of the fingers,
and keep a straight line at the wrist. That technique does
not suit powerful playing. But in gentle playing with the
greatest possible refinement, fluency, control and nuancing,
it helped to make Pachmann world-famous. To look further
into this, experimentation and close study of his fingerings
can be recommended. Pianists might well consider using a
conventional technique for powerful playing, and Pachmann’s
for gentle playing.
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paragraph 11.)

5 James Huneker, Franz Liszt. New York: Scribner’s, 1911,
p. 430. (Website, paragraph 6.)

° William Armstrong, “How De Pachmann Plays Chopin:
Containing His Own Account of His Own Special Methods”.
The Saturday Evening Post, Vol 176 No. 16, October 17, 1903,
p. 5. (Website, paragraph 32.)

7 A recent academic article by Werner Goebl and Caroline
Palmer, “Temporal Control and Hand Movement Efficiency
in Skilled Music Performance”, PloS One, 2013 came to a
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