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Topic
The Russian tradition of piano performance – known as the 
“Russian school” – is well known for its unique execution of 
the greatest illusion in the piano’s capabilities: to sound like a 
singing human voice. Called the “cantabile tone”, this is often 
achieved in repertoire composed with long-breathed phrases, 
transcending the piano’s percussive qualities. 

Question
How does one create a long-breathed vocal quality within a 
melodic phrase at the piano? 

Methodology
Emulate and embody performances by famous Russian pianists 
at your own piano. Use focal impulse theory to analyze how 
long phrases are articulated. 

Results
Through our own recordings/videos that reproduce the selected 
performances by Russian pianists, we show that fewer focal 
impulses are better that more when building the architecture of 
the “cantabile line.” Performers articulate them quite 
differently, even when playing the same piece, showing that the 
score does not necessarily prescribe a single path for creating a 
sung phrase at the piano. 
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