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Three stages of listening during preparation
and execution of a piano performance:
Exchanges on the model and its application

Zélia Chueke

Department of Musical and Visual Arts, Federal University of Parana, Brazil

As a pianist, the author of this paper has previously investigated the lis-
tening activities which occur during the preparation and execution of a
piano performance. Three stages of listening were established: the first
involves basically inner hearing or “listening from the score,” the second
consists of consciously monitored practice combining inner hearing and
physical hearing, and the final stage, the performance itself, gives evi-
dence of what the performer was able to hear from the score. Reviewed
literature involving musical analysis, psychology, perception, and cogni-
tion was combined with the results of interviews conducted with selected
pianists of international renown, generating suggestions/guidelines for
the proposed listening stages. For the present experiment, the author has
worked with a graduate student in piano performance during the prepa-
ration of Brahms’s Fantasien Op. 116, applying these guidelines as a
means to optimize performance preparation. The whole process is hereby
described and discussed, exploring the connection between listening pa-
rameters and the achievement of coherent execution both during prepa-
ration process and final performance.

Keywords: performance; preparation; listening; optimization; pleasure

The listening process during performance and practicing has been explored
from psychological, cognitive, analytical, and historical aspects (see Aiello
and Sloboda 1994, Miklaszewski 1982, Reimer and Wright 1992, Rink 2002),
and yet, it is almost impossible to be fully accessed, since it occurs in the
performer’s inner ear. The three stages’ model which guided the present re-
search is based on the fact that listening is the essence of music making. The
first stage involves basically inner hearing or “listening from the score,” the
second consists in consciously monitored practice combining inner hearing
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and physical hearing, and the final stage, the performance itself, giving evi-
dence of what the performer was able to store his/her inner-ear during this
whole process.

Needless to say, these three stages are not disconnected from each other;
trying things on the piano during the first stage is not unthinkable, and obvi-
ously, analysis continues during the second stage, enriching the relationship
with the piece. Verbalizing this process is impossible for an outsider; the
performer is the only qualified person to do that. Therefore, interviews were
conducted with great pianists such as Alfons Kontarsky, Rudolf Buchbinder,
Andrés Schiff, Jorg Demus, among others, whose experiences were undoubt-
edly successful, who described their own process, confirming the pertinence
of the proposed three stages. The experiment which followed is summarized
in this paper. It consisted in supervising the conscious appliance of the model
by a piano graduate student preparing a recital.

Brahms’s Fantasien Op. 116 was chosen by the student, and during in-
structions and exchanges, references were made only to the score and to per-
formances recorded during practice. The graduation recital was considered as
a final result, where the extension of the proposed model’s application could
be verified. The research’s main purpose was to explore ways to optimize
performance’s preparation process by means of well defined parameters.
During the experiment, the student’s own decisions, even if diverging from
initial instructions, were not commented or altered.

METHOD

Participants

A masters student in performance and the author took part in the research.

Materials

Voice and Sound Recording MP3 archives sent-by email were used for proc-
ess description, as well as professional video recording for concert perform-
ance, provided in DVD format.

Procedure

According to the proposed model, the student was instructed to avoid listen-
ing to any recording. After having built a sound image of Brahms’s Op. 116 as
a whole, practicing on the instrument should follow a certain order, namely,
Intermezzi 5, 2, 4, and 6 followed by the Capricci 3, 7, and 1 due to musical
complexity and related technical issues. The student was also recommended















