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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Tobias Matthay, an Englishman born in 1858 and dying in 1945, 

was an artist of great musical influence. Though not a touring concert 

pianist himself, he was the propelling influence behind many famous 

pupils and devotees. At a time when pianistic expertise and a "good 

touch" were considered to be gifts sent from heaven, Matthay set out to 

unravel the mystery and define the many facets of piano playing within 

a scientific framework. He published his first book, The Act of Touch 

in All Its Diversity, in 1903. It was a monumental work. It took him 

ten years to complete! In it, Matthay presented full -scale 

explanations of the anatomy, physiology, and physics of piano playing 

and worked to establish cause and effect relationships and techniques. 

He went on to produce nearly twenty pedagogical writings, which remain 

valuable documents today. In fact, his efforts so revolutionized piano 

pedagogy today that many of his "discoveries" have become common 

knowledge, most pianists having little or no awareness of the origin. 

Matthay was an avid teacher with keen powers of analysis. He 

taught at the renowned Royal Academy of Music for forty -five years and 

established his own school, The Tobias Matthay School for Pianoforte 

Playing, as well. His most famous pupil was Myra Hess, who is widely 

considered to be one of the greatest pianists of all time. Yet, 

1 
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Matthay told teachers, "Do not think yourselves clever because you have 

taught young people who have genius. In the end genius will teach you. 

But if you can turn a third class pianist into a second class pianist 

in a couple of terms, then you have done something worthwhile. "1 His 

teaching caused a sensation. His pupils were outstanding and their 

listeners enthralled. 

In addition, this highly energetic musician produced musical 

compositions running to forty -six opus numbers. These include an 

orchestral overture, a piano quartet, some songs, a cadenza to 

Beethoven's Piano Concerto No. 1, and a great deal of piano music, 

which is currently not in print.2 

Though many of Matthay's conclusions have since been called 

into question by other scientists of technique, his many 

accomplishments make him a figure highly deserving of our recognition 

today. 

1Quoted in Harold Craxton, "Tobias Matthay," Recorded Sound 1 

(Winter 1961- 1962):138. 

2The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, s.v. 
"Matthay, Tobias (Augustus)" by Frank Dawes. 



CHAPTER 2 

THE MAN 

Born in London in 1858, Matthay was contemporary with the 

latter period of Brahms and the dawning of French Impressionism. 

Neither of his parents were musical. They came from northern Germany 

to England in search of greater independence, and his father became a 

naturalized British subject. Soon after their son was born, they 

bought a house in Clapham, where they lived for fifty years until their 

deaths, two months apart, in 1908. 

Tobias inherited the strongly contrasting qualities of both his 

father and mother. His father was a man of discipline -- resolute, 

self -reliant, patient, and tenacious. His mother, on the other hand, 

was a freer spirit with a passionate love of life and living things, as 

well as a strong temperament. Tobias balanced these parental 

characteristics of his pedagogue father and artist mother to create a 

third unique personality, one which would contribute to his future 

1 
success. 

He was a precocious child, interested in exploring intellectual 

avenues. "The early 60s [1860s] were astir with industrial 

development; everyone was concerned with the progress and purpose of 

1Jessie Henderson Matthay, The Life and Works of Tobias Matthay 
(London: Boosey and Hawkes, Ltd., 1945), pp. 1 -2. 
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machinery, and exhibitions were the order of the day. "1 As a toddler 

of four, Tobias and his father would walk to the Great Exhibition 

building and spend an entire day, wandering and wondering, until their 

evening journey home. His practical education began with scraps of 

metal and iron from his father's treasure box, scraps which eventually 

took on the shape of a steam engine. He had similar adventures with 

electricity and chemistry, at one time "alarming his father by keeping 

a powder magazine under his bed, in preparation for an astonishing 

display of fireworks. "2 

Because of his curiosity, the young boy constantly worked with 

elements of chemistry, engineering, and drawing. He drew with an 

almost architectural precision. With such a background, it was then 

quite natural that, as an adult, Matthay would employ scientific 

rationale to unlock the mysteries of impeccable piano technique. He 

always had the spirit of a true scientist; he accepted no dogmatic 

statements without proof. Able to assimilate new ideas and concepts 

throughout his life, he kept an open mind, seeking the latest 

expressions of musical thought. 

Matthay's father, who taught French and German, arranged for a 

fellow colleague to introduce his son to the piano. (It is interesting 

to note that Tobias' love for the piano developed despite the condition 

of the instruments on which he played. They were antique rattletraps 

1Ibid., p. 3. 

2Ibid. 
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with most of the ivories missing!1) Realizing the young man's 

abilities, his first teacher soon recommended him to Mr. Edwin Hirst, 

a former pupil of Ignaz Moscheles. It was with Mr. Hirst that Matthay 

developed a particular interest in Beethoven. His first performance, 

given at the age of eleven, in Mr. Hirst's home, consisted of the 

second and third movements of Beethoven's Pathetique Sonata. 

His parents, envisioning him as a little Mozart, felt he should 

begin devoting more time to composition and sent him to study at the 

London Academy of Music. Under the direction of Dr. Henry Wylde, he 

went through a "rigorous course of harmony- exercise writing, without 

much cultivation of the ear. "2 

To quote his wife, Jessie: 

His pianoforte playing now developed in the direction of 
Hummel, Dr. Wylde considering Beethoven too strong meat for 
such a little boy! But one day the little boy heard the 
Waldstein Sonata! He implored Dr. Wylde to allow him to learn 
it, but was told that such a work was out of the question. 
Hereupon there was weeping, and "Master Matthay" was promised 
some other Beethoven, which proved to be the little Rondo in 
C Major --not nearly so attractive - -but which of course had to 
be dutifully studied. Being a person of "infinite resource 
and sagacity," he determined to get all the sonatas for 
himself. His pocket money was at that time threepence a week, 
and he saved up for fifteen weeks until the coveted volume 
became his own, and then practiced hard on the Waldstein 
Sonata, but never told Dr Wylde of his misdemeanours! 

One day, Dr. Wylde gave him a ticket to attend an orchestral 

concert by the New Philharmonic Society of that day. It was Matthay's 

lIbid., p. 4. 

2Ibid., p. S. 

3Ibid. 



6 

first orchestral experience. The program included Schumann's Symphony 

in B -flat Major and was his first introduction to Schumann. He went 

through another period of saving -up to purchase the score. (Perhaps it 

is not entirely accidental that Myra Hess' reputation would rely 

favorably upon her interpretation of these two composers who had left 

such strong impressions upon her teacher!) 

At thirteen years of age, Matthay won the Sterndale Bennett 

Scholarship to the Royal Academy of Music. William Dorrell, a close 

friend of Bennett's, the director of the academy, became his first 

piano teacher there. Mr. Dorell, a kind and generous man, initiated 

Matthay into the joy of Bach Preludes and Fugues. Though Matthay was 

Hummel and Dussek at first, he the concertos 

of Sterndale Bennett, Mendelssohn, and Beethoven. 

After Dorrell retired, Walter MacFarren assumed the 

responsibility of Matthay's pianistic training. MacFarren's major 

contribution to Matthay's development was introducing him to the Chopin 

Etudes. Even during this time, when Matthay brought Liszt's 

E -flat Concerto to a lesson, he was admonished for such an interest in 

the alluring "moderns." He was told that "to pursue such a course was 

'going dogs.'" All in all, a highly renowned pianist, simply oin to the do s. "' 

Matthay was asked to perform the Schumann concertos at the Crystal 

Palace. His phrasing and tonal control were considered remarkable and 

his shaping of melodies beautiful. 

lIbid., pp. 11-12. 



7 

The study of piano at the Royal Academy of Music was, at that 

time, an interesting experience, as far as it went, but it was not 

intensively adequate in either technique or interpretation. Matthay 

was obliged to work out difficulties by himself. Even in his early 

days, he was germinating principles that would be fundamental in years 

to come. 

Beyond his accomplishments as a pianist, Matthay wanted to be 

known as a composer. During his tenure as a student at the Royal 

Academy, he moved in the sphere of Sir William Sterndale Bennett, the 

most revered musician living in England at the time. The four years of 

Sir William's influence proved to be of the highest value, laying the 

foundations of Matthay's future compositional style. However, in 

failing health, Sir William found it necessary to relinquish all 

teaching responsibilities. Though saddened by the loss of this great 

teacher, Matthay was very pleased when Arthur Sullivan was assigned his 

compositional training --the Arthur Sullivan, of Gilbert and Sullivan 

fame, who would soon embark on a brilliant career of writing operettas. 

Under Sullivan's enthusiasm and critical eye, Matthay gained a feel for 

orchestral color which would prove important in his most acclaimed 

compositions. After the success of H.M.S. Pinafore, the celebrated 

Sullivan left the Royal Academy. Matthay's final teacher was Ebeneezer 

Prout, a traditional, yet highly competent, pedagogue who did much to 

advance his knowledge of the modern music, including Wagner, which 

would fill his long lifetime. 



8 

In 1880, at the age of twenty -two, Matthay was appointed to a 

piano professorship at the Royal Academy, forcing him to become, not as 

he had wanted, composer -pianist, but, instead, a pianist- composer. 

Following this appointment, Matthay gave a public concert that included 

many of his own works. Concertizing regularly, he built his reputation 

in such a way that increasingly talented students came to him over the 

years. 

Probably the most far -reaching events in the development of the 

young Matthay were the public performances of pianists Anton 

Rubinstein, Franz Liszt, and Hans von Bulow. English pianists were 

playing very placidly at the time. But upon hearing the warm and vital 

of Anton Rubinstein, Matthay realized the piano's wide range of 

capabilities. Now, instead of an instrument with supposed limitations, 

it was a veritable orchestra! For some time, the compositions of Franz 

Liszt had prophesied such an evolution, but, in cold print, they held 

less impact. When the aging Liszt came to England, in 1886, only a few 

months before his death, he impressed Matthay with the total 

sublimation of the piano to his powerful, yet refined, touch. The 

final pianistic giant was Hans von Bulow, who awed Matthay with his 

"commanding authority of interpretation, magnificence of line, his 

lifting of keyboard music up to the plane of the Universal. "1 

These three great pianists served to strengthen Matthay's 

resolve to reexamine and rehabilitate piano playing in England, as well 

as to develop theories and practices accessible to all students of the 

1Ibid. 
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modern instrument, with all its gifts and requirements. He 

experimented with every known technical method and mechanical device. 

In order to do his life's work, he devoted himself to the study of 

philosophy, physics, and psychology. He formed friendships with 

philosophers, painters, and scientists of the day. 

Even though teaching encompassed his greatest output, he 

maintained his love for composition and performing. In 1883, he wrote 

an orchestral overture entitled, "In May," which took second place in a 

competition for the Philharmonic Society, and the Concert Piece in A 

Minor, a one -movement concerto which became his greatest success. He 

also kept a rigorous concert schedule, performing at the Royal Academy 

of Music and in public concerts. The first of his yearly London 

recitals received this glowing review in The Musical World of December 

13, 1884: 

Mr. Matthay is equally at home in passages demanding the utmost 
delicacy as well as in those which encourage the drawing -out of 
the instrument's full tone capacity. His intellectual reading 
of Brahms' Variations and Fugue on a Theme of Handel's, and his 
appropriately impulsive rendering of Schumann's 
Phantasiestucke, deserve all praise. Besides these, the 
programme included Liszt's Consolation (No. 6 in E) and the 
same composer's Campanella (Paganini Etude), together with 
examples of Chopin and Weber, and also a very melodious little 
work of the beneficiary's own composition, Seventeen Variations 
on an original theme in C. We trust Mr. Matthay will soon give 
us another Recital.' 

After years of teaching, writing, composing, and performing, 

Matthay created the institution that would produce some of the greatest 

talents ever heard. In 1906, he founded the Tobias Matthay Pianoforte 

School. With a faculty comprised of his students only, this school 

1Quoted in Ibid., p. 22. 
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cemented the theories that had been evolving since his earliest days at 

the Royal Academy. Myra Hess and Irene Scharrer had developed their 

brilliant reputations under his careful guidance --Hess had been well 

received in the United States - -and there would be others, such as 

Arnold Bax and Harold Craxton. Their success turned the eyes of the 

world on the Matthay School. 

Soon there was an influx of Americans crossing the Atlantic 

Ocean to study with him. So effective was Matthay, that the Americans 

who studied at the school --a hundred or so every summer -- continued to 

work together in the States to spread his influence and theories. They 

called themselves "The American Matthay Association" and found 

enthusiastic leaders in Bruce Simonds, Richard McClanahan, Frederic 

Tillotson, and Albion Metcalf.l The association published a magazine 

and held competitions for deserving students to be sent to Matthay. 

They tried to induce him to cross the Atlantic, but were unable to 

do so. 

Although the Matthay School functioned independently from the 

Royal Academy, Matthay continued his teaching at the Academy until, in 

1925, a rift developed between the new director and him. After 

forty -five years of service, Matthay felt that the best solution was to 

resign from his alma mater. He was now able to devote himself fully to 

his own school, though it was said that his influence also continued 

to be felt at the Royal Academy of Music. 

lIbid., p. 82. 
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Dying in 1945, at the age of eighty- seven, Matthay's life's 

story was one of repeated purpose and achievement. It was also one of 

repeatedly overcoming opposition to his revolutionary posture as a 

pianist and pedagogue. As his beloved wife said, "He is absent -minded, 

yet he is a keen and far observer and is a most capable administrator. 

He is both egoist and altruist. With him, daring and caution march 

along together; he is both dreamer and doer. "1 

lIbid., p. 88. 



CHAPTER 3 

THE PEDAGOGUE 

Although it has been said that there are "as many techniques as 

there are performers," there still are "within individual technical 

approaches . . . general principles or specific schools of thought 

which have generated considerable influence. "1 The school of finger 

technique was one of the first schools of technical thought, a quite 

natural occurance since the fingers were the obvious anatomicals used 

for playing the early keyboard instruments. This school is generally 

considered to have encompassed the time from C.P.E. Bach and his 

Essay on the True Art of Playing Keyboard Instruments, in 1753, to Carl 

Czerny and his Complete and Practical Pianoforte School of 1837.2 The 

commonly recognized principles of this school are: (1) fingers only 

should be used, (2) technical training is a mechanical procedure only, 

and (3) the teacher is always right!3 

Even during this time, however, there were some pianists who 

anticipated future technical thought. C.P.E. Bach favored a close 

1Robert Strangeland, "Dimensions in Piano Technique --Il. 
Schools of Thought: Fallacies and Truths," Piano Quarterly, no. 111 

(Fall 1980), p. 32. 

2Ibid. 

3George Kochevitsky, The Art of Piano Playing: A Scientific 
Approach (Evanston, IL: Summy -Birchard, 1967), p. 3. 

12 
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finger technique and permitted lifting the hand to deliver the stroke. 

He also alluded to relaxation, a concept seldom thought to be related 

to the finger school, associated more with arm weight or mental imagery 

to ease certain movements. He spoke of a muscular condition which 

would permit easy extension and contraction of the hand, the advantage 

of elasticity, and avoidance of unnecessary strain.' Simultaneously, 

the advice of keyboardists to think in terms of song, the creation of 

lines as only possible by the human voice, implied imagery leading to 

the opportune use of the arm to produce a singing tone. Clementi, who 

clearly believed in high finger action, with the devlopment of equal 

strength and independence of movement, taught his students to imagine 

an ideal tone quality and then produce it - -by whatever means!2 

It was the combination of the strengthening of the piano action 

and the expanded range of sonority of the instrument that effected 

changes in the relative use of the fingers, hand, arm, and body. It 

was natural that piano technique should evolve from the finger school 

to more anatomically encompassing schools of technique. 

Tobias Matthay belongs to the school of arm weight and 

relaxation. He was aware, as is described in his Visible and Invisible 

in Pianoforte Technique, that one cannot depend only upon what one sees 

when analyzing the components of technique. Along with Rudolph 

1Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach, Essay on the True Art of Playing 
Keyboard Instruments, trans. Wiliam J. Mitchell (New York: W. W. 
Norton and Company, Inc., 1949), p. 45. 

2Roger C. Boardman, "A History of Theories of Teaching Piano 
Technic" (Dissertation, New York University, 1954), p. 48, cited by 
Strangeland, "Dimensions in Piano Technique- -II.," p. 33. 
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Breithaupt, Matthay is one of the two leading figures in the school. 

They each produced writings early in the twentieth century and "have 

been perhaps the most controversial figures in the history of piano 

pedagogy, both during their lifetimes and afterwards. "1 Friedrich 

Kalkbrenner, Theodor Leschetizky, and Ludwig Deppe were some famous 

precursors of this school, though the latter two left nothing in 

writing. 

Matthay was extremely sensitive to criticisms of his statements. 

He was a prolific writer and had an obsession with setting the record 

straight. Myra Hess stated humorously that "Matthay's books . . . are 

rather like Wagner's Ring: he felt he had to explain, and then to 

explain again." 
2 

His observations, which seem so natural to us now, 

were so novel and revolutionary then that Matthay went into such great 

detail in an attempt to avoid being misunderstood --the very thing that 

happened in the end. His later publications were often attempts to 

clarify or refine earlier thoughts and are great improvements on The 

Act of Touch as they are written in a much simpler style. One writer 

has said, "It is time to abandon the somewhat silly controversy . 

and to assess, on the basis of [his] latest statements, [his] positive 

contributions . . . to the development of pianistic theory." 
3 

Matthay stressed the inseparability of technique and music, 
the need for a particular mental -muscular association and 

1Strangeland, "Dimensions in Piano Technique- -II.," p. 36. 

2Myra Hess, "Tobias Matthay," Recorded Sound, no. 24 (October 
1966), p. 99. 

3Strangeland, "Dimensions in Piano Technique- -II.," p. 36. 
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cooperation for every musical effect. He believed in a strong 
bond between musical intention and the means of its practical 
fulfillment; he stressed a strict association between the 
spiritual and physical in playing.' . . . Matthay's basic 
understanding of the definition and relationship of technique 
to music is broad and applicable even today.2 

These ideas are found in the writings of persons who normally do not 

associate themselves with his school of thought; they are just that 

basic. Yet, they are often overlooked in preference to arguments about 

the use and misuse of arm weight and relaxation. 

His reputation was made at once by his first book, The Act of 

Touch in All Its Diversity, published in 1903. Matthay gave his first 

book this title because, as he states in the preface: 

A performer can indeed prove himself to be musical only to 
the extent of his command over touch variety. It is the 
constant flow of note to note touch- inflections that forces 
one to realise that a performer is a sentient being. And it is 

just this Art of Touch that will for ever defy mechanical 
imitation; and will for ever render the simplest performance, 
coloured by human fingers, immeasurably superior to the most 
complex one obtained by mechanical agency, however perfect the 
machine. 

Although it is only thus, by perfecting himself in the Art 
of Touch, that the player can obtain the means of expressing 
his musical sensibilities, yet until within quite recent years 
the paramount necessity of studying this problem had not begun 
to dawn upon teachers, artists, and students. 

As the true fundamentals of this Art remained practically 
unrecognized, no serious attempt could be made to give direct 
instruction in it. True, it was recognised that the musically 
endowed evinced a finer touch than did others less endowed; 

1Tobias Matthay, The Visible and Invisible in Pianoforte 
Technique (London: Oxford University Press, 1932), p. 3, cited by 
Ibid., p. 36. 

2Ib id . 
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opposite muscles. "1 Using the analogy of the gymnast, who must have 

perfect freedom from all antagonistic exertion as far as possible, he 

attempted to dispel the notion that stiffening of the limbs is at all 

necessary. It is simply ". . . cessation of a given muscular exertion 

in a given direction. Complete relaxation is undesirable and 

impossible, existing only in death. During key depression and key 

release, some muscles should be in a state of tension, others in a 

state of repose, so to speak. Relaxation involves timing and control 

of those resting states. "2 

Consequently, Matthay felt it was essential to understand the 

mechanism of the piano, particularly to realize the shortness of tone 

production. In great detail, he explained that, ". . . once we hear 

the sound begin, there is nothing further we can do to alter the tone. 

So it is useless to continue pushing on the key --it is all over. All 

we can do is to hold the key down gently, keeping the damper off the 

string to allow it to continue to vibrate. "3 

Quality of a sound, then, depends upon the manner in which the 

string is reached, with sudden or gradual application of energy. This 

is accomplished by two opposite ways of using the fingers. 

The "Flat- finger- attitude" reduces the whole limb to its most 
elastic condition; its clinging action upon the key demands a 

corresponding release of the Upper -arm or Elbow, and it thus 

1T. Matthay, The Act of Touch, p. 21. 

2Rodney Hoare, "What Did Matthay Mean ?" The Piano Teacher 4 

(March -April 1962):3. 

3Lytle Powell, "Tobias Matthay," Piano Quarterly, no. 92 
(1975- 1976), p. 45. 
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furthers gradual key- attack, and has been recognized as 
"pressure- touch" or "melody- touch" [for a singing tone].- -The 
"Bent- finger- attitude," on the contrary, reduces the 
elasticity of the finger, hand and arm; and while the 
thrusting action of the finger here demands a forward tendency 
of the Upper -arm and Elbow, it thus furthers sudden 
key- attack, and has been recognized as "hammer- touch" or 
"passage- touch" [for a more brilliant or harsh tone].1 

Matthay often referred to "feeling the resistance of the key," 

which is a somewhat cloudy description of developing a sense of key 

release. This is especially important in passages requiring agility, 

where the secret of success lies in a quick release of the key.2 

Timing is of the essence. Indeed, Matthay suggested that 

technique is the act of aiming or timing the right activities of the 

limbs at the proper moment. This implies coordination among hearing, 

thinking, emotional and nervous activity, and physical movement. 

Hand in hand with the importance of timing, Matthay stressed 

the importance of rhythmic control and progression. He said that 

time -sense ". . . is the very first thing, and the most supremely 

important thing to teach. . . . Indeed . . . when rhythmical grip is 

lacking in a performer no other attractions offered by him can save the 

piece . "3 

Though the school of arm weight and relaxation is criticized 

for underemphasizing the use of the fingers in producing sound and 

overlooking the work or muscular exertion needed in playing, Matthay 

1T. Matthay, The Act of Touch, p. xxiii. 

2Hoare, "What Did Matthay Mean ?" p. 3. 

3Tobias Matthay, Musical Interpretation (Boston: The Boston 
Music Company, 1913), pp. 31, 33. 
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made it very clear that "You cannot sound any note without actuating 

(i.e., exerting) the finger concerned." 
1 

He discussed three visible 

physiological elements, finger- exertion, hand exertion, and the arm 

element, working together with the more -or -less invisible roles of the 

knuckles, the wrist, and the elbow. 

Lytle Powell, a student of his, included this marvelous 

example to clarify exertion with relaxation: 

As a simple illustration of limb exertion, place the hands on 
the knees palms downward as in playing position and press 
gently down with just your fingers. You will feel an upwards 
reaction under the knuckles. For a stronger exertion, add the 
pressure of the hand down at the knuckle, and you will feel an 
upwards reaction under the wrist. For yet stronger exertion, 
add the pressure of the forearm, which in turn will work 
against the upper arm. 

For any exertion to be effective, there must be a stable 
basis for it to work against. . . . When we hear a virtuoso 
piece such as the Prokofiev Toccata, it should be obvious that 
such brilliance and power could not be possible with pure 
finger technique.2 

Delving further into the more personable sphere of such a 

pioneering pedagogue, Myra Hess said: 

Everyone knows Bernard Shaw's quip: "He who can, does; he 
who can't teaches." It was nothing like that which made 
Matthay a teacher. He became a teacher because he realized, 
when a pupil himself, that nothing was ever explained to him 
by his professors at the Royal Academy of Music. They merely 
said: "Practise, my boy!" and told him that perfection in 
piano playing was a heaven sent gift. This didn't satisfy 
Matthay. 

On the eve of his sixteenth birthday he went to a lecture 
by Herbert Spencer, in the course of which that great 

p. 36. 
1Quoted in Strangeland, "Dimensions in Piano Technique- -II.," 

2Powell, "Tobias Matthay," p. 44. 
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philosopher said: "There can be no effect without a cause." 
These words bit deeply into young Matthay's mind. He applied 
them at once to the piano. The whole act of touch was an 
effect, and so it must have a cause. Find that cause and you 
can teach anyone who wants to learn how to acquire real 
perfection in piano playing.' 

"In accounting for the extraordinary success of Tobias Matthay 

as a teacher," Bruce Simonds, a former pupil said, "it was the result 

of three factors in his character; he was a scientist, an artist and a 

profound student of human nature. "2 His technical writings do not tell 

the whole story. As Powell said, ". . . his wonderful musical insight 

and interpretive abilities are known only to the few who were fortunate 

enough to experience his inspired teaching. He was a remarkably fine 

pianist, imaginative and sensitive, who put aside the career of pianist 

to devote his entire professional life to the art of teaching. "3 

Matthay undertook an incredible amount of work. He taught tirelessly, 

entering into the lives of his students with understanding and 

encouragement. It was his crusade to promote his pupils' artistic 

welfare and, yet, make each feel that he or she mattered, artistically 

and spiritually, as an individual. 

Lessons with Matthay consisted of half -an -hour to an hour's 

practice under supervision. As Craxton remarked, "'Practice' is a very 

misunderstood word. . . . Now, if doctors practise [medicine] the same 

way that some of the music students practise, it would be a very sorry 

1Hess, "Tobias Matthay," p. 98. 

2Bruce Simonds, "Viewpoints on the Teaching of Matthay," 
Musical Courier 142 (September 1950):6. 

3Powell, "Tobias Matthay," p. 44. 
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but this, it was assumed, was owing solely to some occult 
influence over the keyboard.' 

Harold Craxton supported this, saying, "I remember in those days that 

if one had a good touch, one thought it was inherited from one's 

mother or it had been in the family for years ! "2 

Myra Hess said: 

It is not easy to talk about The Act of Touch. Matthay 
simply analysed what pianists did when they played musically 
and easily. This was the act of touch, and his so- called 
Method was based on common sense, the understanding of the 
mechanics of the piano, and above all, the movement of the key 
to the sound --the only basis of control and mastery. Only by 
feeling the key resistance can you judge the necessary 
exertion and the economy of exertion: just as a crack tennis 
player must learn to economise his energy by judgements of 
energy and release in hitting the ball. How little this had 
been understood before The Act of Touch was published!3 

The topic of relaxation is of such major importance in piano 

that it could fill volumes on its own, and, with Matthay, it did. 

His definition of relaxation involved the elimination of unnecessary 

exertion, impulse cessation at the right moment, and weight release. 

He felt that the idea that "stiff" hands and fingers have to be 

"ground down to suppleness by interminable exercises" is mostly based 

on fallacy because, except in rare cases of disease, most stiff wrists 

and fingers are the outcome of incorrect muscular action -- action which 

is "impeded by the unnecessary and harmful associated action of the 

1Tobias Matthay, The Act of Touch in All Its Diversity (London: 
Longmans, Green, and Co., 1903), p. viii. 

2Craxton, "Tobias Matthay," p. 136. 

3Hess, "Tobias Matthay," p. 98. 
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lookout for the human race. 'Practice' . . is doing, and that means 

doing a thing properly, not undoing it, not mis -doing it . "1 To 

Matthay, practice meant real study, all the time presenting only the 

correct physical and musical succession - -never allowing yourself to 

lapse into musical automatism, for that is "unpractice. "2 Reportedly, 

his lessons always went "overtime," and it was not unusual to be kept 

waiting for thirty -five minutes to an hour while he did all that he 

possibly could with a student until he got it right. Many times 

lessons begun at the Royal Academy of Music would be continued at his 

country home at High Marley the next day, where the intense 

concentration might be interrupted by a walk or tea. 

According to Powell, 

Although he had all the technical facts at his fingertips, 
a lesson with Matthay was never merely a dry analysis of 
technical problems. . . . Technique to him was the power to 
express oneself musically, . . . to make the musical meaning 
clear to the listener. In a talk for a group of piano 
teachers in Florida, Moura Lympany [one of his exceptional 
students] told of one of her teachers who would scream at her, 
"Cant you FEEL it more ?" The trouble was that she didn't know 
how to make her listener feel it. Or as I once heard Mr. 
Matthay remark rather wryly to a student, "You must make your 
audience's eyes sparkle --not your own!" 

After years of experience, he was able to say so much in a 
seemingly casual statement that one had to be very careful lest 
some really important point slip by unnoticed. He would often 
make his point by some humorous remark such as, "Never do what 
I tell you" when a student exaggerated some effect. Or the 
wonderful story he told to drive home the meaning of subtlety: 
"There was a great French chef who made a salad dressing that 

1Craxton, "Tobias Matthay," p. 141. 

2Daniel W. Winter, "My Years with Matthay and Schnabel 
(Interview with Eunice Norton)," Clavier 21 (March 1982):56. 
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was the envy of every chef in Paris. No matter how hard they 
tried not one of them could discover his secret. Finally, 
when the great man lay dying, all the young chefs gathered 
around and pleaded with him to reveal his secret. 'Well,' he 
said in a weak voice, 'I will tell you. I chew a clove of 
garlic, and then I just breathe on it.'" In a delicate 
passage, Mr. Matthay would say, "Just breathe on it. "1 

Cara Verson, renowned exponent of contemporary music, recalled: 

One day while I was playing the E -flat Rhapsody by Brahms, 
Mr. Matthay asked, "What makes the design in that lace 
curtain ?" pointing to the curtain at the window. I thought he 
had suddenly gone mad but answered, "The thread." "No," he 
replied. I tried again: "The way it is woven." No again. 
Finally he gave the answer: "Not the thread, but the holes in 
the pattern. You did not observe the rests in what you were 
playing and so disturbed the design. "2 

Craxton said: 

With his great joy in teaching and his sympathy in every way 
and his constructive help - -you could make the best of your 
ability -- Matthay was an encouraging person. I sometimes read 
stupid books about the old musical days, something by Amy Fay, 
and she say [sic] Tausig was a terrible teacher; one poor 
woman went to play to him and he threw the music at her and 
said "Go away, you cannot play the scale of C major." Now that 
was supposed to be very brilliant, and Tausig is supposed to be 
a very fine teacher. What would happen if you paid five 
guineas to see a specialist --you are not feeling at all well- - 
and . . . he puts his stethoscope on you, and then he says, 
"Go away Madam, you are very ill." You would say, "Well, that 
is why I have come to see you." And Matthay always took that 
attitude. His greatest interest was in people who had 
difficulties.3 

Matthay was an excellent diagnostician. There are many 

fascinating testimonials of his power to correct the faulty playing of 

1Powe11, "Tobias Matthay," p. 45. 

2Cara Verson, "Lessons with Tobias Matthay," Piano Teacher 3 

(July- August 1961):17. 

3Craxton, "Tobias Matthay," p. 138. 
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pianists who went to him with their problems. He never took the credit 

for his students, however. He always insisted ". . . that all he had 

done was to direct the student's attention onto the proper things." 
1 

By asking questions of the student about every aspect of the music, 

from practice to phrasing and harmonic progressions, he taught the 

pupil to think for himself and, consequently, to produce music in 

which every tone sounds "conscious, intentional, and from within. "2 

Yet, his teaching was not strictly verbal. He said, "I can't teach 

unless I can show it in my playing," and, from reports of his 

performance of the Beethoven Thirty -two Variations, at the age of 85, 

he certainly could.3 

Matthay felt that psychology was a most important science to 

any teacher. He said it was hopeless to try to teach unless you could, 

at all times, put yourself in the place of the person being taught.4 

His students were aware that he was ". . . ready to impart to them all 

that he knew, and that he possessed the power to make them see beauty in 

music which they had not before seen. 
"5 

He eventually became known to 

them as "Uncle Tobs." 

1Richard McClanahan, "A Notable Innovator," Musical Courier 142 
(September 1950):7. 

2Ibid. 

3Hess, "Tobias Matthay," p. 99. 

4Ibid., p. 100. 

5Simonds, "Viewpoints on the Teaching of Matthay," p. 7. 
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Bruce Simonds, his pupil who became Dean at Yale, wrote, "If he 

was a genius as a teacher, he was also a genius as a friend. "1 His 

students were sent letters, postcards, telegrams, before and after 

every performance, and, perhaps a bottle of "tonic" if they were not 

looking well! Although, in his own teaching, Matthay dealt mostly with 

the artist -student or artist -teacher, he was vitally interested in the 

teaching of children. He recognized the achievement of the 

five -year -old students by having them appear on the same programs with 

the advanced artists. "When reporters and critics interviewed the 

performers, the little tots were given equal comment in the reviews. "2 

In summary, it was to Matthay's credit that he could make the 

ordinary student play well. In fact, a London critic once said that he 

could even make a hippopotamus play the piano!3 

1Quoted in Powell, "Tobias Matthay," p. 46. 

2Florence Amber, "Tobias Matthay," Music of the West Magazine 
13 (February 1958):6. 

3McClanahan, "A Notable Innovator," p. 7. 



CHAPTER 4 

THE COMPOSER 

It is certainly true that Tobias Matthay the composer has been 

quite overshadowed by Tobias Matthay the teacher and writer, yet, all 

his life, composition was a passion with him. He began composing 

sonatas and rondos as a child. 

The only record we have of his musical works, which extend to 

forty -six opus numbers, is from his wife and biographer, Jessie. She 

divided them into three periods: (1) the last of his years as a 

student, (2) the late 1880's to the mid- 1890's, and (3), after almost 

twenty years of intermission, the works after the outbreak of World War 

I in 1914.1 

The first period includes his only instrumental and orchestral 

works, often in combination with piano. Written during this time, the 

previously mentioned one -movement piano concerto and the symphonic 

overture "In May" achieved much success and were performed at festivals 

with Matthay as guest conductor. 

The second period was most productive of songs and piano pieces 

which received a measure of public approval. These include character 

pieces with such titles as Ballade, Romanesque, Lyrics, Elves, Scottish 

Dances, and Love -phases, which were sometimes grouped in suites of 

1J. Matthay, The Life and Works of Tobias Matthay, p. 91. 
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three to six pieces. "A June Day" and "In Folkstune Mood" are the 

first two pieces from a set of three called Stray Fancies. Though 

revised and published during his third period, they were written in 

1887. The first is in a loose ternary form, ABA with a Coda, and is 

unified by a three -note chromatic motive in the accompaniment as well 

as the theme, moving in exact inversion of each other. Its rhythm is 

always short -short -long. The second piece is much like variations on 

an English folk tune; it sounds a bit like Percy Grainger. Like all 

Matthay's music, these are characteristically full of expression 

markings -- dynamics, tempo, rubato, pedal --and contain many fermatas. 

The Seven Historiettes in the Form of a Suite are all 

descriptive pieces having such titles as "Tintinnabulations," 

"Aspiration," and "Exhilaration." Again, markings abound! Matthay 

asks for "molto ritard" in one short bar and "accelerando" in the 

next. At another place, "piu ritard" is marked in three consecutive 

bars. The effect is quite improvisational. Construction is generally 

of loose three -part forms and fermatas remain frequent. 

The last work of this second period is Thirty -one Variations 

and Derivations from an Original Theme in A Minor and Major. It is 

Matthay's longest piano work and, apparently, was, by some, considered 

his best. He first performed it himself in 1935. It was written 

during what his wife called his Lisztian period. It contains an 

abundance of arpeggiated figures and explores the entire range of the 

keyboard, several times including the very lowest pitch A and the 

highest A in the same passage! The work is extremely long; it could 
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fill an entire program. In an introductory statement, Matthay suggests 

two possible versions to play if one desires to shorten it. If the 

work is played in entirety, he suggests playing through Variation 

Fifteen, which is a simple statement of the theme with its inverted 

canon, pausing to take a short intermission, and then beginning the 

second half with a repetition of Variation Fifteen to ensure 

continuity. 

After 1895, Matthay abandoned composition for some twenty years 

to devote all his spare moments to his writings: The Act of Touch, 

First Principles, Relaxation Studies, Musical Interpretation, et 

cetera. The Child's First Steps in Pianoforte Playing came during this 

time. It was intended to be used by the child or adult beginner, with 

many explanatory notes and an appendix to the teacher as well. It is 

replete with small print and extensive verbal explanations about piano 

playing. It includes thirteen exercises and a diagram of the bent and 

clinging finger and hand positions. It is a quite- thorough 

introduction! 

The outbreak of World War I brought Matthay a slight respite 

from teaching and lecturing, and so he began composing again. He first 

rewrote and published some works from his second period, then began to 

gradually discard his previous "Lisztian piano idiom --with as many 

notes employed as possible" in favor of thinner, more Scarlatti -like 

lines. 
1 

This paved the way for his pieces for beginning children and 

lIbid., p. 93. 
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adults: The First Solo Book and Five Cameos for Miniature Players. 

These pieces have descriptive titles like "Big Ben," or "Distant 

Horns," or "Pranks." They often include brief directions at the 

beginning, and the tempo indications are all in English, such as: 

"not too slow- -with humour ", "gently swaying," or "dreamily." 

Also from this later period are the Four Daily Exercises for 

Advanced Students and Artists. These involve five -finger extensions, 

horizontal freedom with hands in contrary motion, repetitions on double 

notes, and arpeggios in close position. Matthay says they can be 

accomplished in a fifteen -minute routine. He then provides seven 

"extra" techniques, including lightning octaves, sustained notes, and 

interspersed double notes --which he says is "mainly a mental 

exercise! 
"1 

In reference to Matthay's studies, Myra Hess said they 

"cover the whole gamut of technical demands. "2 

Hess played much of Matthay's piano music and, along with the 

composer, recorded some of it. She said, "Several of his small pieces 

have an intimate and poetic charm, and they are beautifully laid out 

for the piano." 
3 

Craxton said about two of them, "They are typical 

Schumannesque style of composition, [with] perhaps a touch of 

Thalberg . 
tit 4 

1Tobias Matthay, Four Daily Exercises for Advanced Students 
and Artists (London: Boosey and Hawkes, Ltd., 1938), p. 19. 

2Hess, "Tobias Matthay," p. 99. 

3Ibid., p. 101. 

4Craxton, "Tobias Matthay," p. 143. 
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Matthay's wife, Jessie, hoped that ". . . perhaps some day a 

modest niche may be found for him as a writer of piano works of 

permanent value." 1 Though this has not come to fruition, Matthay y 

stands as a landmark individual, highly versatile, and one to whom 

over twenty prophetic pedagogical writings, forty -nine intimate 

musical compositions, and throngs of devoted pupils bear witness. 

1J. Matthay, The Life and Works of Tobias Matthay, p. 91. 
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