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Good evening and thank you for joining this Gresham College lecture, streaming to you live from 
the beautiful LSO St Luke’s in London. My name is Xenia Pestova Bennett. I am a concert pianist, 
university lecturer and musicians’ health advocate, but tonight, I will be playing and talking about a 
very different keyboard instrument: the toy piano1.  
  
We are all familiar with the “grown-up” piano that you can see behind me. This wonderful and 
versatile instrument has entered the fabric of our lives and entrenched itself in our collective cultural 
subconsciousness regardless of whether we had piano lessons as a child or not. However, 
increasing numbers of piano performers and composers are starting to “branch out”. They are 
embracing the miniature toy piano (you can see an array of these instruments on stage tonight – my 
thanks to marvellous musicians Késia Decoté and Steve Beresford for lending some of their 
collection), which can provide a respite from the traditional implications of the grand piano, breaks 
the ice with audiences and allows pianists to perform in locations that would otherwise be 
inaccessible. In this lecture, we will learn how the toy piano is different from the big piano and explore 
the vast range of music that was written for it over the last seventy-three years.  
  
Toy pianos were popularised by Albert Schoenhut (1848 – 1912) in the late 19th century.   
 
Born into a family of German toymakers, Schoenhut immigrated to Philadelphia at the age of 17. He 
subsequently founded his own toy company with a focus on musical instruments. Schoenhut’s major 
achievement in toy piano design was to replace the fragile glass plates of the earlier instruments 
with metal in 1872.2 Originally targeted at children from well-to-do families, the toy piano made a 
surprising transition into the professional sphere during the Twentieth Century and is currently 
enjoying unprecedented popularity as a concert instrument in its own right with a growing body of 
repertoire. Some of the other toy piano brands include Jaymar (eventually taken over by Schoenhut), 
Michelsonne (discontinued) and Kawai (rare) as well as countless lesser-known varieties from 
different parts of the world.  
 
Let’s take a closer look. While visually toy piano keyboards mimic grown-up pianos and can act as 
a playful introduction to the piano for children who are too young for lessons on the real piano, we 
will learn that these two very different instruments are much more distant than we might imagine 
from looking at them.   
  
The toy piano also possesses one very important trait lacking in its big cousin: portability. With toy 
pianos, the pianist can bypass practical considerations and perform in environments such as a 
tropical rainforest, a natural cave system, a desert, a mountain or other potential public performance 

 
1 The author’s performance is available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3xYrGQ1wiWI, accessed 19 May 2021. 
2 Maggie Williams, ‘Child’s Play’, in International Piano (London, March/April 2007). Available at 
http://www.isabelettenauer.com/en/reactions/childs-play-international-piano, accessed 8 February 2017.  
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environments where there simply isn't a piano. Unlike with the “big” piano, where we don’t have 
choice but to play on what we are given (unless of course we are one of the handful of elite 
performers able to travel with their own concert grand!), there is of course also the option to match 
pieces to individual instruments. 
  
Let’s begin by looking at the mechanism of the toy piano, which is very different from the “grown-
up” grand piano. One of the most common mistakes made by composers and performers 
approaching this instrument for the first time is the assumption that it is in fact a piano, built on a 
smaller scale with a smaller note range. The keys and the range are certainly smaller (this makes it 
surprisingly difficult to play for a pianist used to certain key size!). However, it may be psychologically 
easier to treat the toy piano as a completely different instrument with its own set of challenges, 
requiring an entirely different set of skills and technical considerations for performance.  
 
Instead of strings, plastic hammers strike metal rods (like a big thumb piano), making a characteristic 
percussive sound and leaving the performer literally no control over the resulting resonance due to 
the lack of dampers, or pedals. While the level of sustain does not compare to the grown-up piano, 
the tones continue to resonate for several seconds, depending on the acoustics, the instrument 
model and how hard the rods were struck. This prolonged and unreliable resonance calls for special 
and unpianistic ways of playing: the techniques of playing legato (smoothly joined) or staccato 
(short) are not the same as on the regular piano due to this rich resonance.   
  
To illustrate, I would like to play you the opening of the beautiful second movement of Robert 
Schumann’s “Viennese Carnival Jest”, opus 26. Playing this melody on the regular piano, I can 
control resonance by adding pedal after striking the key to prolong and shape the notes, making 
them sing, then take a “breath” by lifting the pedal between phrases.   
  
I can also enjoy deeper bass resonances that appear later, akin to slipping into a warm bath, and 
explore the interesting, blurred resonance effects further in this short piece by leaving the pedal 
down longer, as notated by the composer. The great pianist Arthur Rubinstein said that the pedal is 
the “soul” of the piano. If this is the case, the toy piano has no soul: let us now hear the same 
example on the toy piano.   
  
Complex harmony or sustained melody are just not the strengths of the toy piano – the most 
successful pieces for this instrument work around these limitations.  
  
The range of dynamic contrast varies greatly for each individual toy piano and is generally extremely 
limited as well. The tuning is unstable, varying greatly from model to model. While tuning the 
instrument is theoretically not impossible, it would involve filing or soldering the metal rods. However, 
there is still something special and charming about the toy piano and interest in the sound that is 
perhaps lacking in its big cousin.  
 
Let me illustrate with a piece originally written for the carillon, another keyboard instrument usually 
found in towers where the performer plays the keys with their fists to make bells ring out over a city. 
I transcribed movements from “Confetti” by Henk van der Vliet (2017) for the toy piano in 2020. 
The bell-like ringing timbre of the toy piano is perfectly suited to emulating bigger carillon bells.   
 
When we play the same excerpt on the piano, it sounds colourless, overly simplistic and somehow… 
boring.   
 
Let’s go back in time to the first piece of concert music written for the toy piano: the 1948 “Suite for 
Toy Piano” by American composer, innovator and mushroom enthusiast John Cage. Originally 
composed to accompany a dance work by Merce Cunningham, the five-movement suite uses only 
nine notes, and was written masterfully for a truly miniature toy instrument with only white keys. 
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Some of you may have had a similar toy as children, with black notes “drawn” in the cracks between 
the white, similar to the model that I have here.  
 
Cage was no stranger to working with limitation to find creative solutions. He went on to write “Music 
for Amplified Toy Pianos” in 1960, taking an entirely different theatrical approach. In the “Suite” Cage 
goes as far as to indicate wildly contrasting dynamics for the performer ranging between very soft 
to very loud, which should be taken with some humour, as well as mysterious notation indicating 
sudden key releases and silently held tones. The latter effect is lost as holding keys down on the 
toy piano makes no difference to the resonance; but arguably the notation influences the physical 
gesture of the player, and thus the visual impact of the performance. Let’s hear the first two 
movements of this piece.   
 
If you are interested in hearing more, you can listen to the full “Suite” as well as “Music for Amplified 
Toy Pianos” on my Naxos recording of the John Cage keyboard works3.   
  
Cage’s idea of theatre is important here. By its very nature, the toy piano requires a visually 
unconventional approach through demanding that the performer sits on a miniature bench. The act 
of crouching on the floor in front of the audience is in stark contrast to the majestic silhouette we 
associate with the open wing of the concert grand, and acts as an invitation to participate in the 
event, making it more intimate and drawing audiences in. Traditional barriers between performer 
and audience are minimised, the performer is reduced in stature and can’t help contributing to an 
unusual and interesting situation.   
  
Humorous and quirky titles in toy piano compositions seem to reaffirm this: for example, “Snug as a 
Bug in a Rug” from “Toy With Me” for two toy pianos by David Smooke as well as theatrical 
performances by composer and toy pianist Phyllis Chen, who fries an egg during one of her pieces, 
or composer Alexa Dexa’s instruction to synchronise with a working microwave in “Microwave 
Background Radiation”.   
  
This way of performing can also be seen as a rebellion of sorts against the weight of tradition we 
associate with classical piano repertoire. We know that the majority of elite classical pianists have 
traditionally tended to be male, while the growing world of toy piano performers is predominantly 
female. Musicians such as Margaret Leng Tan, called “the queen of the toy piano” by the New York 
Times, Phyllis Chen and Isabel Ettenauer have busy and active toy piano careers. Could this be 
harking back to the time when women carved out their own private musical spaces with portable 
instruments such as spinets, clavichords and virginals? This could be a discussion for another 
evening.  
  
However, the weight of tradition is clearly felt by men as well as women.   
  
Composer Karlheinz Essl writes: ‘At the beginning of the 3rd millennium, I had a strange encounter 
with a strange instrument: the toy piano, which at first didn't attract me that much… after being forced 
to dedicate myself to this instrument I soon understood that it has nothing to do with the piano as 
we know it. When I hit a key on a regular piano, I am not just hearing a note, but also the whole 
history of this instrument with its repertory from Bach to Boulez […] This fact always makes it difficult 
for me to compose for piano as it always reminds me of historical music that I love - and also abhor. 
This didn't seem to happen to me when I was playing on the toy piano...’4 The resulting sense of 
freedom led Essl to compose at least eleven pieces for toy piano to date, many of which combine 
the instrument with intricate electronic processing.  
  

 
3 https://naxosdirect.com/items/cage-works-for-2-keyboards-vol.-1-223940, accessed 19 May, 2021  
4 http://essl.at/bibliogr/toypiano-KHE.html, accessed 8 February 2017. 
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One of Essl’s most frequently performed pieces contributed to the toy piano revival of the early ’00s, 
which followed a lull when the toy piano almost slipped into obscurity. During this period, new pieces 
for toy piano appeared like mushrooms after heavy rains (John Cage pun intended). Kalimba was 
written in 2005. The performer places a portable loudspeaker inside the instrument and triggers a 
soundtrack from an MP3 player. The live performance is then synchronised with pre-recorded 
sounds, blending the two sound sources that appear to come from the inside of the instrument and 
creating complex aural illusions through very simple means.  
  
Let’s listen to the beginning of this piece. 
 
While Essl magnifies the capabilities of the toy piano through electronics, the theme of working with 
limitations and simplicity is still present. Other pieces that explore this through a limited range of 
even smaller toy piano models. One of these works is Errollyn Wallen’s “Little Wonder” (2008), 
written for pianist Kate Ryder. This piece by a composer who is no stranger to toy pianos and 
incorporated them into several pieces explores the child-like innocence while introducing quirky and 
unexpected harmonic elements at the end. The reduced pitch range and time scale can be said to 
mirror the miniature size of the instrument as well.   
 
Another composer working with the toy piano is Yfat Soul Zisso, who has written numerous pieces 
for this instrument and mostly uses portable smaller models. “Restlessness” (2020) was written 
during the first lockdown of that spring and evokes a more “edgy” atmosphere with the instruction at 
the top of the score reading “anxious but trying to keep it all together”.  
 
Clio Montrey’s “Barcarolle” (2009) also plays with slightly sinister overtones, highlighting the 
mechanical clicking and clacking of the mechanism with knocking sounds made by the performer 
and bringing to mind the slightly creepy association of toys and music boxes with horror film 
soundtracks.  
 
One final tiny miniature I would like to play also has an uneasy atmosphere. Composer and 
playwright Ailís Ní Ríain does away with the cute aspects of the instrument, weaving a more starkly 
unapologetic sonic tapestry in her pieces “Soberado” and “Anomaly” (2019).  
 
While the toy piano does reduced textures well, it can also be used in more complex ways. Michael 
Finnissy elaborates the material with trills and decorations in more opulent harpsichord-like Baroque 
treatment. “Sonata for (Toy) Piano” (2006-7) weaves delicate rhythmic complexity with silences in 
an allusion to the keyboard sonatas of Domenico Scarlatti.  
 
At the same time, toy pianos are also capable of virtuosity and power through clever combinations 
of tones. In Crazy Legs (2014), composer Ed Bennett exploits this by building relentless rhythmic 
loops and gradually adding notes to propel a wild outburst that descends through the whole range 
of the instrument.   
 
We can see that the ending of this piece returns the toy piano to its origins with Cage-like simplicity 
of means, using only white notes.   
  
We’ve reached the end of our time together. We learned how toy piano mechanisms differ from 
“grown-up” pianos and explored some of the whimsical and theatrical characteristics of these quirky 
little instruments. If you would like to learn more about weird and wonderful keyboards, tune in to 
my next lecture on Monday the 7th of June featuring the magical Magnetic Resonator Piano. Thank 
you.   
 
 

© Professor Pestova Bennett, 2021 
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