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a quick
introduction - 
First invented by Italian harpsichord maker Bartolomeo Cristofori in 1700, the Piano has been
one of the world’s most beloved instruments. It is one of the easiest instrument to learn to play, as
well as one of the most challenging to master, providing a lifetime of musical exploration.
Neuroscientists have confirmed the brain benefits of playing the piano - as each hand stimulates
the opposite brain hemisphere, it is a true full-brain activity that improves the widest range of
cognitive functions, as well as providing  stress reduction and other significant mental health
benefits. As a result, learning to play the piano is the perfect activity to start at any age. Even if
you’re not ready to learn to play the piano, there are wonderful options to enhance the decor of
any space and enjoy the sounds of pianos playing by themselves by some of the world’s greatest
musicians. 

If you are looking to buy your first piano, this guide is for you. We will cover the basic models of
pianos, as well as an exploration of the newest evolution of digital pianos and other incredible
piano technologies.  



h o w  a  p i a n o  w o r k s

how a piano works
At its core, the piano is a percussion instrument with strings. The black and white keys on the piano are
levers that act as simple see-saws, pushing a complex action mechanism that throws hammers covered in
felt that strike strings made of steel and copper. The vibrations of the strings pass through wooden bridges
that run across a large, thin piece of spruce called a soundboard, which acts as the piano’s “speaker system”,
amplifying the energy of the struck strings and producing beautiful sounds. The strings are held in place
with thousands of pounds of pressure by a cast iron frame, which is acoustically neutral to prevent adding
any additional sounds. The strings are wound around metal pins near the keyboard side of the piano,
which in turn are screwed into multiple layers of hardwood called a pinblock. Turning these pins affects
the tension on the strings, raising or lowering their pitch. This is what a piano technician works with to
tune a piano to make sure all the strings have a pleasing sound.
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keys
When facing a piano keyboard, you will see a row of white and black keys in repeating patterns. The keys
furthest to the left strike strings that are the longest, producing the lowest tones. As you move to the keys on
the right, the strings get gradually shorter, and the tones get higher and higher as a result. Longer strings
need larger hammers to strike them,  and shorter strings need smaller hammers. As you move from left to
right on a keyboard, you may notice that the weight of the keys go from heavy to light, reflecting the
changing sizes of the hammers being thrown. The miracle of the design of the piano keys is such that by
pressing them with various speeds, you can have an almost infinite level of control over the volume of each
and every single key, as well as the ability to repeatedly strike the key at high speeds while still maintaining
volume control.

In addition to throwing hammers that strike the strings, the keys also control dampers - blocks of wood with
felt wedges that stop the strings from vibrating when the key is released, or let the strings vibrate when the
keys are pushed down and the damper is raised. This is how you can control the duration of the sound
being produced - pressing a key and holding it down will simultaneously throw the hammer, strike the
string, lift the damper, and let the string vibrate. Releasing the key will cause the damper to drop and stop
the vibration. Each key on the piano has their own corresponding damper.
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The sound of the piano is also controlled with 2 or 3 foot pedals. The pedal on the far right is called the
damper or sustain pedal. Pushing this pedal down will cause all the dampers to rise, letting all the strings
vibrate at once. Releasing the damper/sustain pedal will drop all the dampers simultaneously, stopping the
vibration of the strings. This is the most frequently used pedal on the piano, and the one that allows the
player to produce beautiful sounds that blend and linger together. The pedal to the far left is the Una Corda
or the soft pedal. Pressing this pedal helps a player play the piano more softly. The exact way this is done is
different depending on the type of piano being played - we will explore this in more detail when we explore
different types of pianos. If the piano has a third pedal, it will be in the middle, and its function will vary
depending on the type of piano. On some pianos, it will be a sostenuto pedal, or a bass pedal, which allows
certain strings to be sustained like a damper pedal, except that it only applies to the ones where the keys are
first held with the fingers (or in the case of the bass pedal, it acts like a damper pedal only for the lowest
portion of the strings). On other pianos, this will be a mute pedal - pushing this down and sliding it to the
left to lock it will lower a piece of felt between the hammers and the strings, muffling the sound - this is
sometimes referred to as a “practice pedal”, as it allows a player to play the piano at a much softer volume
so as to not disturb others.

pedals
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types of 
pianos
Pianos generally come in two designs:
grand and upright. Those designs in
turn can vary in size - the larger the
piano, the longer the strings and
greater the size of the soundboard.
With longer strings, it becomes easier to
hear additional frequencies generated
by each string, producing what some
people describe as a “richness” and
“clarity” in the sound.

Grand pianos have the strings strung in a horizontal position,
and the hammers use gravity to return to their resting position.
These are the pianos that have lids over the strings that can be
propped up to further amplify the sound and provide a
beautiful look to any space. Grand pianos range in size from 5 ft
to over 9 feet in length, measured from the keyboard to the tail
of the piano rim. Most grand pianos come with 3 pedals, with
the middle pedal most commonly being the sostenuto pedal. The
far left pedal is the Una Corda pedal, which actually shifts the
entire keyboard to the right slightly. As a result, the hammers
strike at a different point on the strings - either to the edge of the
single longer strings, or hitting 2 out of 3 strings for the middle
and upper keys, producing a more mellow tone.

Grand pianos are the types of pianos you see in performance
spaces, as they have the greatest variety of sound and volume.
They are also the perfect choice for enhancing the decor of a
space. 
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Upright pianos are space saving instruments that
have their strings strung vertically. As a result, they
occupy much less space than grand pianos. The
variety in size will be mainly in their height, ranging
from 42 inches to 52 inches. Upright pianos will
come with 2 or 3 pedals - in this case, the middle
pedal is typically a mute pedal. The far left pedal is
the soft pedal which brings all the hammers closer to
the strings, making it easier to play more softly.

Upright pianos are popular with schools and
teaching studios. They are also perfect for places
where space is limited. 
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Player pianos are pianos that can play by themselves. The early player pianos were incredibly
popular in the early 20th century, using paper rolls with punched holes to trigger the keys to play
songs controlled by pneumatic or electro-mechanical mechanisms. Nowadays, player pianos are
operated wirelessly with apps and can have songs played or downloaded directly from the
Internet.

The most advanced and popular player piano in the world is the Yamaha Disklavier, which
features the highest resolution of playback and even recording with advanced models. The
Yamaha Disklavier also features a subscription option for Disklavier Radio with 40+ channels of
music ranging from Classical and Jazz to Pop, Rock, Disney, and other genres. There is even an
option to watch your favorite musicians perform on your piano with Disklavier TV,
synchronizing live and pre-recorded videos with your piano.
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Another popular option is PianoDisc, which is a self-playing piano system that can be installed in
most grand pianos and some upright pianos. PianoDisc operates wirelessly with apps, and
additional songs and albums can be purchased through the PianoDisc website. Standard MIDI
files can also be played with the PianoDisc system. Select versions can also provide recording and
playback features.   
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Silent pianos are available as grand or upright pianos. Simply put, a silent piano gives you the
option to push a button or turn a level to activate a metal rail that stops the hammers from hitting
the strings for completely silent playing. A digital sound of the piano can be heard through
headphones, making this the perfect instrument to practice without distractions, while still
providing the full benefits of being able to play a fully acoustic piano.



d i g i t a l  p i a n o s

In 1983, Yamaha introduced the digital piano - specifically, the Clavinova (a combination of the words
“Clavichord” and “Nova”). The Clavinova combines the digitally recorded sounds of a piano with the
keyboard action that closely represents the feel of traditional acoustic pianos. In addition, Clavinovas also
offer the sounds of other instruments, such as organs and electric pianos, as well as practice tools such as
metronomes and the ability to record and play back your music.

Clavinovas are smaller than upright pianos and less expensive, making them ideal for folks with limited
space. And as they don’t have strings, they are always perfectly in tune and never need servicing from a
piano tuner.
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Clavinovas are available in 3 series:

CLP - these Clavinovas are the most basic models,
designed to faithfully reproduce the sound and
touch of acoustic pianos. They come with keys that
mimic the gradation in key weight from the lowest
sounds to the highest (often referred to as “weighted
keys”) as well as three pedals that have the same
function as grand piano pedals (damper/sustain,
sostenuto, and Una Corda/soft pedal).

CSP - standing for “Clavinova Smart Piano”, these
instruments are designed to make learning to play
the piano fun and easy, with streaming lights
helping the player find the correct keys to press, as
well as integration with apps on an iPad to control
the function of the piano, access multiple
instrument sounds, and work with a wide variety of
accompaniment styles making it sound like you
have a live band playing together with you.
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CVP - standing for “Clavinova Versatile Piano”, these
pianos are the most advanced models, featuring
thousands of instrument sounds and
accompaniment styles, “Follow The Lights” for
learning to play, Karaoke capabilities, as well as 16
track recording capabilities and other professional
level sound production and performance tools such
as vocoders and programmable sound banks. These
are the perfect pianos for unlocking your musical
creativity for beginners and professionals alike.

Clavinovas are also available in Grand Piano
designs, providing a beautiful instrument design
with a smaller footprint and the added benefit of
never needing to tune the piano.

Other digital pianos are available from Casio -
these Celviano digital pianos  still provide a solid
piano playing experience, from weighted keys
with simulated ivory and wood textures that
provide a good fingertip grip, to multiple
instrument sounds and practice tools like
metronomes.
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Hybrid pianos combine the traditional
wooden keyboard and hammer action
with a digital piano sound, resulting in
a piano that has the exact same touch
as an acoustic grand or upright piano
that always stays perfectly in tune and
takes up less space. These pianos are
excellent options for players who are
serious about performing or learning
how to play, and are used by music
professionals and conservatories
around the world thanks to their
performance capabilities and zero
maintenance. 



d i g i t a l  p i a n o s

portable digital
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These instruments are primarily intended for traveling or performing musicians who need
the flexibility of being able to easily move their piano around. They are often referred to as
“slab” keyboards, as they do not feature cabinetry to hold the piano at a standard height, and
often only come with one sustain pedal (additional pedals need to be purchased separately as
accessories). These pianos require a separate stand and seat. 

For musicians who primarily need a piano for portability or just an interface for creating
digital music, these can be an ideal and affordable option.
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restored pianos
Acoustic grand and upright pianos
are designed to last 50-100 years.
Over time, the 5,000+ moving parts
made of wood, wool, felt, leather,
cloth, and steel will eventually wear
down. Thanks to the modular design
of pianos introduced in the 19th
century, nearly every part of a piano
can be repaired or replaced. A full
restoration under the hands of a
skilled team of craftsmen can add
another 100 years of life to a piano,
with the added benefit of making it
half the cost of a premium piano.
Tours of Cunningham Piano's 4-story
restoration factory are a wonderful
way to experience artisan
craftsmanship personally.
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pre-owned
pianos
A pre-owned piano can be a wonderful option for folks who are on a tight budget. As pianos have
more moving parts than a car, you will want to be sure that your pre-owned is covered under
warranty and that you have a good relationship with your piano technician to keep your piano
tuned and maintained, just as you would with taking care of your car with regular oil changes
and annual inspections.  
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Call to set up an appointment: Friendly, knowledgable representatives are available to
answer your questions at 800-394-1117
Shop Online: Visit CunninghamPiano.com to explore pianos and make your purchase online.
Visit In Person: Cunningham Piano has multiple showrooms throughout the Delaware Valley,
and walk-in visitors are warmly welcome to stop by during business hours.

The traditional path to buying a piano has been to visit a reputable dealership, discussing your
needs and questions with a knowledgable representative, and exploring the available
instruments hands-on. Alternatively, thanks to modern technologies, you can also compare
specifications, virtually audition pianos with video presentations, and shop online from the
comfort of your home.  
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We hope this guide has inspired
you to find the piano of your
dreams. There is a piano for every
skill level, and you can be sure
that this is an investment that will
reap a lifetime of enjoyment.

conclusion



Bösendorfer "Woman in Gold"
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