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“There is no right ultimate solution to all, not all the time.  
There is no technical solution that works on all at the same pattern. 
Everything is right at its own time…One must avoid any kind of  
fixation… any method should not be fixed. One must change his method of acting, 
breathing or movement “ 
  
Ilan Lev 
  
Pain is inevitable; suffering is optional 
  
As performers and teachers we all know that some kind of pain and stress some of the 
inevitable facts of our routine. When we are in pain our first response is to somehow get 
rid of that pain. This is not always possible. Still, our minds tell us that the less pain we 
experience, the happier we are. 
Although we may not want to admit it, pain plays an important role in our lives. Pain is the 
body's messenger which alerts us to the fact that someש 
part of our body needs immediate attention. Pain is also a teacher as we learn to live with 
it and come to make the distinction between pain and suffering. Thus we begin to 
understand the statement that pain is inevitable, but suffering is optional. 
That the pain can be your friend – strange as it is, that was the first important thing I have 
learned from the physiotherapist Ilan Lev. 
Playing an instrument is totally physical action, and the strain during the years requires 
lots of attention and care. Pianists tend to suffer from different kinds of pain, some can 
still play and perform with it , and some reach to a point in which they have to quit 
practicing. 
  
There are some common    definite kinds of problems that pianists suffer and are 
diagnosed as such, in general , we can assimilate them to  Repetitive strain injury (RSI) 
  
Repetitive strain injury (RSI) 
(also known as repetitive stress injury, repetitive motion injuries, repetitive motion 
disorder (RMD), cumulative trauma disorder (CT), occupational overuse 
syndrome, overuse syndrome, regional musculoskeletal disorder) is an injury of 

the musculoskeletal and nervous systems that may be caused by repetitive tasks, 
forceful exertions, vibrations, mechanical compression (pressing against hard surfaces), 

or sustained or awkward positions.[1] Different sections of this article present contrasting 
perspectives regarding the causes of RSI. 

Types of RSIs that affect computer users may include non-specific arm pain[2] or work 
related upper limb disorder . Conditions such as RSI tend to be associated with both 

physical and psychosocial stressors.[3] 
 
More examples of injuries that pianists tend to suffer from: 
Tendonitis 

Swelling in a region of micro damage or partial tear can be detected visually or by touch. 

Increased water content and disorganized collagen matrix in tendon lesions may be 

detected by ultrasonography or magnetic resonance imaging. 

Symptoms can vary from an ache or pain and stiffness to the local area of the tendon, 
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or a burning that surrounds the whole joint around the inflamed tendon. With this 
condition, the pain is usually worse during and after activity, and the tendon and joint 
area can become stiffer the following day as swelling impinges on the movement of the 
tendon. Many patients report stressful situations in their life in correlation with the 
beginnings of pain which may contribute to the symptoms. 
  
 Tennis elbow,or Lateral epicondylitis   
Tennis elbow is an overuse injury occurring in the lateral side of the elbow region, but 

more specifically, occurs at common extensor tendon that originates from the lateral 
epicondyle. While the common name tennis elbow suggests that people who play 

tennis may develop this condition, other activities of daily living may also cause it.[2] 

Data was collected from 113 patients who had tennis elbow and the main factor between 

them all was overexertion.Sportspersons as well as those who used the same 
repetitive motion for many years, especially in their profession, suffered from tennis 
elbow. It was also common in individuals who performed motions they were 
unaccustomed to. The data also mentioned that the majority of patients suffered tennis 
elbow in their right arms. 
  
 Focal hand dystonia  
. Focal hand dystonia is neurological in origin, and is not due to normal fatigue. The loss 
of precise muscle control and continuous unintentional movement results in painful 
cramping and abnormal positioning that makes continued use of the affected body parts 
impossible. 
Other injuries common among pianists: upper back and shoulder pain, Lower back pain . 
   
As an active performing pianist, I have been experiencing many years since childhood 
discomfort, pain and injuries. After many piano methods, some are better than others, 
and after looking for many treatments to reduce pain,I find Ilan Lev’s method a great 
revelation, a refreshing practice. 
The idea that one can overcome the pain through playing and practicing, and also in 
performance is  revolutionary in a sense. Not only that I am painless today, and can 
control pain by playing, but also more aware than ever of my playing, practicing, 
performing & teaching, and so are my students. The profit is breathtaking. 
  
The self awareness of body motions, and the breathing approach  have made my 
practicing and playing better, and also teaching and coaching.  
  
According to the physiotherapist Ilan Lev, pain is not an enemy. It is the body's way of 
announcing a problem or damage. Like frustration, it reveals incompatibility of solutions 
to needs. This is the "fine" we pay for compromising between what we need and what we 
know is possible for us  . 
  
Ilan Lev  works many years with musicians and dancers and understands the body of the 
performing artist . Working with him changed many aspects in my practicing, performing 
and teaching. His holistic approach has wonderful results in my students' body language, 
reduced stress and pain and improved their sound production abilities. I consider his 
approach a breakthrough and would love to share some of his ideas, as they are applied 
in piano playing. 
  
Ilan Lev is influenced by the Feldenkrais  method. As he states: 
 
I have been formally certified in reflexology, bio-energy and feldenkrais method, and 
these supported my work as a therapist during the last 20 years. I have relied and was 
inspired by these techniques, on the path of my development and the making of my 
method- the Ilan Lev method. The method was given birth to as a response to the needs 
of my patients, and has made a long way on its own, to become what it is today. 
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(Ilan Lev) 
  
 The similarity of Lev’s and Feldenkreis’ is obvious  :both methods deal with improving 
abilty to perform. Both deal with the conversation between body &mind and new 
possibilities of functioning. (like babies that learn new things) 
  
The difference between the methods: Ilan Lev’s method says that our movement is not 
only technique, but a platform to feed the new information. His method does not dictate 
absolute solutions, but teaches us wealth and exuberance, and the option to choose – 
different options to use. 
The method is based upon experience. The absorption is sensual system, and its power 
is by using the  subconscious part of our mind.  It is very easy to assimilate, automatic 
and free, with no effort, when our body understands the right movement , it keeps the 
new habit and “throws” tha pain out of our system. 
  
The injuries stated before that pianists suffer from relate to RSI because of the repetitious 
way of practicing, the same pattern for hours, days and years, and most important: the 
same motions of the hand. 
Ilan Lev s approach is totally against any fixation: according to him, the body requires 
constant change and using every time the playing on the piano as new. 
During practicing and playing with the pain, I have changed many aspects in my piano 
playing. I have learned to practice and get the pain out of system through the right 
movements. I have found that finding the right motion and the right movement while 
practicing can help a lot not only to reduce pain, but also to improve the playing, 
performing and teaching. 
   
Here are some of Ilan Lev principles. While applying  the method on piano playing, 
practicing and teaching, we will discuss these issues:   
  
Movement as life value and  the spiral energy, or: the spiral energy versus the vicious 
circle 
  
 A moving body is alive, energetically active. The words movement, energy, life, are 
actually saying the same thing. Movement is not just another "Tool" in life, it is life itself . 
As performers and teachers we always ask ourselves how to make our movement more 
sequential, and use more freedom while playing and practicing. 
The image of the spiral movement has a huge power: we move differently at the piano 
and produce sound differently. 
  
According to Ilan Lev, the spiral is dynamic, has no edges, has no boundaries like the 
circle- simply the unknown path. It is unexpected and challenging. 
When we image our piano playing and our hand motions we always get “fixated”- try to 
draw a circle with your hands very slowly- it is not easy. Drawing a spiral is more natural 
and easier motion. 
So is practicing: through the spiral motions we can “deliver” the pain out of our body 
straight to the piano. 
  
One of my students had an operation in her ligaments ad could not raise her 2nd and 
3rd finger. We practiced slowly the first invention by Bach as  a “spiral motion” between 
every note, and in that way she experienced less pain, and could move her hand easily. 
  
Some  examples of The spiral motion : 
  
  
Chopin: Etude op. 10 no.5 known as the “black key” etude. 
 
In this Etude the rotation of wrist and elbow is  essential in order to release the hand to 



full relaxation and achieve a velocity and flexibilty, however it is not enough , because 
rotation only stops the motion between the movements. The spiral motion ,is more 
natural for the hand and lets the fingers work better with no tension in arm. 
  
Daquin’s “Le coucou” 

 
This piece that is very good for young students, is a little perpetu mobile , and can be 
practiced like an etude. Fingers action alone causes of course tension on the wrist and 
the arm, and the hand gets tired after a while. 
The spiral motion lets the hand move freer on the keyboard, and allows the student to 
produce the right 
sound and phrasing. 
Mendelssohn: Spinning song 
In this piece,  the pianist is required, except using the fingers and the wrist, to a 
maximum control of voicing in one hand, dividing the weight of the hand quickly from side 
to side , and excellet phrasing, all of that in a very fast motion.  The spiral motion helps a 
lot to achieve this task. 
  
  
 Schubert’s impromptu op. 90 no. 2 
 
This is a good example of the spiral motion. The right hand has to move over three 
octaves throughout the piece, the wrist has to be very flexible and the rhythmic vitality 
and precision has to be in much control. A flexible wrist must have a spiral image: the 
movement of the wrist is one of the most challenging projects for the student and the 



teacher, so bu thinking in a spiral way , we are gaining twice: a total relaxation and also 
more control over our sound. 
   
Schumann’s arabesque op. 18. 

 
 
In this piece two hands have to move in a synchronized and controlled motion, they have 
to blend in each other. Also the complex voicing in the right hand can cause much 
tension to the syudent. In order to have a fast release on the inner voices, the spiral 
motion helps a lot to gain this motion and not to stop the flow of the music. 
  
   
The spiral motion that connects the motion and  the flexibilty of the wrist and elbow 
reduces the tension from the tendons , especially for pianists that have small hands and 
need to stretch, therefore the tendons have to work hard up to the point of stress and 
pain. 
  
   
  
"Movement Sleeves"  and The diagonal approach of playing: 
  
How many piano methods talk about being symmetric? Playing piano supposed to be this 
way. However, it can cause tension and fixation. Ilan Lev says differently: go for the 
asymmetrical motion. According to Ilan Lev, we must search for asymmetry in our 
playing, and learn how to use our “cranes” and extending our energy. 
  
  
Movement crosses our body through what I call- "Movement-Sleeves". These are two 
"high ways" crossing the body diagonally, from tow to head. Starting at our feet, through 
ankles, pelvis, spine, shoulders and all the way to the opposite palm. Within there are 
many connecting routs and turns, as in any road net-work or tunnel system. Good usage 
of these” sleeves” opens a new understanding of how our body works . 
  
If we assimilate this idea in practicing and playing , we think of our body in a diagonal 
approach. When we move our right arm we feel the sound and the energy from our left 
foot, and moving in a diagonal line through our back to our right hand. In this sense we 
gain twice: we reduce the stress from the right side of the body, and we also produce the 
sound with better control and less tension. 
  



(Ilan Lev) 
. 
 Earth energy through our feet: 
As pianists we use the energy of the earth and our feet to apply this feeling in our 
playing  and practicing. This is revolutionary in a way: 
many piano playing methods point out the “extended arm” that ends in our back or lower 
back, but here the arm starts its way from the opposite foot! In this way, our sound 
production opens up, and we use much less tension. We can move freely from right to 
left, change positions easily, and have more freedom in our playing. 
  
Just recently, One of my students fell and hurt his left hand two days before a concert. I 
asked him to thing more of his “diagonal arm” going to the right. This way he used less 
pressure on his left hand and could easily play the concert without any pain, all he did is 
just switching his position to asymmertrical playing. 
  
Diagonal movements are wonderful to release tension from pieces that require 
movements as tremolo, octaves motion, and thumb repetition work. 
The constant change of body and hand positions releases automatically the tension and 
makes the sound flow in an easier way. 
The rotation of the wrist and arm is of course an assencial part in a good relaxed piano 
playing, but it has to be combined with the diagonal image as well. 
  
Examples of working according to the diagonal approach: 
  
pieces that require tremolo  or rotation movements, 
  
  
Chopin: etude op. 25 no.11 
 
  

 
  
  
In this etude we need to use our wrist and elbow as a screw and the constant motion 
makes the hand very tired, this etude is also very long , and many students tend to get 
tired, and also feel pain at some point. The rotation of the arm and hand is necessary of 
course , but is not enough –we need to rotate our whole body and feel it as a diagonal , 
of course the motion has to be minimal. 
   
  
Schumann: sonata no. 2 in g minor, last movement. 



Octave tremolo with open hand is a big 
strain , especially if the pianist'shand is small. This piece is a strain of both hands; but 
theconstant change and motion between the hands allows the body rotate and change 
positions in order to release tension as much as possible. 
  
Ravel: Ondine 

 
 
The piece starts with a tremolo movement with closed hand and thumb tension.The 
tremolo is not symmetric rhythmically , and produces lots of tension of the thumb, 
therefore the body position has to be not symmetrical , but the hand has to stand in a 
diagonal angle , and therefore we can aquire not only  release of tension but also a fluent 
and even touch, as Ravel demands, and of course through the whole piece. 
  
Pieces that require cantabile patterns: 



 
Schumann: Romance op. 28 no. 2 

 
This piece requires full control over a singing melodic line through the thumb in the right 

hand and beautiful voicing. In order to let the thumb move freely in all positions and not to 

heavy, we need to change position of body as muchas possible. The tend to be too 

diagonal approach lets us approach the keyboard not from the regular straught position 

but rather from different angles: from the left to the reight and so on 

  

:e wordscod "Functional Patterns" and 

  

According to Ilan Lev, it is very important to use our imagination and subconcious world 

and implying our ideas throughout our students easily, using   when we are teaching ,

their sensory system. 

  

en body and mind was brought up by Dr. way equal relationship betwe-The idea of a two 

Moshe Feldenkrais, who turned this into a working tool. According to him, the body can 

tell the mind new things and create a learning process .registering its findings into our 

s. This way exactly babies and infants consciou-sensoric brain, serving our sub

accumulate knowledge. 

  

Student love code words: it is efficient, clear and very strong, there is no need for long 

explanations . 

e a For example, we can use the “water pipe” image: I tell my student that their arm is lik

big pipe, and there is water coming out of it. Every time I feel they are tense I just say 

“pipe” or “bath” (means that they have to fill the piano with all that water) 

The word “spiral” is also an excellent code word. So is “diagonal” and “air”. 

code words in a lesson is an excellent approach , and the results are quick and  Using

easy. There is no need to explain in long sentences, and there is never a frustration;the 



es in students assimilate quickly not only after many months of work, but after a few minut

a masterclass or a first lesson. 

  

The communication with the sensoric system and the unconscious part of mind releases 

tion and the motoric action keeps going; the also tension from the body , since the mo

hat come of the single code words get right reaction is completely natural. The images t

away to the arms and hands, and the music gets the right sound and energy. 

Breathing 

  

The essencial breathing and the control over breathing is an issue that requires another 

sencial need when we are dealing with relaxation, article: however, breathing is an es

performing and practicing and of course the connection to the music , sound and 

phrasing. 

When we are in stress or pain we tend to hold the breath up to the point the oxygen does 

erefore the pain can grow, the stress causes pain, and the not arrive to our brain: th

control is a function of these issues. 

I recommend my students to continue breathing even though the passage gets tougher, 

according to  and also during and after. As musicians we tend to take the air in and out

the musical phrases, but it is not the case always. Sometimes we can take the air out and 

keep doing it until there is not a drop of oxygen is left: Ilan Lev was suggesting it while 

of “no breathing” is strange treating, and also when the pain gets stronger. The feeling 

and uncomfortable sometimes, but you can control your next inhale and decide upon the 

timing taking it. If you add the right mvt. We were discussing before ( spiral motion, the 

not only the control over the pain is better,  right angle, rotation, etc), you can find out that

but also the control over the sound production is much better. 

In this article I explained the connection of the method and how I apply this method in 

hem fulfil their abilities better, piano practicing and playing. Teaching students and help t

and prevent maybe future injuries is a great sarisfaction for me and a blessing. 

Conclusion 

  

The Ilan Lev method is can be applied to any kind of work or practice. Its great value is 

nship between body and mind, and the avoidance of the freedom and creativity of relatio

any fixation. The constant need of changing, searching and feeling helps us dealing 

better with our discomforts and difficulties. As musicians , performers, teachers and 

breathing , any organic action that we achieve in human beings we know that movement, 

our body , is more natural and music is of course also a medium of life, energy and 

movement. The pain is an alert sometimes that we are blocking, playing in a fixed way 

lls us that we have to search for another way of that is not suitable for us , and te

approaching the playing, practicing, and the dealing with stress and strain. The process 

of learning new habits can be very scary at the beginning ,but after a while it releases 

body. When we can practice and play with the pain and  mind and the  and relaxes the

not to be frightened by it, it can lead to great acievements. 

 

 

 

As Ilan says: Life is a full learning process, enjoy it. 

  

Dr.Michal Tal 
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