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H
ard on the heels of the new CLP 
series of Clavinova digital pianos 
(reviewed in Pianist 97), Yamaha 
has unveiled a follow-up range 
with a new interactive feature 
which it claims will inspire and 

help pianists of all abilities, but especially those who 
either don’t favour the idea of traditional learning or 
whose lives are so busy they have little time for it. 

According to the company, 80 per cent of 
people aged over 18 have a ‘smart’ device such as  
a mobile phone or a tablet. Research co-sponsored 
by the US National Association of Music 
Merchants indicated the potential existence of  
a large number of would-be musicians who are 
keen to play the piano but who can’t find the time 
to commit to a course of study. Linking this group 
to smart technology represents a significant 
commercial opportunity, according to Yamaha. 

The aim of the new Clavinova CSP is to unite 
these two groups – the connected and the 
musically aspirational – with the aid of an app. 
Smart Pianist has been developed by Yamaha as a 
companion app for the CSP series instruments. It 
presently works only with Apple devices such as 
the iPhone and iPad that run Apple’s latest iOS 
operating system, but an Android-compatible 
platform is scheduled for release in 2018. Once 
installed on your Apple device, the app ‘talks’ to 
the Clavinova CSP: here’s the link between the 
digital generation and those aspiring piano players.

The technology of the CSP models is based on 
the CLP series, so they share several features. That 
said, if you want the last word in Clavinova touch, 
sound and responsiveness you need to forgo the 

CSP’s smart compatibility and invest in the 
top-spec CLP-685. 

There are two CSP models. In common with 
the CLP, both have a gradially weighted 
escapement action with the CLP-150 featuring the 
three-sensor GH3X action and the CSP-170 
utilising Yamaha’s Natural Wood (NWX) action. 

A choice of piano sounds is offered, between the 
Yamaha CFX and Bösendorfer Imperial grands, 
and an upright. Several pre-programmed vocal  
and instrumental sounds and accompaniment 

styles are also available. Both models feature 
Virtual Resonance Modelling (VRM) technology 
which, it is claimed, replicates the sympathetic 
vibrations of a piano as a note is struck, in order  
to give a fuller, more realistic sound. Headphone 
listening is improved by recording and playback 
technology that has been designed to give the 
sensation of an all-encompassing sound. In 
addition to the natural wood keyboard, the 
CSP-170 features additional refinements including 
more powerful amplifiers and more speakers.

An instrument that accompanies you, and even corrects your mistakes? Yamaha’s new  
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Thinking outside the box
So much for the piano aspects of the piano. It’s 
with the Smart Pianist app that the Yamaha CSP 
really gets clever. Pick a track or song from the 
music library on your computer (an iTunes file 
will do) and load it into the app. An ‘audio to 
score’ feature analyses the music and instantly 
creates a score which it displays on your iPad 
device. So-called stream lights, located above each 
key, indicate which keys you should play (red for 
white notes, blue for black) while the Clavinova 
provides the accompaniment. 

While the Smart Pianist app is able to handle 
audio tracks, it can also read Standard MIDI 
(Musical Instrument Digital Interface) files. The 
technology behind MIDI files allow the musical 
data to be modified and manipulated; it’s the 
language all digital musical instruments speak.  
As a result, MIDI files for Smart Pianist are widely 
available, including from yamahamusicsoft.com 
and any number of websites. However, the MIDI 
files don’t display fingering. You could view a 
downloaded score with fingering on your iPad  
but it wouldn’t have the same functionality as  
a MIDI-generated score.

At the launch of the CSP, Yamaha presented  
a vocalist sitting at the instrument. She sang along 
to backing tracks which had been stored on the 
instrument, while accompanying herself with the 
score displayed on her iPad. In itself the 
performance was an impressive demonstration of 
the CSP’s capabilities, but, frankly, it was difficult 
to see what readers of Pianist would gain from the 
technology – until the point when she played a 
simple Beyer finger exercise in the right hand.

As before, Smart Pianist displayed the score on 
her iPad. A shaded area on the stave helpfully 
tracked her progress, while lights above each key 
indicated the next note to be played. 

We braced ourselves for a dull five-finger 
exercise and then the Clavinova did a remarkable 
thing: it supported the performer’s right hand with 
a chordal accompaniment that immediately 
warmed up the exercise and made it more 
enjoyable. 

Crucially, when our multitalented vocalist/
pianist played a wrong note, the accompaniment 
ceased, while the stream light indicated the one 
she should have played (had she not enabled this 
feature, I learned later, the accompaniment would 
have continued regardless). No less remarkably,  
the CSP varied the pace of the accompaniment  
in time with her playing. Regardless of whether 
she speeded up, slowed down or paused, the 
Clavinova’s accompaniment supported her all  
the way. 

How it works
Open Smart Pianist on your mobile device, and 
click the screen to establish a connection with the 
Clavinova. From the settings menu, choose the 
piano sound and acoustic you want (for example, 
recital room or concert hall) and the position of 
the piano lid (open, part-open or closed). 

Locate a MIDI music file, perhaps by 
connecting to yamahamusicsoft.com. Smart Pianist 
contains 50 standard classical pieces, some for four 
as well as two hands, 50 pop songs, and 303 lesson 
pieces by Hanon and Beyer, among others. 
Elsewhere, the ABRSM syllabus, up to and 
including Grade 5, is available as MIDI files.

From Smart Pianist’s library I chose a Hanon 
finger exercise; hardly the most challenging piece 
but I wanted to understand how the CSP could be 
used in a learning situation. Guide mode was top 
of my list. Using this I played the right hand while 
the Clavinova played the left – and in perfect time 
with me, speeding up, slowing down or pausing. 

I followed the stream lights rather than the 
Yamaha score (which, as noted above, has no 
fingering). The absence of fingering could be a real 
handicap to learning. Without finger indications, 
even a simple five-finger exercise may quickly 
become a five-finger scramble, so a score that 
shows fingering is obviously preferable. 

The stream lights cue your fingers by coming on 
a fraction before you are due to play the note. 
Here’s another handicap: following them is a little 
like following a car’s sat nav. You have no idea 
where you are, you simply follow the route guide. 
The ideal approach would be to combine the lights 
with reading the score, so that a knowledge of 
which key corresponds to which note will follow. 
However, for the time-poor learner with no 
knowledge of or interest in conventional learning, 
they are at least a way to get playing quickly.

Next, I was interested to see how the app might 
help me to grasp a more complex piece. I selected 
Bach’s Air on the G String. Again, the score was 
displayed on my iPad and the stream lights 
flashed. I chose to play both hands but the array  
of lights was impossible to follow. No problem:  
I reverted to the right hand while the Clavinova 
played the left, following my stumbling 
performance perfectly. At a difficult spot I selected 
the repeat function which isolated the troublesome 
bars and allowed me to go back over them. 

It’s worth noting that a music teacher could 
record a piece as a MIDI file (as long as they did 
so strictly to their Clavinova’s in-built metronome 
as a reference point for the Smart Pianist software)  
and upload it to Dropbox, for example, for their 
student to download and use in the same way.  

Given the CSP’s ability to accompany a pianist 
in real time I was curious to see how it might work 
in a concerto context. Here it really shines. Smart 
Pianist carries a recording of the Larghetto from 
Chopin’s Piano Concerto No 1, with the orchestral 
part arranged for the piano. In the role of the 
orchestra, the CSP followed my playing perfectly. 

A gateway to the piano
I’ve only scratched the surface of the CSP’s potential; 
even so, I’d say that it opens a new chapter in the 
evolution of the digital piano. The instrument has 
been freed from its role as a passive device to 
something much more supportive and inspiring.

It could be a gateway to the piano for musical 
newcomers, helping them to spend rewarding time 
with the instrument in almost no time at all. 
However, given the CSP’s potential to entertain and 
inspire, it would be a tragedy if a beginner didn’t 
support their fumblings with traditional lessons.

For the more advanced pianist, the CSP’s ability 
to accompany in real time is wonderful and 
genuinely inspiring. Imagine taking a piece of 
chamber music, a piano trio, say, or a piano 
concerto, recorded as a MIDI file. Upload it to 
Smart Pianist, go into the CSP’s settings and, 
because the file is recorded in 16 channel, dial out 
the piano recording. Then enjoy yourself playing 
the piano part, with some of the world’s finest 
musicians accompanying you, following your 
every tempo deviation as though they were present 
in your living room. Now that really is smart. n
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Further information
CSP-150: pianistm.ag/csp150
CSP-170: pianistm.ag/csp170

Yamaha’s Smart Pianist app takes the CSP models to a new level of interactivity


