
Playing The
Piano Dulcimer

by
Madeline MacNeil



Playing The Piano Dulcimer 

Forward by Sam Rizzetta 

The Piano Dulcimer is a type of hammer dulcimer that is easy to understand, has all the notes of a 
chromatic scale, and plays equally well in all keys. This book, Playing The Piano Dulcimer, begins at 
the beginning, guiding players in tuning and in playing the Piano Dulcimer through a variety of tunes 
that range from folk melodies to classical, and from blues to ragtime. 

Dulcimers are known in many cultures around the world. Traditional versions have limitations. Past 
attempts to make dulcimers more suited to complex music resulted in instruments that were difficult to 
learn or impractical to build. To improve the situation, I experimented with many different note 
arrangements and invented many of my own. Some of these new tunings passed into common use. 

In the early 1970s I built experimental dulcimers with a half-step interval across the treble bridge. This 
was by far the most practical and efficient way to provide all the chromatic notes through the entire 
musical range of the dulcimer. By 1995, further refinements, including white and black markers 
analogous to the piano keyboard, evolved into my Piano Dulcimer. 

In this book you are introduced to the Piano Dulcimer and guided through the basics of playing it by 
Madeline MacNeil, a gifted musician, teacher, and friend. For feedback, insights, criticism, and 
encouragement during the development of Piano Dulcimers I thank Carrie Rizzetta, Nicholas Blanton, 
Randy Marchany, and Betsy Calvert. Madeline MacNeil and I are also grateful to Tabby Finch for 
editorial assistance. Welcome to the Piano Dulcimer! I hope you will enjoy it. 

Cover photo: PD40 Piano Dulcimer made by Dusty Strings. Photo this page: Rizzetta Piano Dulcimer. 
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The author of Playing The Piano Dulcimer is Madeline MacNeil (1940 - 2020) whose career as 
performer, author, teacher, and recording artist spanned more than 50 years. She was the long time 
publisher of Dulcimer Players News and also authored many instruction and repertoire books for Mel 
Bay Publications. Maddie taught workshops and performed at festivals and concerts throughout the 
United States. Her wonderful voice and magical singing were accompanied by her tasteful playing on 
hammer dulcimer and mountain dulcimer. Maddie was one of the most important figures in the revival 
and popularity of dulcimers from 1975 to 2020. 
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