
 

 

 

 

RIAM EXAMS 

Guide to Selecting Pieces for Performance Grades 

Pieces should match the technical requirements expected for a similar level of Practical 
Grade. Teachers can assess this by referencing the pieces in RIAM Piano albums as well as 
the extended lists of repertoire for Grades VI and higher in the RIAM Piano Syllabus. 
Candidates may use any/all pieces included in the RIAM syllabus, but are not limited to 
these selections. Pieces that are significantly easier than those listed in the syllabus would 
be considered unsuitable. Simplified arrangements of classical repertoire should be avoided; 
if choosing an arrangement of film or pop music, a good-quality arrangement should be 
sourced. When consulting the RIAM Exams syllabi lists or any choice piece you wish to 
consider, some key considerations are:  

Aim for a contrasting programme that will demonstrate different styles, keys, characters, 
tempi and expressive qualities. Whether the chosen pieces are classical, popular, jazzy, 
traditional or other, it is important to choose pieces that will show a range of technical 
aspects, but will also bring out the best qualities of the individual performer. Candidates are 
not expected to cover the entire range of requirements listed, these are intended as a 
general guideline. A varied list of recommended albums and publications can be found at 
the end of this document.  

• Rhythmic Complexity: The rhythmic demands of pieces should broadly align with the 
same grade in RIAM Practical Exams. The specific rhythms do not need to be an 
exact match, but should be of a similar standard.   

• Technical and Expressive Elements: Even at the earliest grades, pieces should be 
played with both hands together (except where indicated by the composer). While 
the selected pieces do not need to cover all technical and expressive criteria, they 
should include a suitable selection of elements, for example: legato phrasing, slurs, 
staccato touch, clear and controlled fingerwork in faster passages, cantabile touch, 
appropriate use of pedal, shaping of phrases, articulation detail and dynamic 
contrasts. Appropriate balance between right and left hands is expected.  

  

 

 

 

 



 

 

Performance and Requirements  

Grade 1 (maximum 32 bars) 

To include a range of note values from semibreves to semiquavers, and possible inclusion of 
dotted rhythms and tied notes. Pieces might be in Simple or Compound time, key signatures 
of up to two sharps and two flats, with simple changes of hand position and a minimum 
range of one octave (no more than two octaves). Melody and accompaniment should be 
balanced. Independence of hands is limited to chords or single notes supporting a melodic 
line. Tempo indications should vary, basic dynamic and articulation detail should be present. 

 

Grade 2 (maximum 40 bars)  

A range of note values, including semiquaver passages, and possible inclusion of dotted 
rhythms and tied notes. Pieces might be in Simple or Compound Duple time, key signatures 
of up to three sharps or flats. Right and left hands can move independently of each other, 
with changes of hand position and a range of two octaves. Melodic phrases should have 
singing tone and good shape. Tempo indications should vary, a range of dynamic detail, 
shaping of phrases and articulation should be present. 

 

Grade 3 (maximum 60 bars) 

A range of note values demonstrating more complex rhythms, for example syncopated 
rhythms, triplets etc. might be introduced. Legato pedal is usually introduced at this level, 
and some demonstration of this technique must be included. Pieces might be in Simple or 
Compound time, a range of key signatures can be demonstrated across a possible range of 
three octaves. Good tone quality and sensitive phrasing should be evident. Tempo 
indications should vary, possible inclusion of ornamentation, as appropriate; a growing 
range of articulation and dynamic detail should be present.  

 

Grade 4 (maximum 80 bars) 

A range of note values with variety of rhythmic detail. Legato pedalling technique should be 
included in at least one piece, and fast semiquaver passages with clear and even sound 
should also be demonstrated in at least one piece. Pieces might be in Simple or Compound 
time, a range of key signatures up to four sharps or flats can be explored and an unlimited 
range of the keyboard. Candidate should be able to demonstrate stylistic detail, good tone 
and appropriate shaping of phrases. A range of articulation detail, dynamics, shaping and 
balance should be present and consistent in delivery. 

 



 

 

Grade 5 (maximum 100 bars) 

At this level, the student should be able to demonstrate greater independence of the hands 
with tidy and even fingerwork. An expanded range of key signatures can be considered, and 
a stronger understanding of style and character should be emerging at this stage. Finer 
detail should be closely observed, and musical expression should be developing. Pieces may 
well include more layered textures or more complex chords, and greater use of pedal. 
Articulation detail appropriate to the style, and a wider dynamic range should be present.  

 

Senior Grades 

At this higher level, there is an expectation of greater maturity in terms of stylistic 
awareness, expressive detail, tonal nuances, appropriate tempo choices and overall 
stamina. These factors will all be taken into consideration by the examiner, and will be 
reflected in the marking of these higher grade exams. 

 

Grade 6  

Stronger technique and independence of the hands developing at this stage. Pieces should 
be played at a tempo appropriate to the style/character, they may include shifting tempo 
markings with changes of character, and these adjustments should be comfortably realised. 
Pieces may include large leaps, or possible counterpoint. Fast passagework and good 
pedalling technique should be demonstrated, rhythmic detail should be precise and a wide 
dynamic range is expected. 

 

Grade 7 

Appropriate tempo choices are expected in the chosen pieces, and must be maintained as 
appropriate. Passages of controlled and agile fingerwork should be included, and any leaps 
should be confidently executed. Appropriate tempo and consistency of speed is expected at 
this level. Aim to vary the style/tempo/character/mood of the pieces and demonstrate 
these differences accordingly in the performance. A full range of dynamics should be 
demonstrated with good shape and line, textured content must be balanced, and softer 
tones must be sensitively controlled.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

Grade 8 

Advanced repertoire of appropriate length, to be played at appropriate tempo choices. A 
varied range of pieces is expected, to demonstrate a range of technical and stylistic 
methods. Candidate should demonstrate an ability to play fluently, with advanced nuances 
of expressive devices such as rallentando, accelerando, rubato and ornamentation where 
appropriate to the music. Any handling of complex rhythms must be accurately and 
confidently executed. Subtleties of colour and shape, as well as a wide dynamic range must 
be demonstrated. There should be inclusion of demanding passagework, pedalling 
technique, detailed stylistic characteristics, balanced textures, lyricism of line where 
appropriate and overall expressive qualities to suit the context of the music. 

  

Senior Certificate  

Advanced repertoire of appropriate length, demonstrating a highly developed technique 
and mature musical awareness and perception. A varied programme is expected, to suitably 
demonstrate a wide range of stylistic characteristics and musically expressive approaches. 
The appropriate selection of pieces will help to establish a comprehensive level of musical 
integrity and pianistic command.  

 

Booklists for Piano 

There is an extensive amount of repertoire written for piano, comprising every style, genre and 
character. There are thousands of Classical music books, and there are a growing number of good 
quality arrangements of Film music, Jazz, Folk, Pop, Rock etc. for solo piano. 
 
The books listed below offer a very small example of what is on offer, but for teachers and students 
who are looking for ideas/inspiration, some of these books might offer a good starting place. Many 
of the books listed by grade are dedicated to individual composers. There are also a large number of 
albums that offer selections of pieces by various composers, they come in many volumes spanning 
all levels from Grade One to Grade Eight. These albums can be a good way to build up a library of 
useful and varied material. 
 
 
Piano Volumes 
 
Hours with the Masters (Bks 1–6)     Dorothy Bradley 
Piano Music by Women Composers (Bks 1 and 2)   Hal Leonard 
A Keyboard Anthology series       ABRSM 
Studio 21 series        Universal Edition 
Classics to Moderns (Bks 1–6)      Yorktown Music 
Women Composers: A Graded Anthology (Bks 1–3)   Schott 
A Romantic Sketchbook for Piano (Bks 1–5)    ABRSM 
Microjazz Collection (Christopher Norton)    Boosey & Hawkes 
Best Ever Piano Solos Series      Hal Leonard 



 

 

 
Grades I–II 
 
The Young Pianist’s Repertoire, Book 1     Faber Music 
Walter Carroll: The Countryside      Forsyth Publishers 
Leslie Fly: Cantebury Tales      Forsyth Publishers 
Piano Time Pieces, Books 2 and 3     Oxford University Press 
Music Through Time, Books 1 and 2     Oxford University Press 
June Armstrong: Sea World      Pianissimo Publishing 
Hours with the Masters, Volume 1     Dorothy Bradley  
Piano Progress, Book 2       Faber Music 
Ailbhe McDonagh: It’s a Piano Thing, Book 1     Boosey & Hawkes 
Brian Chapple: Lazy Days      Chester Music 
June Armstrong: Take Ten      Pianissimo Publishing 
Mini Jazz, Book 1 (Manfred Schmitz)     Breitkopf Härtel 
Mike Cornick: Clever Cat goes on Safari      Universal Edition 
Latin Favourites for Easy Piano      Hal Leonard 
Christopher Norton: Microjazz Collection 1     Boosey & Hawkes 
Piano Time Jazz, Book 2       Oxford University Press 
 
Grades III–IV 
 
Hours with the Masters, Volume 2     Dorothy Bradley 
The Young Pianist’s Repertoire, Book 2     Faber Music 
J.S. Bach: A Little Notebook for Anna Magdalena    Schirmer/Peters/IMSLP 
Beethoven: Sonatinas       Peters/Kalmus/Schirmer 
Philip Martin: Five Folk Songs      CMC 
Walter Carroll: Sea Idylls      Forsyth Publishers 
Music Through Time, Book 3      Oxford University Press 
June Armstrong: The Nine Glens of Antrim    Pianissimo Publishing 
Schumann: Album for the Young      Henle/Kalmus/Peters 
Tchaikovsky: Album for the Young      Peters/Schirmer/ABRSM 
June Armstrong: Six Little Preludes and Fugues    Pianissimo Publishing 
Soundbites: Album of Pieces for Young Pianists    CMC 
Leslie Fly: Joan of Arc       Forsyth Publishers 
Clementi: Sonatinas       Peters/Schirmer/ABRSM 
Kabalevsky: Fifteen Children’s Pieces Op. 27     Boosey & Hawkes 
Philip Martin: “Jack be Nimble” pieces     CMC 
Khachaturian: Pictures of Childhood     Boosey & Hawkes 
Prokofiev: Music d’Enfants Op. 65     Boosey & Hawkes 
Ailbhe McDonagh: It’s a Piano Thing, Book 2    Boosey & Hawkes 
Christopher Norton: Microjazz Collection 2    Boosey & Hawkes 
Andrew Lloyd Weber for Easy Piano     Really Useful Music Co. 
The John Williams Easy Piano Anthology     Hal Leonard Publishing 
The Cinematic Piano Play List      Faber 
Mike Cornick: In the Groove and more…     Universal 
Mike Cornick: Style Collection, Afro–Caribbean    Universal Sarah Watts: 
Razzamajazz Repertoire       Kevin Mayhew 
Pop Performer, Grade 3       ABRSM 
Pamela Wedgewood: Jazzin’ About      Faber Music 
 



 

 

Grades V–VI 
 
Toll in Moll (Finer in Minor)      Breitkopf & Härtel 
Hours with the Masters, Volume 3     Dorothy Bradley 
Marian Inoldsby: Key Strokes for young pianists    CMC 
Chopin: Waltzes       Paderewski/ Henle/ IMSLP 
J.S. Bach: Two-Part Inventions      Henle/Schirmer/IMSLP 
Cecile Chaminade: Children’s Album Op. 123    Ludwig Masters/IMSLP 
Casella: Children’s Pieces      Universal Edition/IMSLP 
Haydn: Sonatas        Henle/IMSLP 
Chopin: Mazurkas       Paderewski/Henle/IMSLP 
Grieg: Lyric Pieces Op. 12      Henle/Peters/IMSLP 
Dussek: 6 Sonatinas Op. 19      ABRSM/IMSLP 
Mozart: Viennese Sonatinas      Peters/Schirmer/IMSLP 
Bartok: Ten Easy Pieces       Boosey & Hawkes 
Kuhlau Sonatinas        Peters Edition/IMSLP 
Prokofiev: Visions Fugitives Op. 22     Boosey & Hawkes 
 
Irish Concert Pieces arranged for Piano solo    Fentone 
Abba Gold (Solo Piano)       Wise Publications 
Gerard Hengeveld: Melody and Rhythm     Broekmans & Van Poppel 
Pop Performer, Grade 5       ABRSM 
Simply Film Grades       Faber Music 
Essential Einaudi: Islands      Music Sales 
Pamela Wedgewood: Up-Grade       Faber Music 
Pamela Wedgewood: After Hours for Solo Piano    Faber Music 
Microjazz Collection 3       Boosey & Hawkes 
The Essential Film Collection for Piano Solo    Faber Music 
Pop Songs in a Classical Style      Hal Leonard 
Alan Haughton: More Rhythm and Rag     ABRSM 
John Kember: Ragtime Pieces for Piano     Schott 
June Armstrong: Ireland’s Most Beautiful Ancient Airs   Pianissimo Publishing 
Mike Cornick: A Piano Sketchbook     Universal Edition 
Mike Cornick: Barrel House Piano (Boogie Woogie)   Universal Edition 
 
Grades VII–VIII 
  
At the Piano with Women Composers     Alfred Music 
J.S. Bach: 48 Preludes and Fugues     Henle/IMSLP 
J.S. Bach: French Suites       Henle/IMSLP 
June Armstrong: Strangford Sketchbook     Pianissimo Publishing 
Beethoven: Bagatelles       Henle/IMSLP 
Beethoven: Sonatas       Henle/IMSLP 
Grieg: Lyric Pieces Op. 54      Henle/Peters/IMSLP 
Haydn: Sonatas        Henle/IMSLP 
Lizst: Consolations       Henle/Schirmer/IMSLP 
Philip Martin: Suite for Siobhán      CMC 
Philip Martin: A Quartet of Satellites     CMC 
Mozart: Sonatas       Henle/IMSLP 
Scarlatti: Sonatas       Henle/Schirmer/IMSLP 
Hours with the Masters, Volumes 5 and 6    Dorothy Bradley 



 

 

Mendelssohn: Songs Without Words     Henle/Schirmer/IMSLP 
Debussy: Children’s Corner      Henle/Durand/Schirmer 
Schumann: Scenes of Childhood Op. 15     Henle/ IMSLP 
Field: Nocturnes       Peters/Schirmer 
 
Christopher Norton: Jazz Preludes Collection    Boosey & Hawkes 
Joplin: Complete Rags for Piano      Schirmer/IMSLP 
George Gerschwin at the Piano      Alfred Music  
Ennio Morricone Anthology Piano Book     Volontè & Co. 
Joe Hisaishi: Ghibli Best Stories (Piano)     Studio Ghibli Anime Music 
Ryuichi Sakamoto Piano Collection     Doremi Music Publishing 
Mike Cornick: On the Right Track, Level 4    Universal Edition 
 
 
Hal Leonard Best Ever Piano Solos series 
 
 

  
  
  


