
 

 

 
 

 
Training the Collaborative Pianist  
with Associate Professor Jeanell Carrigan 
Gerald Moore said that, 'No good composer writes an accompaniment as an afterthought, for it must 
be the basis of the whole musical structure'. The pianist, therefore, has a vital role in the performance, 
collaborating with, and standing as an equal, alongside the instrumentalist or singer. 

Geoffrey Hinds reports on the first half of Jeanell Carrigan's workshop at Conference 2019.  
 
Around 1825, a caricature attributed to Franz Schober 
appeared with the title ‘Michael Vogl and Franz Schubert 
setting out to fight and to conquer’. The famous ex-operatic 
baritone is pictured striding forth confidently, followed by the 
diminutive composer looking bemusedly at the viewer. It 
accurately reflects the subservient status endured by 
accompanists through the ages, and explains why, in recent 
years, the term ‘accompanist’ has fallen into disfavour and 
been replaced by the term ‘collaborative pianist’. 
  
Jeanell Carrigan gave some hilarious examples of the 
prevailing view of accompanists in the past: they merely 
provide a background; they play while the soloist interprets; 
they are a ‘caddie who carries the violinist’s instrument’. This quote is courtesy of Gerald Moore who 
caused a breakthrough by insisting that his name appear on the recording label at a time when then 
name of the accompanist would be omitted even from the programme. 
  
Jeanell then set forth five rules. First and most important: the pianist is equal to the other 
instrumentalist or singer. Secondly, the pianist needs to be notified early to allow sufficient rehearsal 
time. [I recall being at an audition for accompanying at a local university and being informed that 
students would ‘throw music’ at me for performance at short notice when I stated that I needed two 
weeks’ notice.] Thirdly, the musicians need to work together for a mutually satisfying interpretation. 
Fourthly, pianist and singer/other instrumentalist need to study each other’s part. This is especially 
important for a song, which makes it imperative for the pianist to be familiar with whatever language 
the song is in. Singers and instrumentalists, on the other hand, need to know what is happening in the 
piano part and the challenges it may contain. Finally, the equal stature of the players is demonstrated 
by having the names of all players on the programme, and by having all players take a bow after the 
performance. 
  
Jeanell was now joined by cellist Heleen du Plessis, to play a movement from Rachmaninov’s Sonata 
for Cello and Piano, (not, you will observe, a Cello Sonata). This was the perfect demonstration of a 
collaboration between two professional musicians. Both listened to each other, with Jeanell taking 
care not to overpower the cello with the fully textured piano part. 
  
Heleen and Jeanell now summed up. A collaborative pianist needs to have the same technical skills 
as a solo pianist as well as an ability to listen to the other musician. The opening piano part has a vital 
role in ‘setting the scene’, especially in Lieder, and pianists need to be familiar with literary sources. 
Piano students should be encouraged at an early stage to play duets to foster the collaborative 
approach. Finally, there is no following – musicians move together [which is, incidentally, the precise 
meaning of ‘accompany’]. 
  
Geoffrey Hinds is a piano teacher, member of the Auckland Branch IRMTNZ committee, and 
collaborative pianist for the Auckland Lieder Group. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Kathy Thompson picks up the lead to conclude this report from Conference 2019. 
  
After a break, Jeanell Carrigan was joined by Bridget Douglas, principal flutist of the NZSO.  They 
performed the first movement of Martinu’s Sonata for Flute and Piano, chosen for its ensemble 
challenges. 
  
With one rehearsal prior to the session, we watched them work together as they discussed and ironed 
out sections they knew needed further polish.  It was a privilege to hear and see them work together.  
They discussed the importance of such things as each player executing trills in the same way, the 
exact length of notes, eg staccato, and balancing rhythmic precision and articulation.  Managing the 
final ritardando was discussed and rehearsed. The constantly changing time signature at the start 
challenges the flute player to not so much count as really know the complete music score.  We were 
reminded it is essential for single-line players to have access to, and know, the full score.  The 
importance of understanding the gestures of the other player(s) is an important skill, along with the 
need to breathe together (yes, the pianist too), particularly at the start of new sections and important 
phrases.   
  
Bridget and Jeanell both agreed that working together like this builds trust between players and helps 
them feed off and react to each other musically in rehearsals and performance.    
  
I am not teaching at this level, and to be honest, I do “accompany” my students on the piano for their 
performances.  But at what stage, and how, might I develop this concept of collaboration with my 
young musicians?  I am mulling over a few thoughts … someone can ask me at Conference 2020 
how I’m getting on with answering this question!  I’d like to work towards better preparing students to 
confidently contribute to the refining of a performance with another or others.   After all, why wait until 
they are at University taking a Collaborative Pianist paper?  
  
Kathy Thompson teaches flute and piano in Dunedin, and her recent retirement from Secondary 
School teaching has enabled her to be more involved with the Otago Branch IRMTNZ. 


