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iAccompaniment in America

Piano accompaniment, or collaborative piano, is an invisibilized force driving classical music. This hybrid study, combining text and multimedia, explores its history, evolution, and transformation into a recognized academic discipline through archival research, expert interviews, and digital resources.

This hybrid publication delves into the origins and institutionalization of collaborative piano, tracing its development from the early 20th century to the present day. It highlights a profession often overlooked, introduces pioneering figures including Gwendolyn Koldofsky, and maps the establishment of over 100 degree-granting programs across North America. With an interactive data visualization tool, QR codes linking to compelling first-hand accounts, and extensive archival materials, it offers a vivid, multidimensional journey through the field’s past and present. By contextualizing the profession through analysis of its pedagogical, gendered, and institutional dynamics, this work seeks to foster a deeper understanding of collaborative piano’s past, present, and future, while advocating for its recognition and advancement.

Accompaniment in America: Contextualizing Collaborative Piano is essential reading and viewing for musicians, music students, educators, scholars, and administrators, as well as anyone interested in the intersection of collaborative piano history, performance practice, and academia. It is a valuable resource for both students and professionals seeking to understand the complexities of a field still broadly misunderstood and its pivotal role in classical music.

Chanda VanderHart is a pianist and musicologist whose research interests include music history and sociology, gender studies, art song, performance, cultural institution studies, digital humanities, Musikvermittlung, and artistic research. She has been on the faculty of the mdw-University of Music and Performing Arts, Vienna, since 2017 and is a Senior Researcher at the Universität für Weiterbildung in Krems. VanderHart co-founded the interdisciplinary concert series Mosaïque, the multimedia storytelling platform Talespin, Musical Tales for Big and Small, and the podcast series on gender and art song piano Too Many Frocks.ii is blank. 
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Setting the Stage

Piano accompaniment, known today as collaborative piano in North America, is the invisible glue which holds together our classical music infrastructure, the mortar solidifying the house so that it does not collapse into a disorganized pile of bricks. Recitals and chamber music concerts would be unthinkable without these specialized pianists, as would university music instruction where they work across departments as supportive players, instrumental and vocal coaches, recital partners, and rehearsal or course facilitators. Beyond the walls of the university, classical music competitions and auditions, choir rehearsals, most concerts, and daily rehearsal and staging sessions in music theaters or opera productions would all grind to a halt without these musicians.

Despite the essential nature of the profession, the words ‘accompaniment’ and ‘accompanist’ are now considered broadly pejorative in the English-speaking world. This perception stems not from the language itself—rooted in themes of camaraderie and shared experience—but from broader societal issues. The term ‘accompany’ originates from Old French compagnon and Latin companionem, ‘meaning ‘bread fellow’ or ‘messmate,’ suggesting a bond formed by sharing sustenance, a universal gesture of goodwill. It embodied the positive, egalitarian spirit of companionship.1 It was used in a music context, meaning ‘to play or sing along with’ by 1570, and by the 18th century an accompanist was described as someone offering support and companionship, treated as a friend and equal rather than a servant.

This nuanced evolution underscores the solidarity inherent in the original concept of ‘accompanying,’ connecting people in a relationship of mutual respect and presence rather than servitude. The decline in the term’s regard is not due to its historical meaning, but rather the result of entrenched attitudes and practices. This is key, because while language holds influence, 2merely changing the terminology surrounding this profession will not address the underlying issues or alter ingrained attitudes.

While ‘collaborative pianist’ is now favored in North America, especially by younger musicians, ‘accompanist’ remains common in Europe and with older generations. Many pianists, however, simply identify as ‘pianists,’ reserving specific descriptors for context—akin to how a second violinist identifies as a violinist first. In this publication, both accompanist and collaborative pianist are used interchangeably, and when one is preferred over the other it is to reflect the historically accurate use of these terms as well as the individual preferences of those being discussed.

Regardless of the terminology used, this specialization and its practitioners occupy a precarious position within the power structures and practices of the music industry. Collaborative pianists are sometimes reduced to roles akin to jukeboxes or playback machines by professors, musicians, or dance instructors, often labeled as rehearsal pianists or répetiteurs. Conversely, they may serve as equal partners in chamber music performances or hold authoritative positions as vocal coaches or Studienleiter(in) in opera productions. In North America, their compensation, contracts, and working conditions vary significantly based on employer, institution, and job title. Many pianists navigate multiple roles with distinct responsibilities and dynamics, not only across their careers but often within the same week or even day, depending on the tasks and contexts allotted to them.

While not every collaborative pianist may have deeply reflected on why they are treated differently across various spaces, by different individuals, or in shifting situations, few are likely to have escaped moments of surprise or discomfort at the field’s peculiarities and inconsistencies during their studies or careers. These moments might arise when they are unexpectedly assigned new responsibilities by a music director, observe stark contrasts in a singer’s behavior between rehearsal settings and contract negotiations, suddenly find themselves conducting a stage rehearsal after months of leading from the piano, or go uncredited in a YouTube video showcasing their challenging performance of a violin and piano sonata or a transposed set of Hugo Wolf lieder.

Collaborative piano has similarities to other professions in classical music, but, like many interdisciplinary fields, there is nothing quite like it. Because of its invisibility, complexity, and ubiquity, it is easily misunderstood. Lack of understanding from administrators, colleagues, pianists who prefer to play alone, audiences, management, critics, and even those beginning to take it up can exacerbate tensions. It is a desire to increase understanding of how complex, essential, ubiquitous, specialized, and marginalized this field truly is, by reflecting on its academic history and discourse, which is the explicit aim of this hybrid monograph and digital companion.


3Motivations and Organization

There have been publications by and about accompanists before. Most readers will have heard of Gerald Moore’s The Unashamed Accompanist, first published in 1944 or his 1962 Am I Too Loud?, both of which have been reprinted numerous times and released as audio. Pianists pre- and post-dating Moore, including Elizabeth Harbison David, Helmut Deutsch, Joyce Grill, Martin Katz, and Robert Spillman have all written either memoir-style monographs or How-To guides aimed at collaborative pianists. The field itself, however, has not yet been scrutinized historically or through discourse. Beyond research theses which touch on collaborative piano’s academic history from a variety of focal points, there are no publications of this scope from primarily historical, institutional, or sociological perspectives.2 While violinists and solo pianists are generally aware of their teachers’ historical lineages, collaborative pianists in North America often have little knowledge of their own profession’s past, because it has not been made available.

Interest in collaborative piano as a field is, however, steadily growing. Blogs such as Chris Foley’s Collaborative Piano Blog,3 and substacks like Kathleen Kelly’s Overcoached4 have fostered vibrant discussions, while digital communities of renowned teachers connect via Facebook groups, private mailing lists, and group chats. Academic conferences, such as Elvia Puccinelli’s annual CollabFest, the International Keyboard Collaborative Arts Society’s annual conference, and Klavierbegleitung: Männerdomäne? at the University of Music and Performing Arts (KUG) in Graz, Austria, spotlight critical aspects of the discipline. Emerging institutes and workshops, like Elnora Perz’s Lied the Way in Germany and the Collaborative Piano Institute founded at Louisiana State University,5 are nurturing mentorship and community for the next generation of collaborative pianists.

Publications such as Pei-Shan Lee’s doctoral thesis The Collaborative Pianist: Balancing Roles in Partnership,6 the article ‘Visibility, Historiography and Gender: Gwendolyn Koldofsky’s Impact on North American Song Accompaniment,’7 and the music-sociology podcast series Too Many Frocks? 8 provide valuable insights but take narrower perspectives. The time is ripe for a comprehensive, broadly accessible publication to reframe the history of collaborative piano, aiming to spark greater interest, foster consensus, and deepen institutional understanding of what collaborative piano is, has been, and could become.

Many of the unique characteristics of collaborative piano are tied to its professionalization and its evolution into a university discipline—a process with its own story to tell. This publication aims to uncover and situate that history within a broader sociological framework, focusing particularly on its development in North America from the 20th century into the 21st century.

Chapter 2 highlights the pioneering work of Canadian pianist Gwendolyn Koldofsky, who established the first flagship, degree-granting program for 4accompanists in North America—a program that remains active today.9 Her influence extends far beyond her own teaching; her students went on to establish, shape, and lead many of the more than 100 collaborative piano programs instituted across the United States and Canada.10

Chapter 3 examines seven key figures following Gwendolyn Koldofsky, all instrumental in establishing the institutional framework for collaborative piano education. These include Koldofsky’s students Jean Barr, Anne Epperson, and Martin Katz, alongside Eugene Bossart, Margo Garrett, Sam Sanders, and John Wustman. Each of these pioneers launched and led major programs across the United States, training performers, coaches, writers, and archivists, as well as the many pianists now directing or sustaining the diverse programs that have flourished—or struggled—throughout North America.

Chapter 4 shifts focus to data, presenting an extensive analysis of the more than 100 degree-granting programs developed across the United States and Canada. This data is available through an Open Access interactive visualization tool, which maps where, when, and by whom these programs were launched while providing rich historical context. The chapter also explores philosophical and structural similarities and differences among these programs. Finally, it reflects on recurring themes that surfaced throughout the research, themes woven into the texts, conversations, and policies shaping collaborative piano as both a profession and practice (Figure 1.1).
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Figure 1.1 Data visualization program. Return to text.⏎
The final chapter focuses on the current discourse surrounding collaborative piano and its place within academia, offering a forward-looking perspective on how the field could evolve while critically examining 21st-century institutional norms. It addresses pressing concerns and explores the academic pathways, challenges, and realities faced by those in the field. The chapter highlights best practices and innovative initiatives shaping the academic landscape today, incorporating insights from students, emerging professionals, faculty, and administrators across North America.11 By engaging these diverse perspectives, it aims to illuminate the opportunities and obstacles defining the future of collaborative piano in academia.


Methods and Limitations

This publication weaves together source material, discourse, and data to present a concise yet comprehensive history and reflection on collaborative piano in North America. The preservation of pedagogical legacy—a legacy with minimal material content—is a significant challenge, often hindered by a scarcity of surviving sources.

Gwendolyn Koldofsky serves as a poignant example: she left no children, outlived her husband by nearly 50 years, and what little remained of her possessions was dispersed among a retirement home, a single relative, 5. Figure on this page. 6a few archives, and a handful of students. Much of it has been irrevocably lost. Although a biography of Koldofsky was in planning, the death of two key contributors redirected the effort.12 Consequently, much of her legacy resides solely in the memories of her former students and faced imminent erasure with their passing.

Thanks to advances in digital humanities, the interdisciplinary and intricate history of collaborative piano and its founding figures can now be explored through a dynamic, scrapbook-style approach.13 Over the past year, the co-authors have interviewed or consulted more than 100 eyewitnesses and experts, not only to fill in critical dates and details but also to provide rich contextual information and bring vivid color and humanity to the biographical subjects. These interviews have been edited and are partially accessible via QR codes and hyperlinks embedded throughout the book. Additionally, a treasure trove of digitized materials—including photos, videos, articles, scans, audio files, and the data visualization program that underpins Chapter 4—has been made publicly available for the first time through links interspersed in the text. While the book is designed to stand alone, these supplemental materials offer curious readers the opportunity to delve deeper, providing a wealth of information and creating a richly multidimensional experience.14

Every study has its limitations, and the scarcity of source material is a significant challenge for this one. This issue is not new to collaborative piano. As Algernon Lindo remarked in his 1916 work, The Art of Accompanying: ‘The chief difficulty is that so little has been written about accompanying.’15 Despite subsequent contributions, university-level pedagogy often remains disconnected from its own history. A key obstacle is the lack of systematic record-keeping within academia. Even at flagship programs, determining foundational details—such as when programs were established—can be a time-consuming task, especially if founders are no longer alive to provide first-hand accounts. The variability in archival quality compounds the problem. Well-maintained archives are invaluable but poorly managed ones are often incomplete or unreliable. For instance, Jean Barr recounts how records and scrapbooks at the Music Academy of the West were once destroyed by an overzealous director.16

Surprisingly, essential information about the organization, leadership, and evolution of degree programs is often absent from university transcripts and archives. Despite contacting every university with an advertised program, registrars, department heads, and coordinators frequently had no access to this information, which is rarely digitized or preserved for long-term use. This lack of institutional memory highlights the challenges of piecing together the history of collaborative piano.

7This book acknowledges a bias toward vocal and instrumental duo collaboration, with limited discussion of collaborative pianists or programs centered on chamber ensembles, duo piano repertoire, choral work, or interdisciplinary contexts such as opera, dance, and theater. This reflects the academic formalization of the discipline, where degree programs have traditionally prioritized instruction in singer-pianist or instrumentalist-pianist partnerships, with secondary emphasis on opera, chamber music, and choral collaboration.

Because of the invisibility, ubiquity, and diversity of collaborative pianists, many significant contributors to the field are inevitably absent from this work. The individuals profiled in Chapter 3 were thoughtfully chosen, but even a consensus shortlist drawn from extensive interviews and conversations remains subjective. To those who may feel overlooked, I offer my sincere apologies. This book is intended as a starting point for remembering our collective, collaborative history, not as a definitive or final word.

I hope this publication fosters a deeper understanding of how the field developed within academia, supports ongoing reflection on its current state, and inspires broader conversations about its future. Above all, I aim to unite the diverse community of pianists dedicated to making music together, while supporting efforts to reframe and advance the discipline for generations to come.


Nothing of Value Happens Alone

Collaborative piano begs for a collaborative approach. I personally come to this project from a broadly interdisciplinary background; as one of those many pianists who prefers to make music with others, but also as a musicologist with a career at the intersection of performance, pedagogy, and between the scholarly worlds of historical and digital musicology as well as artistic research. Still, I would never have been able to do this alone. First and foremost, my thanks go to three brilliant women who have also offered their immense expertise as well as data, research, texts, and resources throughout the process. Jean Barr has been essential in offering access to her vast personal archives, knowledge of the lay of the land, and editorial eye. To my brilliant co-authors, Kathleen Kelly and Elvia Puccinelli, who co-authored Chapters 5 and 2, respectively, and carried out countless interviews both with and without me; you are both tireless, conquering heroes; thank you for being part of this.

All of us owe immense debts of gratitude to the multitude of further collaborators who gave their time by sitting for in-person and online interviews or corresponding with us by email. Thanks as well go to the many archivists and administrators who helped clarify nagging questions or provided access to valuable sources. Lauren Koszyk, who led the initial data collection charge, Bill Lloyd, my long-suffering audio editor and David 8Wögerbauer, who turned the data visualization concept living in my head into a technical reality. All should be given medals and expensive vacations somewhere warm and quiet. Finally, thanks are due to Suba Ramya, Hannah Rowe, Soumya Singh, and Zoe Thomson-Kemp at Routledge/Francis & Taylor for making the editing, review, production, and publication processes as painless as possible.


The Beginning Has a Preamble

For ages, it has been common knowledge for scholars and collaborative piano practitioners that the very first degree-giving program dedicated to piano accompaniment in North America was launched at the University of Southern California in 1947 by Gwendolyn Koldofsky.17 While that USC program was certainly, as advertised, the ‘first of its kind’, and the earliest program which still exists today, it was not, strictly speaking, the very first degree-giving program.18 That honor goes to the Curtis Institute of Music.

Curtis opened its doors officially in 1924, and by 1926 already offered Accompanying as an additional subject. By 1927, pianist and faculty member Harry Kaufman was named director of a division of the piano department which had already been created and devoted explicitly to teaching accompanying, serving as head of the Accompanying Department for the next 17 years. There are two photographs of Kaufman, with three of his ‘piano accompaniment students,’ Theodore Saidenberg, Joseph Rubanoff, and Elizabeth Westmoreland, from 1929 housed in the Curtis archives and available for online viewing.19

Born on September 5, 1894, in New York City, Kaufman was a pianist who performed regularly as a soloist and also performed extensively with other musicians, including violinists Ephram Zimbalist, Joseph Szigeti, Toscha Seidel, Nathan Milstein, violist William Primrose, and bass-baritone George London.20 He served as department head between 1941 and 1968, during the period when his own teacher, Josef Hofmann, was director of the Curtis Institute.21 One of Kaufmann’s many students at Curtis was Eugene Bossart, who would later launch the flagship program at the University of Michigan.

In 1934 the school was granted the ability to confer diplomas and degrees by the state of Pennsylvania. In the first year of official commencement, there were students handed both diplomas as well as Bachelor of Music degrees by Director Josef Hofmann at the 3 pm ceremony on May 22, 1934. Sarah Abbett Lewis and Elizabeth Balée Westmoreland received the first Bachelor of Music Degrees in ‘Accompanying’ while Florence Frantz and Freda Pastor both graduated with degrees in ‘Piano and Accompanying’ and Helen Hall with a Bachelor of Music in ‘Violin and Accompanying’.22 All those already mentioned also received Diplomas with the same 9denotations that day, but Yvonne Krinsky, Theodore Price Walstrum, and Marga Hermine Wüstner likewise were handed their diplomas for ‘Piano and Accompanying,’ and a Diploma for ‘Piano, Accompanying and Conducting’ went to Sylvan Levin. Any student who had attended prior to 1934 and achieved the necessary requirements for a diploma or degree were eligible to be awarded the Bachelor of Music degree retroactively. Whether any students were granted retroactive degrees has not yet been clarified.23 In any case, 1934 was the inaugural year of the official accompanying degree; accompaniment had taken its first steps toward becoming a professional pursuit acknowledged in academia (Figure 1.2).
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Figure 1.2 1934 Commencement program, Curtis Institute of Music Archives. Return to text.⏎
The Curtis convocation program is telling. Notably, all five degree recipients are women, as were all but two of the nine diploma recipients. Of the two young men receiving diplomas with accompaniment attached, one also graduated as a soloist, and the other as a soloist and conductor. When compared to degree recipients the same year for solo piano or organ, the gender norms quickly shift, with young men comprising four-fifths of the graduating cohort. This is all in line with historical ways gender, instruments, and roles have intersected in classical music since the 19th century, a thread which will be taken up in Chapter 4.

A question this program raises, however, has to do with Helen Hall, our graduate in ‘Violin and Accompanying.’ Was Hall a dual-instrumentalist who studied both solo violin repertoire and collaborative piano? That is certainly a strong possibility. It is also, however, possible at this point in time that the violin could also have been used in an accompanimental function. Thanks to the European Hausmusik and salon traditions, a great deal of repertoire was created for voice, piano, and obbligato violin (or cello, or horn, or clarinet) in the first part of the 19th century, so that small groups could get together and quickly perform a composition that they had either practiced alone in advance, or would sight-read together. Heinrich Proch, longtime Kapellmeister in Vienna, for example, wrote dozens of these pieces, and he is not alone—even woefully incomplete lists of these works include close to 400.24 It is not impossible, based on the narrower categories in which Curtis graduates were being given degrees at that time, that ‘Violin Accompaniment’ was an early 20th-century specialization.

Who were these first graduates? Where did they come from, and what prompted them to study accompaniment? What did their education entail and what did their lives look like afterwards? At the time of writing these are still unanswered questions; they have vanished without a trace from music history and left no digital record behind.

Harry Kaufman likely passed Curtis’ accompanying program on to Vladimir Sokoloff, although it is also possible that they both had classes in parallel. According to Sokoloff’s daughter, Laurie, Sokoloff may well have taken the reins when Zimbalist became director of Curtis and held it 10. Figure on this page. 11until retirement. Sokoloff and Zimbalist had worked together for ages. Laurie Sokoloff recalls:


As a student in the 30’s, even before he graduated from the accompanying program, he was chosen to be Efrem Zimbalist’s accompanist. I know he toured with Zimbalist a great deal. This involved more than just performing, as he was also trained to perform as secretary, typing letters, etc. I don’t remember when he stopped touring, although I suspect it was when Zimbalist stopped performing. He also accompanied William Primrose, Anna Moffo, William Kincaid, and others, and also served as Vocal Coach at Curtis […] Additionally, he played for every audition in the violin department and accompanied every student recital except for the students choosing to perform with their friends, which weren’t many. I know he was proud to be called an ‘accompanist’.25


Already here we see themes that reemerge throughout this history, including the fact that accompanists truly love their work, but also that their touring lives are wholly dependent on their partners. We also see clearly how collaborative pianists are trained not only to perform specialized repertoire but also expected to carry out a multitude of administrative tasks and demonstrate remarkable flexibility. This may seem absurd to modern readers, who often chuckle at stories of accompanists being asked to carry luggage or perform as secretaries for their more famous partners back in the day. But have things really changed so much? As we will see, collaborative pianists still operate in an essentially assistive capacity, which most enjoy, but helpers are rarely seen as occupying positions of power. The flexibility and assistive quality of this work tends to bleed all too easily into being expected to take on a multitude of tasks which extend far beyond the music.

With Sokoloff’s retirement in 1994, Curtis’ undergraduate accompaniment program quickly faded from existence and cultural memory. While the first formal degrees may have been granted from Curtis, it would be the trail-blazing Canadian pianist Gwendolyn Koldofsky who would firmly establish accompaniment, later renamed collaborative piano, as a recognized field of study.
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