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THE DUET AND THE DANCE:  
AMERICAN DUET REPERTOIRE FOR ADVANCED STUDENTS 

Neeman Piano Duo 
Dr. Stephanie Neeman and Dr. Edward Neeman 

Playing duets is a great way for advanced students to improve their listening skills, 
physical awareness, rhythmic discipline, pedaling technique, and musicianship. A 
selection of American piano duets based on dance styles is used to demonstrate some of 
the challenges faced by duet teams, and productive practice techniques are discussed. 
Ojos Criollos by Louis Moreau Gottschalk is an energetic Cuban dance that requires 
careful listening to achieve the required elegance. In Souvenirs by Samuel Barber, based 
on recollections from the composer’s childhood, melodies frequently pass between the 
duet partners, requiring a seamless blend of phrasing and touch. The rhythmic 
syncopations of John Corigliano’s Gazebo Dances are engaging for audiences yet 
challenging to execute precisely. The innovative style of David Lang in before gravity 
opens many exciting possibilities for interpretation. The duet repertoire, particularly 
duets for students, has blossomed dramatically in recent years. Many professional duet 
teams now specialize in piano four hand repertoire, inspiring students to take on this 
exciting genre and make it their own. 

The piano duet is the first taste of chamber music for almost every young piano student. 

Piano method books often have duets right on page one, in the form of “teacher 

accompaniment” parts. With some duet juice, a “three fingers on the black keys” 

exercise can turn into some romping jazzy fun, and students quickly learn the 

importance of rhythmic discipline! 

 As students get more advanced, duets get even better. Duet music (for two 

players on one piano) is traditionally “at home” music; two pianists on two pianos was 

for the concert hall (Corigliano & Boughton 2012). Before the recording era, duet 

arrangements were available for nearly every symphony, opera, and chamber music 

masterpiece, allowing these works to be performed in any home with a single piano and 

two curious pianists.  The target audience for duet works were typically amateur 1

musicians looking for an evening of social music-making; composers tended to write 

simpler and less technically demanding works for two pianists on a single instrument. 

For example, the four hand sonatas by Mozart are positively transparent compared to his 

solo piano sonatas and the D major Sonata for two pianos, K. 448. While Schubert took 

the duet genre to new heights with his “Grand duo” sonata, D. 812, and the Fantasie in F 

minor, D. 940, these masterpieces are still less technically demanding than his solo piano 

sonatas. 

 Students can learn a great deal about their playing through duets. Playing 

precisely together and with the correct balance between voices is especially challenging 

 These arrangements have largely entered the public domain and are freely available online. Many advanced 1

students have used the arrangements of the Haydn symphonies as a sight-reading exercise. Mozart and 
Beethoven symphonies, while much more difficult, are also a pleasant sight-reading pastime.
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in duet playing, not least because the piano resonance tends to blend sounds between 

registers and melodic lines often switch between players in the duet repertoire. Sharing 

a single set of pedals is uncomfortable at first, but it forces both players to examine their 

own pedaling preferences and arrive at a compromise. Sharing the keyboard can feel 

cramped and makes students analyze their physical motions, in some cases leading 

them to reconsider fingering and hand distribution choices. 

 In this paper, we will introduce four American piano duets that are ideal concert 

pieces for advanced students. All of our chosen works relate to dance music, a common 

trait of the duet genre since the time of Schubert. Each duet poses specific ensemble 

problems; we will discuss how to identify and resolve trouble spots relating to balance,  

phrasing between players, rhythm, and pedaling. 

  

Ojos criollos (1859) by Louis Moreau Gottschalk (1829–1869) 

Listening and balance 

Louis Moreau Gottschalk (1829–1869) described himself as “the first American pianist, 

not by any artistic worth, but in chronological order” (Schonberg, 2006). A prolific and 

imaginative composer, many of his compositions were based on popular tunes or styles 

of the day. Ojos criollos (1859), a set of double variations on two Cuban-inspired 

themes, was originally written for four-hand piano. A later arrangement for piano solo 

retained the same form, but the character of the the variations was altered. 

 With its catchy tunes and bouncy rhythms, this work is an ideal recital piece for 

advanced students. The challenge for students is to move beyond “fun” and into 

“artistic”. It is no accident that Gottschalk includes the instruction “elegante” on the first 

page of the score (Figure 1). Elegance requires more than simply romping through this 

enjoyable piece; it requires carefully shaping phrases and listening to all the voices in 

order to find the perfect balance. 

 Gottschalk uses a thick piano texture throughout the work, covering most 

registers of the instrument continuously. Many sections, particularly those with melodies 

in the secondo part, require careful balancing so the upper voices do not dominate the 

texture. Even some upper voice melodies can be swamped by incautious balancing. In 
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bar 33, a circumspect approach to the secondo’s fortissimo marking can keep the primo’s 

trills from being drowned out (Figure 2). 

 Attentive playing also helps with identifying collisions. A frequent occurrence in 

piano duet music, collisions are a natural byproduct of the piano’s ability to play multiple 

voices simultaneously combined with the limitations of a single keyboard or manual. 

When voices occupy the same register, composers often need to choose between an 

intuitive visual representation (showing accurate voice leading) and practical hand 

distribution. In the final variation in Ojos criollos, the continuous tremolo in the primo 

part interferes with the secondo melody (Figure 3). If the primo plays naturally, the 

secondo player will have trouble executing his or her part cleanly. Even so, it is 

surprising how easy it is to miss collision issues! Many students will breeze through this 

passage without listening or stopping to think why their playing did not sound as good as 

when they practiced alone. 

 There are several possible ways to resolve collisions: redistributing notes, 

releasing notes early (usually in conjunction with pedal sustain), or rewriting the 

subordinate part are some of the most common strategies. In Figure 3,  the primo player 
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Figure 2: Ojos criollos by Louis Moreau Gottschalk, bars 32–36

Figure 3: Ojos criollos by Louis Moreau Gottschalk, bar 95 
Collision between players shown with red note heads
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should remove at least some of his or her conflicting notes (shown in red); the missing 

notes are essentially inaudible and this allows the secondo melody to pass through this 

register much more smoothly. 

 The following are strategies for improving listening and balance in a duet 

situation: 

• As with all chamber music, both players need to over-prepare! They need to do as 

much practice as they would normally need to be well-prepared for a lesson, plus 

another 20 percent. They should be able to do their own parts on “automatic” mode, 

giving their full attention to what their partner is doing. 

• Soft practice (playing everything pianissimo, slightly under tempo) allows all voices 

to be clearly heard. 

• In a piece with many repetitions of the same material (Ojos criollos is a good 

example), bringing out secondary voices can help create variety. 

• “Am I too loud?” Recording and listening back to a rehearsal is a good way to know 

for sure. 

• Switching parts, even if only for a quick sight-read, is a great way to get a different 

perspective. 

Souvenirs, Op. 28 (1952) by Samuel Barber (1910-1981) 

Crossing melodies 

Barber wrote his Souvenirs, Op. 28 for four hands in 1952 to play with a close friend at 

parties (Wittke, 1993). The title hints at the inspiration behind these six dance 

movements; they are like postcards from Barber’s childhood visits to New York with his 

family. Barber writes, “One might imagine a divertissement in a setting reminiscent of 

the Palm Court of the Hotel Plaza in New York, the year about 1914, epoch of the first 

tangos” (Barber 1982). 

 As fitting to the intended occasion, Barber’s musical language and pianistic 

demands are far less daunting than in many of his other works for piano. Works like his 

Piano Sonata, Op. 26 and the Piano Concerto, Op. 38 were written for pianistic virtuosi 

(Vladimir Horowitz and John Browning respectively) and Barber took full advantage of 

their abilities, writing music at the highest technical level. The Souvenirs, in contrast, are  

accessible to advanced students. The first movement, a Waltz, and the third movement, 

a Pas de deux, are excellent starting points to get students comfortable with Barber’s 

style; the sixth and final movement, a Galop, is the most technically challenging of the 

set, and its brilliance makes it an instant crowd-pleaser. 

 Judging from the score, Barber and his close friend undoubtedly played together 

frequently and knew each other’s playing well. The primo and secondo parts intersect 
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and interact, with frequent overlaps and melodies that cross back and forth between 

players. The fifth movement, a “Hesitation-tango”, has several such melodies; in the 

example shown in Figure 4, an ascending line passes from the secondo player’s right 

hand to the primo’s left. The secondo player needs to maintain the crescendo throughout 

the first bar without getting too loud. With careful rehearsal, the crescendo will continue 

seamlessly over these two bars.  

 Figure 5 shows a more challenging excerpt from the Waltz. The primo melody (in 

octaves) is imitated by the secondo a bar later, and the primo has to catch the final B of 

the secondo melody at the beginning of the fourth bar. The primo player has to juggle 

two contrasting phrase shapes simultaneously—the upper melody moving away from its 

climax in bar 3, and the lower melody moving toward its peak in bar 4. 
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Figure 4: V. Hesitation-tango, mm. 41-43,  
from Souvenirs, Op. 28, by Samuel Barber 

Copyright ©1954 (Renewed) by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP) 
International Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by Permission.

Figure 5: I. Waltz, mm. 57–61,  
from Souvenirs, Op. 28, by Samuel Barber 

Copyright ©1954 (Renewed) by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP) 
International Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved. Used by Permission.
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Here are a few potential rehearsal strategies: 

• Play only a single voice, focusing on minimizing gaps when it crosses between 

players. (Melody notes overlap slightly in legato playing.) 

• Discuss the shape of the melody. Where is the peak of the phrase? 

• Play all the voices, but exaggerate the balance and bring out the melody in question 

as much as possible. 

• Try switching parts (primo plays secondo and vice versa) to get a different 

perspective. 

Gazebo Dances (1972) by John Corigliano (b. 1938) 

Playing as a team 

John Corigliano was inspired by the simplicity and elegance of Barber’s Souvenirs as well 

as Barber’s focus on the more intimate side of music-making. Whereas Barber 

specifically wrote his Souvenirs with his own pianism in mind, Corigliano wrote his 

Gazebo Dances for pianist friends, capturing their personalities through his music. The 

first movement, an overture inspired by the opera buffa style of Mozart and Rossini, was 

written for his mother Rose Corigliano and her duet partner Etta Feinberg (Corigliano & 

Boughton 2012). 

 Despite the title, only two of the four movements are given specific dance names: 

The final movement is a tarantella, and the second movement is a waltz that frequently 

veers off into 5/4, giving it what Corigliano describes as a “peg-legged”, off-kilter feel. 

Barber similarly uses a 5/4 meter in the waltz from his Souvenirs. The first and third 

movements are an overture and an Adagio respectively. If the sumptuous Adagio has 

little by way of dance-like rhythm, the Overture juggles three distinct styles: a bouncy 

fanfare characterized by off-beat accents, a genteel waltz, and a rugged polka. At around 

four minutes each, the individual movements are apt teaching pieces for advanced 

students.  

 The piano duet is a particularly exposed medium with regard to rhythmic 

accuracy—it is obvious when the pianists are not together. The asymmetrical rhythms 

and syncopations in the Overture, tricky as they are for one player, become 

exponentially more difficult with two! Even relatively simple rhythms, such as the march 

rhythm in bar 81, can sound sloppy when the hands are not in perfect rhythmic unison. 

We found that redistributing the four-note chord between two hands instead of four 

made our rhythm more precise because we were less cramped (Figure 6). The following 

techniques are effective for polishing the rhythm in tricky passages: 

Australasian Piano Pedagogy Conference Proceedings 2017 Neeman Piano Duo 
Page !  of !6 14



!  

• Close the piano lid and play the passage on the lid, slowly and rhythmically. This type 

of “finger percussion” makes it much easier to hear when the ensemble is not quite 

perfect. 

• Only the primo plays, while the secondo listens. Then the secondo plays while the 

primo listens. 

• Examine fingering and hand distribution choices. Is there a way to land on a strong 

finger on important beats, or to avoid unnecessary shifts? 

• Watch each other’s hands while playing. (Some memorization may be necessary.) 

 A unified duet team not only plays in synchrony, they also need to synchronize 

their pedaling ideas. Experienced pianists and teachers know that a rich, clean pedal 

sound requires a balanced touch on the keyboard that matches what the foot is doing. In 

duets, the primo player needs to adapt to the secondo’s pedaling style and speak up 

whenever he or she would like to try a different pedaling approach. Compromise is often 

necessary! The Overture from the Gazebo Dances has several sections in which a 

staccato secondo part accompanies a legato melody in the primo. The secondo player 

may prefer minimal pedal in order to lighten the staccato notes in his or her right hand. 

At the same time, more liberal pedaling would make the primo’s job much easier; 

creating a smooth and singing melody is hard when repeated notes prevent a consistent 
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Figure 6: Hand distribution in John Corigliano’s “Overture” 
from Gazebo Dances, bar 81



!  

finger legato. As with many pedaling dilemmas, there is no perfect solution; rather, such 

passages require careful practice and discussion (half-pedaling might be best). The 

following are some suggested techniques: 

• Only the primo plays, while the secondo player tries out the various pedaling options 

to see which one works best with the primo part. 

• Pedaling consistently is much harder in duets! The secondo player may need several 

repetitions at a slower tempo in order to feel comfortable with the pedal. 

• After a satisfactory pedaling is found for the primo part only, the pedaling may need 

to be readjusted for the full ensemble. Due to the lower register, the secondo part 

usually needs a lighter touch on the pedal. 

• If the primo player still feels that there is insufficient pedal, he or she may need to 

adjust fingering or hand distribution in order to allow for smoother legato and finger 

pedaling (holding notes longer than their notated value). 

• Temporarily switching parts is always a great way to improve! 

before gravity (2012) by David Lang (b. 1957) 

Tackling musical issues 

A co-founder of Bang on the Can, the New York new music collective, David Lang is one 

of the most prominent composers of the New York “downtown” scene. His compositional 

method involves the gradual unfolding of musical processes, a compositional technique 

that originated with the minimalist composers in the 1950s. The minimalist Steve Reich 

has described process music as “placing your feet in the sand by the ocean’s edge and 

watching, feeling, and listening to the waves gradually bury them” (Reich 1968). 

 Lang uses musical processes as a means to give himself some emotional distance 

from his musical creations. He feels that his job is not to push the listener into an 

“intense emotional experience”, but rather “just to build the waiting room” from where 

the listener can choose how he or she wants to react (Brown 2010). Beautiful, languid, 

and devoid of any sudden contrasts or maudlin drama, his music is ideal for inquisitive 

and intelligent students interested in exploring new frontiers. 

 Lang has written three piano duets: before gravity (2012), gravity (2005) and 

after gravity (2007). Although they were written separately, Lang suggests playing  

these pieces as a set. While gravity gives the sensation of steadily falling, before gravity 

and after gravity share a feeling of weightlessness; Lang wrote that “I worked hard to 

build a kind of structure that would keep the music from landing anywhere, or at least 

put the landing off as long as I could.” (Lang 2007) 

 The shortest work of the set at 3 minutes, before gravity is an excellent 

introduction to Lang’s work. While the technical challenges of this piece never go beyond 
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the reach of an intermediate level student, it requires a highly developed musicality and 

sense of rhythm. 

 The first four bars set the stage for everything that follows (Figure 7). Four gently 

moving melodies are accompanied by a tapping staccato rhythm in the bass, giving the 

piece the feeling of a “slow, sad dance” (as Lang indicates with the tempo marking). The 

dynamic remains piano for the entire piece. 

 Lang’s processes result in a rhythmic cycle of 20 bars, with the bar length 

constantly fluctuating between three and six quavers per bar (Figure 8). The harmonic 

process cycles every 32 bars, with each cycle one tone lower than the previous one. 

Over the course of the 96-bar piece, the pitch gradually descends, but this process 

happens so slowly that it is almost inaudible. The harmonic and rhythmic cycles move 

out of phase with each other; the piece has a feeling of unity without any exact 

repetition (Figure 9). The result is a gently floating, atmospheric soundscape without any 

clear direction; before gravity proves an apt title for this stunning miniature. 

 The very newness of Lang’s style poses many challenges. As with many 

minimalist and post-minimalist works, staying focused and being able to keep on track 

are surprisingly difficult in performance; it is easy to lose one’s place among the similar 

but subtly variable material. The 3/4 meter bars can be noticeably less busy than the 

surrounding material; maintaining rhythmic discipline allows the “flavors” of the different 

bar lengths to be clearly heard. 

 Given the lack of expressive indications, musical decisions need to be made 

proactively. For example, we found that focusing on the inner polyphony was much more 

interesting than allowing the upper primo voice to dominate. Trial and error revealed 

that different harmonies responded better to different voicings. As in Corigliano’s Gazebo 

dances, the primo player may wish for rather more pedal than the secondo is willing to 
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Reproduced with kind permission by David Lang.
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provide; while the very high register sounds thin without pedal, the staccato bass notes 

can easily become soggy. Since the bass sounds best played drily, the secondo player 

should use no pedal at the beginning of each bar while the bass is sounding, and then  

pedal fully until the following downbeat (Figure 10). 

 While David Lang’s unique style is not suitable for every student, there are few 

pieces that are as simple to learn, yet can teach students so much. It invites limitless 

avenues for interpretation and discussion among duet partners. Some possible topics 

include the following: 

• Only one dynamic marking is indicated (piano). What (subtle) dynamic fluctuations 

should happen, if any? 

• Experiment by bringing out different voices (bass line, top voice in secondo part, 

lower voice in primo part, etc.) Which voicing sounds best? In what ways might the 

voicing shift over the course of the piece? 

Australasian Piano Pedagogy Conference Proceedings 2017 Neeman Piano Duo 
Page !  of !10 14

Q
u

a
ve

rs
 p

e
r 

b
a
r
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The bar length fluctuates between three and six quavers per bar

Figure 9: Cycles in David Lang, before gravity (2012) 
Harmony (blue rectangles) and rhythm (dotted lines)
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• Try different phrasing strategies. Do you feel the phrases work better in 4-bar groups 

or 10-bar groups, or perhaps with a different grouping? 

• Work out the composite rhythm of each bar. Are there certain beats or syncopations 

that are especially important for the dance-like quality of this piece? 

These musical questions are open-ended, questions with which a seasoned professional 

may struggle. In our solo playing, we face similar questions, and many others, on a 

regular basis. The opportunity to share thoughts and compare ideas with a duet partner 

is a wonderful source of inspiration. 

Finding the right duet 

The duet repertoire, particularly duets for students, has blossomed dramatically in recent 

years. Fortunately, the classic reference guide, Piano duet repertoire (McGraw et al. 

2016) has kept up with this trend. Originally published in 2001, the 2016 edition has 

been exhaustively updated by Christopher and Katherine Fisher, with a wide range of 

pieces appropriate for all levels. Each entry also includes an approximate difficulty level, 

although these tend to be ambitious. Advanced students should begin with intermediate-

level duets to get comfortable with the mechanics of duet playing and with sharing an 

instrument. Piano duet repertoire includes only original duet works and no 

arrangements; even so, it remains by far the best duet guide published to date. 

 Recordings and arrangements by today’s top piano duet teams are also a great 

source of inspiration and repertoire. An increasing number of piano duo teams today 

specialize in one piano, four hand music. The San Francisco-based ZOFO duet team 

perform almost exclusively on one piano and have already released five albums since 

their inception in 2009. While they play many of the greatest Romantic duets, they have 

a knack for creating original arrangements and bringing modern, jazz-inspired works to 

life. Their latest album of music by Terry Riley is a perfect example; it includes the 
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crowd-pleasing Praying Mantis Rag and an original arrangement of G Song (first written 

for string quartet). The Canadian Fortin-Poirier Duo also perform extensively on one 

piano; a recent tour was titled “Twenty fingers and a piano”, and they have reworked 

pieces for two pianos to make them fit on a single instrument. Anderson & Roe is 

probably the best-known duet team active today, due in no small part to their viral 

videos of their own published arrangements. 

 The joy of making music together through duets helps inspire many beginning 

piano students. For advanced students, there is much more to gain through the duet 

experience. Duet playing helps students become more aware of their physical interaction 

with the piano and their musical tastes and tendencies. It shapes their listening and 

rhythmic skills. It gives them the confidence to express themselves more easily through 

music, and in every area of their lives. 
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