
BRProud Interview with Ana Maria Otamendi & Elena Lacheva
of the LSU College of Music and Dramatic Arts

Question: Can you tell us your names, titles and roles with LSU?

Ana Maria Otamendi (AMO): I am the Associate Professor of Collaborative Piano at the LSU
College of Music and Dramatic Arts (CMDA). In addition to teaching classes, my duties, or
really, my calling include teaching all collaborative piano majors and minors on how to be the
best partners at the keyboard; I assign and manage all activities in the School of Music that
require the presence of a collaborative pianist; I also invite and perform with guest artists, and of
course, I serve in university committees.

Elena Lacheva (EL): I hold the Professional in Residence position at CMDA, and my work
consists of performing with guest artists that come to perform for the Baton Rouge and LSU
audiences; playing for recitals with LSU faculty members and graduate students; I also spend
time every week working one-on-one with singers on their pieces, discussing proper diction,
pitch, rhythm, style and expression, in order to help them perform with ease and expressive
conviction.

What initially piqued your interests in music?

AMO: Actually, I began piano lessons when I was 5 years old, after my parents saw me spend
hours playing with a toy piano that was a gift from my uncle. I just wouldn’t stop matching songs
by ear or making up new ones. By the age of 12 (when I got my behind kicked in a national
competition), I realized I wanted to be much more serious with music, and truly committed
myself to practicing every day with the goal of improving my performance. And I won it the next
year!

EL: My first lessons were also at the age of 5, when I was enrolled in the preschool program at
the Dobrin Petkov School of Music in my native Bulgaria. My mother had seen how emotional I
was during a performance of the 1st Piano Concerto by Tchaikovsky by the Plovdiv Symphony
Orchestra, and thought I would enjoy taking lessons myself.



In your personal experience, have you seen musicians of certain cultural backgrounds
face challenges while endeavoring to learn and grow in their craft? If so, what sorts of
challenges do they face?

AMO: After coming to the US to pursue my graduate degrees I became more and more aware
of the differences between the music education systems of Venezuela and the States. In
Venezuela we have the famous El Sistema process, which gathers and trains successful
orchestral musicians from an early age and across all backgrounds. Of course, as a pianist I
was on a different track, but I was able to observe my peers’ development and successes, and
we have a network of public national conservatories that offer high quality musical education for
children and youth completely for free. It was a methodical process, aimed at producing a
certain result. During my years in the States I learned that while many schools (but not all) in the
States offer choir, band and orchestra programs beginning in middle school, I don’t think there is
a country-wide system that targets all children interested in music from the ages of 5 or 6, and
prepares them to enter the highly competitive field of classical music. Mostly it falls on the
parents to recognize their child’s interest in music, and then to make the tough decision on
whether they can finance the lessons, the books, the commute to a teacher’s house; if they are
able to find one that would nurture their child’s involvement. As you can see there are many
weak points along the way that can lead to missed opportunities in developing the interest and
gift of a child to the level that would fulfill their joy and desire.

EL: Is it the cultural background that presents these challenges - I don’t think so. I believe it is
the socio-economic environment that predicts whether resources will be available to a budding
musician or not. Simply said, without sponsored music programs at school to introduce and
nurture music-making from early childhood, it’s the financial situation of a family that will cause
challenges to learning and growing in the craft.

AMO: Several years ago I had the pleasure to work with an extremely talented, musical and
hard-working pianist, who learned through the years while relying on their excellent ear, innate
musicality, and natural approach to the instrument (something that rarely can be taught). When
they began their undergraduate degree in music, their teacher was actually a flutist, and not a
pianist, and while I’m sure they did their best teaching, my student had to spend nearly a year
unlearning physical, aural and structural habits that prevented them from singing the song in
their soul! They persevered in a way that I’ve never seen before, to overcome these roadblocks
and thrive!



How will this summer’s program at LSU’s Collaborative Piano Institute help to address
these challenges?

AMO: The goal of the Collaborative Piano Institute is to meet musicians of ages 15 to 55 at a
crucial stage in their development, whatever that stage may be. And specifically in June 2023,
after receiving the NEA Challenge America Grant (we are the first faculty at the LSU College of
Music and Dramatic Arts to receive an NEA Grant!), we are looking forward to distributing even
more scholarships to musicians without the financial means to afford CPI, so they can not only
meet and explore the minds of professional musicians in lessons and conversations, but be
inspired to imagine what role music will play in their lives. The NEA grant has also allowed us to
hire an even larger number of diverse faculty!

EL: A highschooler at CPI would take private lessons and learn what it takes to be a
professional musician, and whether a degree in music would be a good fit for them before taking
out huge academic loans. An undergraduate in music would explore whether a graduate degree
should be their next step or if freelancing is an option they would prefer. A recent doctoral
graduate would make connections and learn from our faculty about life after school, how to build
their brand, and how to audition and apply for jobs. A seasoned professional musician making
the switch from solo piano to playing with others may fill the gaps in their knowledge with
specific advice.

AMO: Through one on one lessons, group music coachings, masterclasses and performances;
through lectures and workshops, and personal conversation with our esteemed faculty each CPI
participants can begin figuring out how they would like to see music in their lives.

By the end of the program, what will the students have learned?

AMO: It is our goal to give as much instruction and information as possible, and by the end of
June 2023, we hope that the CPI participants would have learned about piano technique, and
dealing with performance anxiety; strategies for time management and practicing efficiently, and
the art of partnering with singers or instrumentalists; what different careers in music look like
and how to achieve them; how to play in style from Beethoven to Biedenbender; how to prepare
for auditions for graduate school, and summer festivals; how to read at sight and prepare a
music score; how to sing in Italian, French, German, Russian or Spanish; how to keep track of
expenses and taxes, how to maintain physical and mental health while restricted in
uncomfortable positions at the instrument.



EL: It is our hope that all questions a participant brings with them will be answered by the end of
the program, and they will leave CPI with a clarity and purpose about what comes next in their
personal journey. You can find more information about the many topics that we cover at CPI in
this link: https://www.collaborativepianoinstitute.org/curriculum/

Some of the renowned visiting guest musicians who will assist in training the students
will also perform at public events. Can you tell us about some of these exciting events
that will take place?

AMO: It is our greatest pleasure to announce that the Starry Nights Concert Series at CPI will
continue this Junel: these concerts are free of charge to the public, featuring entertaining and
challenging repertoire performed by our faculty members who are luminaries and legends in our
field - some of whom, like Paul Groves, happen to be LSU faculty as well! And if you’ve ever
been to a performance of Mr. Groves, you know that it will remain in your imagination for days
afterwards!

EL: The concerts will take place in the Recital Hall of the LSU School of Music on Dalrymple and
Infirmary Dr. in the month of June, and will be free of charge for the Baton Rouge public! For the
exact dates and times, we suggest bookmarking www.collaborativepianoinstitute.org in your
browser and checking it in May, so you can add the events to your calendar! You can also follow
us on Facebook and Instagram for information on our participants and daily events.

How will this summer's program be funded?

AMO: The Collaborative Piano Institute is a 501(c)3 non-profit organization, and it funds its
activities through tuition paid by the participants, donations from a small group of friends who
believe in the program’s mission, and now grants like the NEA Challenge America grant. In
addition, the LSU School of Music graciously allows us to use their facilities free of charge,
which is a huge help, as we absolutely cannot afford to rent numerous offices, large and small
performance spaces, practice rooms and the Recital Hall. In addition, since last year we’ve
been lucky to meet several kind Baton Rouge residents, who enjoyed hosting a CPI participant
and thus, saved them the $800 housing fee.

EL: And while the NEA grant we received for 2023 will definitely help, like most non-profits,
we’re constantly searching for more music lovers who recognize the need of CPI and what it
offers to musicians, and would like to support us with recurring gifts or volunteering their time or
guest bedroom.

https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.collaborativepianoinstitute.org%2Fcurriculum%2F&data=05%7C01%7CPJones%40brproud.com%7Ce6248133f5284158f9bc08db0bb2b9ad%7C9e5488e2e83844f6886cc7608242767e%7C0%7C0%7C638116634486350472%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=SOy7yaXDqZ4DTaCUWXjC7Vg1l4813FETtPw0sRAqWqU%3D&reserved=0
https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.collaborativepianoinstitute.org%2F&data=05%7C01%7CPJones%40brproud.com%7Ce6248133f5284158f9bc08db0bb2b9ad%7C9e5488e2e83844f6886cc7608242767e%7C0%7C0%7C638116634486350472%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=wNkjfdZrlzYNjOfA66IZYkyrs%2F%2F7q8Xt5VtAujRQgcQ%3D&reserved=0


If someone who doesn’t have the money to afford music lessons has a keen interest in
music, what would you suggest they do?

EL: This is a two-prong problem, as money is needed not only for the lessons, but also for the
items to make music with: instruments and sheet music or music books.

The problem of instrument availability could be solved by looking to family members, friends and
communities: does someone you know have an instrument and would lend it or allow it to be
played during specific times? Does an aunt have a piano, is there an organ in the church one
attends, does a cousin play the trumpet inherited from a grandparent? Nowadays one can find
an instrument on Facebook Marketplace or Craigslist for free, if they pay for delivery (pianos) or
simply pick it up (almost anything else). Sometimes schools and universities change their
inventory of instruments and give away or charge a severely reduced price. When money is not
available, it’s also good to do a quick research on which instrument needs the least
maintenance: a violin needs expensive strings and maintenance appointments, but a piano,
while larger and maybe more expensive upfront would need only a tuning every year, or even
less, if propped against an internal wall and away from drafts. A trombone of french horn can be
left in a car’s trunk in the winter overnight and nothing will happen to them, while a clarinet might
crack if left in a cold room for too long. Reed instruments also require instruments to make reeds
with and reeds themselves, which is an extra cost.

AMO: Sheet music or music books can be inherited, or found in libraries for free or requested
through InterLibrary Loan, which allows other states to deliver books wherever needed, one only
needs a library card.

The best way to learn to play music is with a teacher, and nothing can really replace the
individual attention a student can receive by a dedicated instructor. If the passion for studying
music burns very brightly, finding a way to afford music lessons becomes extremely important:
maybe the keyboardist at church would give a preferential rate to a member of its congregation.
Often emailing a piano professor at a local institution would produce a list of music students who
teach at a much lower rate. If music is more of a pastime to be engaged in every once in a
while, there are numerous videos online on YouTube of people demonstrating how to approach
an instrument and play certain songs. Music books themselves can also teach how to read and
play music - they often come with descriptions and instructions.



How does learning about music enrich one's life?

AMO: While everyone comes to music from a different place and for different reasons, the
undeniable truth is that music, like all art (drawing, painting, sculpting, taking photos, dancing,
singing, theater, creative writing) gives us a powerful way to express ourselves. Art also builds
bridges between people by creating empathy. When reading a book, you literally put yourself
into someone else’s shoes, and most of the time those characters are quite different from who
we are. Music does the same thing. We can all be united by the feelings that music arises in
each one of us, since our pains, our love, and our longing are often the same.

EL: Music is a Mardi Gras parade, a break-up, Christmas on the radio in October, prom night,
commuting, Father and bride dance, coffee break, anniversary dinner, horror movie jump cut,
lullaby, communion, suffrage, belonging. For every emotion there is a sound, and when ordered
and shared, it electrifies life. Take music away, and the deafening silence will break our fragile
humanity.


