
© 2013
by Peter Berryman

www.louandpeter.com

Pianists, Guitarists, and Competence

My  sister  Mary  recently  sent  me  an
article  entitled:  Study:  Pianists  have
greater  desire  to  learn  but  feel  less
competent  than  guitarists.   The  art-
icle, dated July 9, 2013, appeared in a
website  called  The  Raw  Story
(rawstory.com)  and  was  written  by
Eric W. Dolan.  

Well,  what  a  title.   I  read the  article
then went to the website of  The Raw
Story and read the comments,  which
were as interesting as the article itself.

In a study of about 300 guitarists and
about  300  pianists,  “Our  results  ap-
pear to show that pianists are working
hard at perfecting their instrument but
ironically  emerging  with  less  per-
ceived competence and willingness to
play [than guitarists],” claims Peter D.
Macintyre of  Cape Breton University,
who conducted the study with Gillian
K.  Potter.   They  theorize  that  this  is
because the  piano is learned in a more
formal and rigid manner than guitar,
which is usually learned “...with more
freedom and autonomy.”

My first thought on reading this was
that in many ways they are comparing
apples  and oranges.   But  my second
thought was: maybe that's their point.  I
should confess that I cheaped out and
didn't  spend the  $12  the  Psychology
of  Music (pom.sagepub.com/)  web-
site wanted for a PDF of the study it-
self, and am basing my two cents on
Mr. Dolan's review of it.  

A lot  of  the  comments  on  The  Raw
Story site underlined the deep differ-
ences  that  are  customarily  associated
with players of these two instruments:

Robert_13:  [Guitarists]  sing  the  song
and play the accompanying chords on the
guitar  and  claim  to  have  "written"  a
song...  [Pianists] ...have to learn to read
standard musical notation and learn what
every note on the page means...  Because
composing this  way requires much more
musical depth, they are less likely to aspire
to it.

Sawbuck:  I've been a guitar teacher for
nearly 30 years, and find kids take up gui-
tar to emulate their favorite bands, and to
start bands and have fun.  Kids take pi-
ano, sax, flute, etc, because they want to
be in a school music program, and the mo-
tivation is entirely different.

Most  of  the  comments  were  of  this
sort, by which I mean they had some-
thing to do with the idea that very of-
ten, being a piano player is usually not
even in the same  township as being a
guitar  player.   Making  the  choice  to
learn to play piano is usually not the
same  kind of  choice  as  choosing  to
learn to play guitar.  As Sawbuck says
above,  “...the  motivation  is  entirely
different.”   Not  just  the  instrument,
but the motivation.

Not  only  is  the  motivation  different,
but the yardsticks used by society to
measure  competence  in  these  two
cases are usually very different yard-
sticks.   It's  like  saying  “Marble
sculptors  feel  less  competent  than
whittlers do,” or “Stone lithographers
feel less competent than finger paint-
ers do.”  When you think of a compet-
ent  professional  concert  pianist,  the
picture that first forms in your mind is
of a person in formal dress, with dec-
ades of lessons behind them, sitting at
an  expensive  piano,  playing  some-
thing called a “sonata” composed by
someone else, on an upscale stage in a
glorious  concert  hall.   You  usually
think of someone with a salary greater
than the minimum wage.  When you
think  of  a  competent  professional
acoustic  guitarist,  the  picture  could
form  of  someone  in  informal  garb,
standing on a door supported by beer
cases,  plunking  an  old  guitar  they
picked up three years ago, aspiring to
earn  the  minimum  wage,  playing
something called a “song” they wrote
themselves  that  morning on the bus.
If these pictures are even the slightest
bit accurate, it's easy to see why an as-
piring concert pianist is more likely to
feel incompetent than an aspiring folk
guitarist.

There  are  many,  many  exceptions  to
these  stereotyped  visions  of  course.
There are  classical  guitarists  who sit.
There  are  rock  pianists  who  stand.
There  are  guitarists  who make  a  zil-
lion dollars a week and pianists who
drive cabs.  “Guitarist” covers every-
one from Jimi Hendrix to the Singing
Nun to the kid next door with a Wal-

Mart FirstAct guitar.  “Pianist” covers
everyone  from  Liberace  to  Little
Richard  to  my  90  year  old  mother
leading  the  assisted  living  chorus
through  one  more  round  of  The
Sidewalks Of New York.   When you
make a more specific  comparison, say
for  example  comparing  the  average
jazz  pianist  to  the  average  jazz
guitarist, I doubt you would come up
with much difference in motivation, or
musical knowledge, or income.  And
that's  the  small  problem I  have with
this study; it's so broad, and the defini-
tions are therefore so fuzzy, that even
though a lot of data was collected, the
conclusions  drawn  seem  to  be  very
thought provoking but maybe a little
off.  On the other hand, maybe that's
why they're so thought provoking.

Choosing what  instrument  you want
to learn says a lot about what aspect of
music interests you, obviously.  I took
piano lessons, but not for long.  I love
certain piano music now, but it didn't
do  much  for  me  when  I  was  a  kid.
The first time I heard folk guitar, I had
that  golden thought, the one that has
launched  a  thousand  careers,  or  at
least, hobbies: “I could do that.”  That
phrase had never come into my head
when  hearing  a  concert  pianist  play
Beethoven.   The  thought  that  would
come into my head then was more like,
“I could never do that.”  And that's a
phrase  that  I'm  much  more  familiar
with.   It  comes to me when I  watch
roofers,  or  presidents,  or  dancers,  or
parents, or lawyers, or jet plane pilots,
or  burglars,  or  coal  miners,  or...   I
think the first time I  ever thought “I
could do that” with a  piano piece was
hearing Leadbelly's “Eagle Rock Rag,”
which  is  about  as  complicated  as
Chopsticks.  Though I've never heard
the  term,  “folk  piano”  would  feel  a
good label for it.  Come to think of it,
it is telling, in a way, that “folk piano”
is  not  in  common  usage,  as  is  “folk
guitar.”

So it all has to do with yardsticks.  Not
to  mention  the  ironic  folk  yardstick
that  sometimes  says  competence
works  against  the  spirit  of  true  folk
music,  just  like  when,  in  the  visual
arts, formal art training rules you out
as  a  true  folk  artist.   Could  be  that
when folk guitarists in the study were
asked if they felt competent, they said
“Yes, unfortunately...”
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