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TEACHING
FEARLESSNESS

BY CHRISTIAN WISSMULLER

First making a major splash when she won 
the 1993 International Great American Jazz Pia-
no Competition, Lynne Arriale has subsequent-
ly claimed a prominent position in the world 
of modern jazz through a string of lauded per-
formances and recordings – including her most 
recent CD/DVD, Nuance: The Bennett Studio 
Sessions (Motéma) – that have charmed critics 
and fans, alike. Collaborations with such heavy-
weights as Benny Golson, George Mraz, Randy 
Brecker, Rufus Reid, and Kenny Barron, among 
many others speak both to her skill as well as 
her stature within the community. 

In addition to being an accomplished jazz 
performer and scholar, Arriale is equally dedi-
cated to sharing her knowledge and experi-
ences. Currently on staff at the University of 
North Florida as director of Small Ensembles 
and assistant professor of Jazz Piano, Lynne also 
conducts clinics, workshops, and master classes 
internationally.

Arriale
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JAZZed: Let’s talk about your early 
music instructors. Could you describe 
some specifi c experiences that infl u-
enced you?

Lynne Arriale: I started play-
ing by ear when I was three years 
old, mostly playing songs that I had 
heard, as I loved to listen to musi-
cals. I had a little plastic toy piano 
and I begged my parents to let me 
study, but the local piano teacher 
told them I was too young. She ac-
cepted me as a student when I was 
around four. I studied with her for 
several years, then with Sister Mary 
Romano, Adelaide Banaszynski, 
and continued my classical train-
ing with Rebecca Penneys for eight 
years, earning my Masters degree in 
classical piano performance at the 
Wisconsin Conservatory of Music. I 
was very fortunate to study with Re-
becca during her time in Milwaukee. 
She is an internationally renowned, 
brilliant performer and teacher who 
has been a professor at the Eastman 
School of Music since 1980.

JAZZed: At what point did you begin to 
zero in on jazz, specifi cally?

LA: It was around my time at 
Wisconsin I had a passing thought – 
kind of out of the blue: “You should 
study jazz.” Though I knew nothing 
at all about it, I decided to take some 
lessons and began studying with Da-
vid Hazeltine in Milwaukee. It was a 
great revelation to find out that jazz 
was improvised music – that each 
night the actual content of a per-
formance changed, even if the same 
pieces were played. For example, we 
all know the tune “Summer Time” by 
George Gershwin. Just think of the 
melody and imagine that it could be 
totally your creative choice to play 
it fast, slow, in any meter, any key, 
or with any feel. And that’s just the 
melody! After that, during the solo, 
new melodies are played over the 
same chord changes and a new and 
different piece of music is created 
every time it’s played. That was truly 
amazing to me. I had no idea that 
this kind of music and these kinds 
of creative musical options existed. 

At that moment, I had an epiphany 
and decided to put all my energy 
into learning how to play jazz.

Over the years, I’ve studied with 
many great teachers. Richie Beirach 
has been my main teacher and men-
tor and he’s had a profound influence 
on my playing through his teaching 
of motivic development. Of course, 
we hear this in classical music all the 
time, but to apply this to music that 
is created ‘on the spot’ has been ex-
tremely exciting and rewarding. An 
idea is stated, and then developed 
throughout the improvised piece. 
This creates continuity within the 
solo and a sense of ‘telling a story.’

JAZZed: When did you fi rst become 
interested in teaching others? Did you 
have a specifi c instructor who inspired 
you to teach?

LA: I always knew I would perform 
and teach. Each person I studied with 
imparted more information to me than 
I ever would have discovered on my 
own. Being so grateful for everything 
that I’ve been taught, it was a natural 
progression to want to share that in-
formation and experience with others. 
Over the years, I have learned that it 
is essential to fi nd as many ways as it 

takes to communicate a concept effec-
tively to a student. It’s my responsibil-
ity to see to it that every student grasps 
what I intend to convey.

JAZZed: What was your fi rst teaching 
gig?

LA: I lived in New York for 14 
years and began teaching private stu-
dents there in the late ‘80s. I have 
been a faculty member of the Jamey 
Aebersold Summer Music Institutes, 
the Thelonious Monk Institute of 
Jazz and Jazz At Port Townsend. I 
have also conducted clinics and mas-
ter classes internationally.

JAZZed: Can you describe some par-
ticular lessons learned throughout your 
years as an educator?

LA: From the beginning of my 
teaching career, I realized that there 
are several very important elements 
that must be present when I’m teach-
ing: honesty, compassion, kindness, 
being ‘solution oriented,’ trust and 
excellent assessment skills. Honesty 
can only be effective when all the oth-
er elements are present. My mentor, 
Richie Beirach, always gives me his 
honest perspective and presents it in a 

“At that moment, I had an epiphany and decided to put all 
my energy into learning how to play jazz.”
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way that inspires me to want to expand my knowledge and 
sense of musical possibility. By doing so, he has cultivated 
a strong trust between us. I know when he says that some-
thing works well, he really means it. And, if something isn’t 
working as well, his comments are always constructive and 
solution oriented.

My experience has taught me that if we are not truly 
careful with our teaching approach, students can respond 
by closing down and believing that they cannot improve. I 
always think the phrase attributed to the Hippocratic Oath 
‘fi rst, do no harm’ is pertinent.

As trust is established between teacher and student, 
the student needs an honest assessment of what specifi-
cally, not generally, is going on with their playing. I try 
to identify the positive things that are present and then, 
when approaching issues that are problematic, I usually 
say, “Here’s what’s happening, and here’s what you need 
to do to correct this.” In that way, students are presented 
with a solution to the problem, and the focus shifts im-
mediately from what is wrong to what needs to be done 
to correct it.

JAZZed: Talk a bit about your work with Golson, Brecker, Mraz, 
Barron, et cetera – What collaborations were most infl uential on 
your development as a player?

LA: I have been very fortunate to play with many jazz 
icons over the years. Their creativity, consistency, individual 
style and professionalism were all great examples and sourc-
es of inspiration for me.

It was extraordinary to work with such masters on my lat-
est release, Nuance, and I feel that the music reaches a deeper 
place every time we perform together. I felt, the fi rst time we 
played, as if we had been playing for years as a group.

When I think of George Mraz, what immediately comes to 
mind is impeccable time, intonation, concept of note choice, 
exquisite arco technique, beautiful resonance and a signature 
lyrical and emotional quality that resonates with my own 
personal style. George’s playing adds immeasurably to the 
intricate nuance of the arrangements and emotional quality 
of what I want to convey.

Randy Brecker possesses such a broad range and spectrum 
of dynamic technique that he makes every melodic contribution 
and harmonic detail sound completely organic to each piece. 

Benny Golson is a brilliant composer, 
iconic musician and performer. It’s im-
possible to enumerate all the ways in 
which I am impacted by him every time 
we play. Benny’s infl uence on jazz and 
jazz performers is as monumental as his 
skill as a world-class saxophonist.

Kenny Barron plays so beautifully, ev-
ery note is in its perfect place. His play-
ing and compositions have infl uenced 
several generations of jazz musicians.

Each of these brilliant performers is 
responsible for my having to set the 
bar higher in terms of my composing, 

arranging and performance skills. These truly gifted mas-
ters have inspired me to work even harder by adding more 
emotion and purpose to my work. Through them, I have 
come to realize that mastery is achieved only by a lifelong 
commitment to continued education, discipline, practice 
and a need to continually set a higher standard of personal 
excellence.

JAZZed: Can you describe how you came to be on staff at UNF? 
What, specifi cally, are your responsibilities there these days 
and how have they evolved?

Lynne Arriale: Précis 
Web site: www.lynnearriale.com

Selected Discography: The Eyes Have It, When You Listen, With Words Unspoken 
(DMP), Long Road Home, Live at the Montreux Jazz Festival (TCB), Arise, Come 
Together, Live, Nuance: The Bennett Studio Sessions (Motéma)

University of North Florida Music Department Online: 
www.unf.edu/coas/music
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LA: Three years ago, I was offered a one-year visiting 
professor of Jazz Studies position at UNF. Subsequently, 
I was offered a tenure track, full time position as assis-
tant professor of Jazz Piano and director of Small En-
sembles.

Being at UNF continues to be a richly rewarding experi-
ence for me. The students enjoy being challenged, are very 
gifted, and have a great thirst for learning. The jazz depart-
ment has a world-class faculty of internationally recognized 
musicians lead by one of the great musicians and educators 
of the world, Bunky Green. He has established an extremely 
high standard of educational and performance excellence, 
humility and generosity of spirit. Bunky is a former presi-
dent of IAJE.

 JAZZed: What do you fi nd to be the most rewarding element of 
teaching?

LA: My students have gone on to pursue graduate degrees 
and professional jazz careers, which also often include plans 
to teach. Beyond music, I am constantly rewarded by watch-
ing personal growth occur. I relish the opportunity of work-
ing with diverse talents and unique musical personalities. I 
derive deep satisfaction from each student as they develop 
their own musical style and personal identity. I’m very happy 
that many of them still stay in contact with me and feel that 
I played a part in motivating and inspiring them to be their 
best.

JAZZed: What’s the most frustrating or challenging aspect?

LA: Balancing a professional and teaching career can be 
challenging. I applaud UNF for demonstrating the fl exibility 
necessary to maintain faculty with active international per-
forming careers. 

JAZZed: How would you advise a music director at the junior 
high school or high school level to most effectively go about 
introducing jazz education into their overall curriculum?

LA: Listening to the many different styles and genres of 
jazz is essential. 

I recently wrote an article for DownBeat Magazine (Sept. 
2008) outlining very easy steps a student can take to get his/
her feet wet and experience, ‘hands on,’ how improvisation 
works.

Additionally, I would recommend that teachers have stu-
dents play a basic F blues, using an F minor pentatonic scale 
as their pool of improvisational notes (F Ab Bb C Eb) for the 
entire form. First, the students should just play the notes in 
random order to get them under their fi ngers, and then take 
short rhythmic fi gures and use the notes to create little melo-
dies. It actually sounds good whether the student is paying 
close attention to their note choice or not — that’s the beau-
tiful simplicity of this exercise. A beginner can sound good 
right away! 

JAZZed: Specifi cally pertaining to piano study, can you discuss 
common snags that younger players run into and offer advice 
for teachers to help their students overcome those challenges?

LA: I always recommend that students sing everything 
they are going to practice, before playing it on their instru-
ment, because that will guarantee that the mind is engaged 
and the student really knows the material thoroughly, which 
is essential. This technique streamlines learning and creates 
a more effi cient use of practice time. If a student can’t sing an 
exercise or tune that they are learning, a strong foundation 
won’t be created.

The most direct path for successful development is 
for students to master each exercise and step along the 
way before moving on to the next — and by ‘master,’ I 
mean that they must be able to play it fl awlessly, in a va-
riety of tempos, and be able to reproduce it anytime, any-
where, whether it be in their practice room, in front of 
their teacher or an audience. I often hear students say ‘I 
played it perfectly in my practice room.’ But that is a to-
tally safe environment where no one is scrutinizing each 

“As trust is established between teacher 
and student, the student needs an honest 
assessment of what specifi cally, not gen-
erally, is going on with their playing.”
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note. Ideally, the exercise should be 
repeated so many times that stu-
dents can, metaphorically speaking, 
play it in their sleep. Most students 
move on to the next level of an exer-
cise after they’ve played it correctly 
just a few times. That is not nearly 
enough. When repeating an exercise, 
new neurological pathways are being 
created in the brain, and a tremen-

dous amount of repetition is needed 
for that to happen. I tell my students 
that if they ever listened to me prac-
tice, they would be stunned at how 
much repetition is involved.

If an exercise is practiced incor-
rectly or insuffi ciently, it is likely 
that the student will get off track in 
a matter of minutes and possibly get 
more off track as the week progresses 
—until I see them again. So, I always 
insist on having students practice 

during their lessons, so that I can 
see and hear how they are practicing 
when they are on their own. My goal 
is to teach them how to concentrate 
and continually improve their prac-
tice skills.

With younger students, it is ex-
tremely helpful to have external 
support from parents to help mo-
tivate and keep them on the right 

path. This could mean having the 
parent at the lesson, so that they can 
help the student practice correctly at 
home. It’s a good idea to tape les-
sons for the student and parent to 
reference.

JAZZed: Let’s talk a little bit more about 
improv – as a general topic and specifi -
cally relating to piano. What are some of 
the key skills one must develop in order 
to master jazz improvisation?

LA: There are many skill sets that 
are needed. First is the development 
of a vocabulary for this music, much 
like learning a foreign language. 
This process is the same for learn-
ing voicings and for certain melodic 
patterns/licks/rhythmic phrases, all 
of which are a part of the language 
of jazz. Additionally, transcription of 
jazz solos is very helpful as it is ex-
cellent for ear training and for stu-
dents to really get ‘inside’ the solo. 
Once they’ve done the transcrip-
tion, they need to play along with 
the recording and try to emulate ev-
ery accent and inflection in the per-
formance. By doing this, they learn 
to ‘feel’ jazz in a more intuitive way 
than just practicing exercises. Addi-
tionally, learning to play with good 
time is a lifelong pursuit. Students 
need to be taught how to practice 
with and without the metronome (I 
suggest turning it on and off, so that 
they are constantly trying to match 
up with perfect time but also not be-
coming overly dependent on it.

“It’s important to help students develop a feeling 
of fearlessness.”
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On a psychological level, it’s im-
portant to help students develop a 
feeling of fearlessness. As a teacher, I 
do my best to create an atmosphere of 
trust and safety, so that each student 
is not afraid to make mistakes — they 
learn from them, pick themselves up 
and keep going. Every professional I 
know has learned, through experi-
ence, how to cultivate that quality. 

JAZZed: That all makes good sense. 
Changing gears a bit: what do you con-
sider to be the highlights of your profes-
sional career, thus far – as a performer 
and recording artist?

LA: Some of the highlights of my 
career have to do with feeling the 
connection with my band and the 
audience, when the audience actual-
ly becomes part of the performance. 
Recording my last CD/DVD with 
Randy Brecker, George Mraz and 
Anthony Pinciotti was extremely 
gratifying. I recently completed my 
first solo project, which was a tre-
mendous challenge.

I’m very grateful to have had a long 
association with Richie Beirach, who 
is a font of knowledge and experi-
ence, and has always encouraged me 
to ‘fi nd my own voice.’ Additionally 

It is up to us to educate future 
generations and to perform this 
music with integrity.  Ellington, 
Monk, Parker, Roberts and many 
others have and continue to give 
us high quality art.  Of course, 
there will always be some new 
talent creating other ways to play.  
Their innovations will become part 
of one glorious mainstream.

Wynton
Marsalis

wyntonmarsalis.com

EDUCATION MATERIALS FOR 

THE INDIVIDUAL MUSICIAN,

BAND DIRECTOR OR TEACHER:

DVDS

Sheet Music and

Solo Transcriptions

BOOKS
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I’ve had a 15-year association with 
my manager and co-producer, Suzi 
Reynolds, whose multiple talents and 
wonderful insights have been a great 
gift to me. I have been with Motéma 
Music for many years, and Jana Her-
zen, the president of Motéma, has 
been incredibly supportive; and that 
is deeply appreciated.

I was very happy to win Jack-
sonville’s Great American Jazz Piano 
Competition, tour Japan with The 
100 Golden Fingers (Hank Jones, 
Tommy Flanagan, Cedar Walton, 
Monty Alexander, Roger Kellaway, 
Kenny Barron, Junior Mance, Ray 
Bryant and Harold Mabern), and it 
has been incredible to have had a 
working group for many years and to 
continue to play for wonderful audi-
ences around the world. I remember 
Sonny Rollins saying that if he could 
bring some enjoyment to people for 
a few hours, he felt that he had ac-
complished something, and I feel the 
same way. If the music we play can 
‘take people away’ from the stresses 
of everyday life and maybe even give 
them a lift from whatever might be 
going on in their lives, I would feel 
great. I am also touched by the per-
sonal contact I always have with 

“Jazz is an expression of 
our deepest feelings, and it 
is a celebration of life.”
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members of the audience after per-
formances.

JAZZed: Similar question, but this time: 
what are the high water moments of your 
career as an educator?

LA: Being on the faculty of UNF 
has been very gratifying; it is a very 
stimulating environment. As a pro-
fessor, every time I see the ‘light turn 
on’ for a student, and they see that 
they have successfully moved from 
point A to point B, I am inspired 
that they have crossed a hurdle and 
we both a sense of accomplishment. 
To the extent that I have helped to 
facilitate that process — it is very 
special and gratifying.

JAZZed: Parting thoughts?

LA: We should all relish the op-
portunities where we can find hu-
mor, enjoyment and moments of in-
spiration in life and in music. It is 
challenging work to become a mu-
sician, but it can and should also be 
great fun. I want my music to be an 
honest reflection of my emotions. 
Jazz is an expression of our deep-
est feelings, and it is a celebration 
of life. If we keep that in mind and 
pass that along, jazz will continue 
to sustain itself. 

�News
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