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chap ter 1

A Gathering of Traditions

Even as his body began to fail, for Oscar Peterson 
(1925–2007) the piano remained a lifeline. The instrument 

had long been a trusted  companion— sparking early dreams, con-
ferring a place in the history books, and easing his way in a world 
of racial strife. Now, at  eighty- one, he looked worn out. Arriving 
at the stage of New York’s Birdland in a wheelchair, after debili-
tating strokes had weakened his legs and slowed his left hand, he 
struggled to move his heavy frame onto the piano bench.

Yet, as soon as the keyboard was within reach, even before his 
torso had completed its fall into a seated position, he thrust out 
his right arm and grabbed a handful of notes; at that signal, the 
bass player, drummer, and guitarist launched into their fi rst num-
ber. And suddenly there was that sound. He still had  it— a musical 
personality as large as life, steeped in tradition yet recognizably, 
unmistakably all its own.

OPPOSITE

Oscar Peterson
veryl oakland
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For decades, Peterson’s technical command and musical instincts 
had instilled in others the kind of awe and fear he expressed about 
his idol, the late Art Tatum. He once compared that older piano 
master to a lion: an animal that scares you to death, though you 
can’t resist getting close enough to hear it roar. (Classical fi rebrands 
Sergei Rachmaninoff and Vladimir Horowitz went to hear Tatum 
perform and came away with the same sense of intimidation.) And 
that made his comeback all the more diffi cult.

The Peterson style was always characterized by rapid, graceful, 
 blues- tinged melody lines unfurled in long, weaving phrases with 
the inexorable logic of an epic narrative; and, equally important, 
a visceral sense of rhythm, transmitted with fi re and snap. Those 
qualities for which he was renowned—effortless fl uidity and clock-
work precision—were not merely aspects of his playing; they were 
the very foundation on which his artistic expression rested. And 
pulling them off required the highest level of athletic prowess.

At times that evening in 2006, in one of the few scheduled perfor-
mances on what would turn out to be his farewell tour to the world, 
fl ashes of the old brilliance emerged, unscathed by illness and time. 
Yet the strain was also clear. No matter: playing was for him as neces-
sary as eating and breathing. “That’s my therapy,” he said after the 
set, nodding in the direction of the piano as a small smile inched across 
his  half- frozen visage. But in the memorable moments during his set, 
the large, glistening, ebony Bösendorfer that fi lled most of Birdland’s 
stage meant something even greater than his personal salvation; for 
everyone in that room, it became the center of the universe.

It’s a role the piano has enjoyed for over three hundred years: 
luring music lovers to Parisian salons to hear Chopin’s plaintive 

improvisations, and to Viennese concert halls for Beethoven’s fero-
cious,  string- snapping outbursts. The piano captured the spotlight 
at Harlem “rent parties,” where  two- fi sted ivory “ticklers” worked 
furiously to outshine each other, and consoled lonely miners in the 
California Gold Rush as roving European virtuoso Henri Herz per-
formed his variations on “Oh Susannah” [sic] for them. It comforted 
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thousands of Siberian peasants who never had heard a note of clas-
sical piano music until Russian master Sviatoslav Richter brought 
it to their doorsteps. It is still capable of wowing crowds in concert 
halls, clubs, and stadiums the world over.

But the piano is more than just an instrument; in the words of 
Oliver Wendell Holmes, it is a “wondrous box,” fi lled as much with 
hopes, yearnings, and disappointments as with strings and ham-
mers and felt. It has been a symbol as mutable as the human condi-
tion, representing refi ned elegance in a Victorian home and casual 
squalor in a New Orleans brothel.

Consider the gamut of emotions, from elation to dread and even 
to terror, a performer may face in conquering its technical hurdles, 
as the young woman in Nobel Prize–winner Elfriede Jelinek’s novel 
The Piano Teacher learned: “She gathers all her energy, spreads her 
wings, and then plunges forward,  toward the keys, which zoom up 
to her like the earth  toward a crashing plane. If she can’t reach a 
note at fi rst swoop, she simply leaves it out. Skipping notes, a subtle 
vendetta against her musically untrained torturers, gives her a tiny 
thrill of satisfaction.”

THE CRUELTY OF THE PIANO—by Piotr Anderszewski

When I play with orchestra, I sometimes tell myself I’ll never play a con-

certo again. Too many artistic compromises. I only want to do recitals.

When I’m confronted with the extreme loneliness of the recital, the 

heroism and also the cruelty involved, I sometimes think that I’ll never 

do recitals ever again. From now on I’ll only make recordings.

When I’m recording and am free to repeat the work as often as I wish, 

the possibility of doing better, of giving the best possible performance 

and where everything can turn against me, the piano, the microphone, 

and above all my own sense of freedom, I think to myself, I’ll never 

go into a recording studio ever again. It’s even more cruel. In fact, the 

ultimate temptation would be to stop everything, lie down, listen to the 

beat of my heart and quietly wait for it to stop . . .
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[Yet] sometimes I may not want to play at all, but upon striking the 

fi nal chord, I say to myself, Something happened here. Something that 

is completely beyond my control. It’s as if the audience had  co- created 

something with me. That’s life. Giving is receiving.

FROM THE BRUNO MONSAINGEON FILM Piotr Anderszewski: Unquiet Traveller

Nevertheless, the piano can also exert an almost mystical attrac-
tion, seducing devotees into lifelong bonds. The magic, when it hap-
pens, is inexplicable. Even the technicians who maintain the piano’s 
working parts can seem at times like initiates in a mysterious cult. “A 
tuner makes a good husband,” claims a character in Daniel Mason’s 
novel The Piano Tuner. “He knows how to listen, and his touch is 
more delicate . . . Only the tuner knows the inside of the piano.”

Those innards are a miracle of invention. With wood and cast 
iron, hammers and pivots, weighing altogether nearly a thousand 
 pounds— and capable of sustaining  twenty- two tons of tension on 
its strings (the equivalent of about twenty  medium- sized cars)—this 
majestic contraption will whisper, sing, stutter, or shout at the will 
of the player. Its tones range from the lowest notes of the orchestra 
to the highest. It has the remarkable ability to express music of any 
time period, and in any  style— Baroque fugues, Romantic rever-
ies, Impressionist sketches, church hymns, Latin montunos, jazz 
rhythms, and rock riffs. In the process, it makes everything its own.

THE WONDER OF THE PIANO by Menahem Pressler

I was recently asked by Indiana University, where I teach, to select a 

new piano, and I found one that I felt was exceedingly beautiful. I’ve 

chosen many pianos over the years, and most of the time there were 

some colleagues who complained about my selection, saying, “It’s not 

brilliant enough,” or “It’s not for chamber music,” or “It’s not for solo 

performance.” It’s like when you choose your mate and someone else 

says, “I would never have married her.” But this time it seemed that I 

had selected the Marilyn Monroe of  pianos— everyone loved it.
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The other night I was playing the Schubert  B- fl at Sonata on it, and 

the piano was like a living soul. This was at the end of the day, and I was 

very tired. And yet I was reminded of what a happy man I am playing 

on such a piano. You become elated, invigorated, and inspired . . . all 

through something built by a factory. It tells me that there is more to life 

than we can see.

At birdland, oscar Peterson again proved the instrument’s 
enduring power. By the end of the evening he had the crowd 

on its feet, cheering and whistling. It was a special moment, and 
the audience knew it, the culmination of a unique career, and a last 
chance to experience the Peterson style, crafted by melding many 
of the disparate strands that ran through the piano’s history. His 
artistry encompassed them all.

For dazzling technique, he followed the lessons of the European 
classical tradition, culled from childhood sessions in his native Can-
ada, fi rst with his sister, Daisy, then with local pianist Louis Hooper 
and the Hungarian teacher Paul de Marky. He was so serious about 
his lessons as a young boy that he would practice for up to eighteen 
hours at a time, he said, on days “when my mother  didn’t drag me 
off the stool.” De Marky was a good model: he had studied in Buda-
pest with Stefan Thomán, who had studied with the great Franz 
 Liszt— a musical titan of his day and the founder of modern piano 
technique.

Liszt’s phenomenal  facility— in trademark  rapid- fi re passages 
and streams of double notes, along with other exciting displays, 
such as the quick alternation of hands on the keyboard (which, he 
explained, he had taken from the music of J. S. Bach)—created 
such a sensation that poet Heinrich Heine described him in 1844 
as “the Attila, the scourge of God.” Indeed, claimed Heine, audi-
ences should take pity on the pianos, “which trembled at the news 
of his coming and now writhe, bleed and wail under his hands, so 
that the Society for the Protection of Animals should investigate 
them.” Liszt’s musical tricks had made many of the breathtaking 
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A Berlin cartoon 
of Liszt at the 
height of his 
powers; women 
would swoon and 
throw jewelry 
onto the stage.

piano feats of Art Tatum possible. (Peterson was so fl abbergasted 
when he fi rst heard Tatum on record that he almost retired on the 
spot. “I still feel that way,” he admitted that evening at Birdland.)

De Marky trained Peterson in that great tradition, and assigned 
the pianist other staples of the repertoire, such as Chopin’s treacher-
ously diffi cult Etudes, along with the “big, rich soft chords” (har-
monies, or simultaneously sounding tones) of Claude Debussy. 
“Oscar is our Liszt and Bill Evans is our Chopin,” commented com-
poser Lalo Schifrin, referring to the popular conception that Liszt 
conquered the piano while Chopin seduced it.

It’s only partly true: the dreamy, impressionist character of a Bill 
Evans performance does suggest comparisons with the hushed, 
poetic approach of Chopin, who, according to witnesses, played the 
instrument using a dynamic range that fell somewhere between a 
whisper and a murmur. Yet the intricate melodies spun out in an 
Oscar Peterson solo also owe a great deal to the lyrical genius 
of Chopin, a composer whose “irregular, black, ascending and 
descending staircases of notes,” wrote critic James Huneker, could 
“strike the neophyte with terror.” And as he taught Peterson, Paul 
de Marky homed in on Chopin’s most important trait. “I don’t hear 
the melody singing,” he would tell his student. “The melody is 
choppy. Make it sing.” And so the works of the celebrated classical 
 composers— great improvisers,  all— served as his training ground.
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Peterson’s immersion in classical studies made him an easy tar-
get for some of the jazz crowd. Writer Leonard Feather, using the 
pseudonym Prof. S. Rosentwig McSiegel, authored a lampoon 
about a technically astounding pianist named Peter Oscarson who 
dumbfounded other musicians at a concert by playing a “somewhat 
esoteric interlude, a set of quadrilles and  French- Canadian folk 
songs.” But those studies with de Marky put him in good stead for 
the artistic heights that would come.

Paul de Marky’s classical expertise notwithstanding, he also 
encouraged Oscar Peterson’s immersion in the jazz canon. “Mr. de 
Marky was a very great pianist and teacher,” remembered Peterson. 
“What I loved about him was that he was not shortsighted. He was 
a fantastic classical pianist. But I would come to him for a lesson, 
and he’d be playing jazz records”—greats like Teddy Wilson, Nat 
“King” Cole, and Duke Ellington. “Their playing served as my 
rudiments,” he reported.

He was swept into almost instant fame when producer Norman 
Granz, visiting Canada, heard him in a live radio broadcast in 1949, 
and soon after coaxed him into playing in a Jazz at the Philharmonic 
concert at Carnegie Hall in New York. Introduced as a surprise 
guest performer, no sooner did he take the stage than, as Mike Levin 
reported in the magazine DownBeat, the event was stopped “dead 
cold in its tracks.” According to Levin, “he scared some of the local 
modern minions by playing bop ideas in his left hand . . . Whereas 
some of the bop stars conceive good ideas but sweat to make them, 
Peterson rips them off with an excess of power.” Reminiscing about 
that time, Peterson revealed that he had decided the only way to get 
attention was “to frighten the hell out of everybody pianistically.” 
He did, and the  Peterson- Granz partnership was cemented. The 
two ended up touring across the continent together, building larger 
and larger audiences, while battling the pervasive racial prejudice 
they encountered along the way.

That American debut helped Peterson move beyond an early 
reputation as an expert in the rhythmically charged,  perpetual- 
left-hand- motion technique of  boogie- woogie. After winning a 
Canadian amateur contest in the style when he was just four-
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teen, he became known for a while as “the Brown Bomber of 
 Boogie- Woogie,” a takeoff on the nickname given to boxer Joe 
Louis. (“That was RCA Victor’s idea, not mine,” Peterson recalled 
with a glint of anger. “They insisted that I do that. As for whatever 
name they gave me, I’m happy not to remember.”)

JAZZ VS. THE CLASSICS

Oscar Peterson was not, of course, the only jazz great with a classi-

cal foundation. Even Louis Armstrong, whose sound seemed hatched 

from the streets and sporting houses of New Orleans without a hint of 

European infl uence, spoke of studying the classics as a child in the city’s 

Colored Waif’s Home for Boys. “I played all classical music when I was 

in the orphanage,” he recalled. “That instills the soul in you. You know? 

Liszt, Bach, Rachmaninoff, Gustav Mahler, and Haydn.” Pianist Lil Har-

din, who eventually married Armstrong, had been a  classical- music 

major at Nashville’s Fisk University before she joined the Creole Jazz 

Band. She found the transition a bit of a challenge, however. “When I sat 

down to play,” she said, “I asked for the music and were they surprised! 

They politely told me they  didn’t have any music and furthermore never 

used any: I then asked what key would the fi rst number be in. I must 

have been speaking another language because the leader said, ‘When 

you hear two knocks, just start playing.’ ” She did, they hired her, and 

her life as a jazz musician was launched.

Leonard Feather was just having a little fun with his “Peter Oscar-

son” portrait. Yet, even today, it’s easy to fi nd “experts” guilty of such 

silly pigeonholing. Ironically, just at the time the “original instrument” 

movement in classical music was reaching the conclusion that the quest 

for absolute stylistic authenticity in the performance of early works was 

futile, the leadership of Jazz at Lincoln Center in New York was attempt-

ing to frame the parameters of “authentic” jazz, as if a sort of purity 

test were possible. But Whitney Balliett got it right when he wrote that 

jazz was “the sound of surprise.” It thrives on unlimited possibility, not 

hidebound categories.
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Louis 
Armstrong’s Hot 
Five, with Lil 
Hardin

Boogie lacks the subtlety and sophistication of the music that later 
thrust him onto the world stage, yet the ragged bounce and propul-
sive rhythms that permeated this music were what made early jazz 
so attractive as it emerged at the end of the nineteenth century from 
the poor sections of cities like New Orleans, Memphis, New York, 
and St.  Louis— nurtured, wrote James Weldon Johnson in his novel, 
The Autobiography of an  Ex- Colored Man, by “Negro  piano- players 
who knew no more of the theory of music than they did of the theory 
of the universe.” What they did boast was plenty of what Johnson 
called “instinct and talent,” and the fertile material that rose out of 
communal songs and dances like the bamboula, which, reported an 
1886 magazine article about black culture in New Orleans, “roars and 
rattles, twangs, contorts, and tumbles in terrible earnest.”

This was around the time that Czech composer Antonin Dvořák, 
guest conducting in the United States in 1893, announced in the 
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New York Herald: “I am now convinced that the future music of 
this country must be built on the foundations of the songs which 
are called Negro melodies.” Despite the infl uence of folk songs on 
Haydn, Beethoven, and others, few in the “serious music” world 
paid Dvořák’s advice much attention.

But jazz  didn’t develop from just one source; even in its begin-
ning stages, it was a mixed breed of black and white, the edgy and 
the sentimental, European classical forms and rambunctious shouts. 
 African- American traditions combined with those brought by the 
new European immigrants to forge a hybrid art fi lled with infec-

The Oscar 
Peterson Trio 
of the 1950s: 
guitarist Herb 
Ellis, bassist 
Ray Brown, and 
Peterson
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tious, throbbing rhythms and  soul- wrenching  melodies— along with 
familiar dances and nostalgic ditties. As piano music, it fi rst made its 
way into the parlor as ragtime, combining familiar march styles and 
sentimental waltzes with new, odd rhythms that skewed the music’s 
usual lilt by placing accents in the “wrong” places. The result was a 
style brimming with playful hops, skips, and stumbles. As it evolved, 
this folk art picked up elements of the blues, took on added rhythmic 
vitality, and exploded into  boogie- woogie and swing.

The new sounds had universal appeal. In Chicago, people of 
all races rushed to hear performers like clarinetist Wilbur Sweat-
man play his “hot” music, which, in 1906, included his rendition 
of the schmaltzy concert song “The Rosary,” which he executed 
on three clarinets simultaneously. And Sweatman was no inter-
loper: even the likes of young Duke Ellington happily performed 
in his band. Ben Harney, a piano player of indeterminate race (who 
passed for white), reportedly said he learned his jazzy style from an 
Appalachian fi ddler as well as from a black singer he accompanied 
in Chicago; he quickly became a star attraction in New York, and 
challenged anyone to fi nd a rag that predated his “You’ve Been a 
Good Old Wagon but You’ve Done Broke Down” of 1895.

Meanwhile, in New Orleans, Jelly Roll Morton (Ferdinand 
Joseph LaMothe) famously claimed that he had invented jazz in 
1902. The region’s unique brand of music owed as much to the 
dancing of slaves in the Crescent City’s Congo Square and espe-
cially to the town’s Creole, Caribbean, and Latin American cul-
tures as it did to Morton’s inventiveness. But, as piano great Willie 
“the Lion” Smith put it, “Jelly Roll was a guy who always talked a 
lot.” (And Morton was also infl uenced by European classical music; 
in recorded interviews with Alan Lomax in 1938 for the Library 
of Congress, he spoke specifi cally about Dvořák’s Humoresque and 
several “light operas” he had heard, and played two piano versions 
of Verdi’s  “Miserere”—one remembered from childhood, the other 
jazzed up in “Jelly Roll” style. “You have the fi nest ideas from 
the greatest operas, symphonies and overtures in jazz music,” he 
informed Lomax. Jazz, he said, was an art of the highest quality 
because “it comes from everything of the fi nest class.”)
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James Reese 
Europe and his 
band

Then there was Yiddish swing, exempli-
fi ed by Romanian Abe Schwartz, who 

arrived on America’s shores in 1899. 
As jazz expert Nat Hentoff has 

written, Schwartz’s band, with 
its “swooping trombones” and 
“staccato banjo,” featured “a 
powerful front line of fi ddler 
Schwartz and the magical 
clarinetist I yearned to be, 
Dave Tarras.”

This burgeoning new musi-
cal world  wasn’t free of the racial 

antagonism that permeated other 
layers of American society. But the 

mix of many infl uences was arguably as 
important to jazz’s growth as the strut and sass 

that became its calling card. Before long the sound was infl uenc-
ing music makers of every stripe.  Seven- year- old George Gersh-
win soaked it in from a curb outside Baron Wilkins’s nightclub in 
Harlem, where he sat listening to performances by composer and 
bandleader James Reese Europe.

Beginning in the early years of the twentieth century and up 
through the teens and twenties, composers on the other side of the 
Atlantic such as Claude Debussy, Maurice Ravel, Darius Milhaud, 
and Paul Hindemith latched on to these sounds and used them to 
give their compositions a sense of the new. (It’s telling that Milhaud 
titled his early  jazz- tinged work The Creation of the World.) Back 
in America, the art was advanced by generations of  self- schooled 
musicians: ragtimers such as “One Leg” Willie Joseph and Eubie 
Blake; boogie players like Meade Lux Lewis and Albert Ammons; 
gospel and blues musicians who infused it with their experiences of 
church and of the hard life; and jazz musicians with names like “Jelly 
Roll,” “Fats,” “Count,” “Duke,” and “the Lion,” who injected it 
with swing, wit, and technical command, while joining their har-
monic palettes to those of the Europeans.
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OSCAR PETERSON, MY TEACHER by Mike Longo

During the 1960s I had the honor of being Oscar Peterson’s private stu-

dent. He and some colleagues had started a school for contemporary 

music, and though there had to be around fi fty students, after about 

two or three weeks he took me under his wing. From that time on, I saw 

him three or four times a week, instead of the usual once. He gave me 

the key to his studio so I could practice on his piano. That was neces-

sary, because he had me practicing thirteen hours a day.

Discipline was the heart of the program. You had to address him and 

bassist Ray Brown as “Mister,” and students were required to wear a tie.

He transformed my playing. I had already graduated college as 

a piano major, but no one had ever spoken to me about my physical 

approach to the instrument. I was playing with my wrist down. He had 

me raise it, and taught me to play without a lot of arm weight. The tech-

nique originated with Liszt; it allows you to strike the keys without ever 

exerting yourself.

He also taught me the true meaning of piano “style,” which has to 

do with developing a personal sound. Think of all the jazz organists, he 

said, who each have a tremendous number of “stops” at their disposal, 

mechanical devices on the instrument that change the quality of the 

sound. Despite that variety of choice, they all use the same ones, so 

every jazz organist ends up sounding exactly like Jimmy Smith, the jazz 

master who popularized the instrument. To have real style, he explained, 

means to create a sound that is instantly recognizable as yours.

So Oscar Peterson  didn’t let his students play like  him— or like any-

body else, for that matter. One day I was using chord voicings [particu-

lar spatial arrangements of the tones in a harmony] like those of Bill 

Evans and he yelled: “You know damn well that’s not you!” He had a 

formula for achieving beautiful results at the piano. He called it “the fi ve 

T’s”: touch, time, tone, technique, and taste. Of course, he had them all.

Oscar Peterson’s rise to the top of the jazz pantheon was based 
on a formula that embraced all of these elements, brewed over cen-
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turies, merging the classical European tradition and the homespun 
American one. But he focused especially on a common denomina-
tor he had found in the approach of all the greats: their refusal to 
settle for anything less than a full command of their resources. “I 
never tried to sound like a trumpet or a clarinet,” he said, alluding 
to a common  jazz- piano practice of building improvisations from 
simple  “instrumental- style” melody lines accompanied by sparse, 
 left- hand chordal tattoos. “I was taught to respect [this instrument] 
for what it was: a piano. And it spoke with a certain voice. And 
that was what I was determined to bring forward.” He had always 
striven, he explained, to be the kind of musician who could take 
advantage of the entire keyboard, of everything the instrument was 
capable of producing.

That goal has been a  driv ing force throughout the evolu-
tion of the piano. It pushed Bach to advance his skills of intri-

cate counterpoint to unequaled heights, and Mozart to fi nd ways 
of bringing dramatic character to wordless melodies. It drove 
Beethoven to storm the heavens with his unparalleled, turbulent 
imagination, and sparked powerhouse performers such as Liszt, 
Paderewski, and Horowitz to conquer the physical limits of the 
keyboard (along with the hearts of their fans).

The need to discover the piano’s full potential spurred impres-
sionist Claude Debussy to produce new, shimmering effects through 
what he dubbed the “alchemy of sound,” and Russian mystic Alex-
ander Scriabin to envision a magical music that would usher in the 
Apocalypse. It moved bebop’s Thelonious Monk to create his odd, 
angular music, fi lled with eerie silences that seem like portals to an 
alternate universe. It was the force behind rocker Jerry Lee Lew-
is’s ripping rock glissandos, and composer Conlon Nancarrow’s 
 player- piano experiments, designed to render in real time works 
that are simply impossible for normal human hands. It encouraged 
French composer Erik Satie to produce the fi rst minimalist piano 
music, and American maverick John Cage to create the “prepared 
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piano,” in which an array of objects inserted into the instrument’s 
strings creates sonorities reminiscent of Balinese gamelan music.

The impulse to expand music’s expressive horizons was respon-
sible for the very invention of the piano over three hundred years 
 ago— and of endless tinkerings, failings, and breakthroughs that 
transformed it into the giant technological marvel of today. Oscar 
Peterson’s handmade Viennese Bösendorfer grand piano could do 
anything he asked of it, creating thundering choirs of sound in one 
moment and producing crisp, delicate chimes the next. Yet it bears 
only the slightest resemblance to that original small, delicate, and 
unimpressively soft instrument born in Florence around 1700 on 
which it is modeled.

This book explores the story of the piano: its players, composers, 
and inventors, greats and  would- be greats, teachers and students, 
patrons, critics, and  promoters— all of whom devoted their lives to 
its artistry. Together they shaped a fascinating history of the most 
important instrument ever created.
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