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To György Sebők, 
who deserves much more than this book, but it’s something


And to all the other people who save us from ourselves












Prelude


When I was twelve, I went to the record store in the new mall and smeared what was left of my slice of Sbarro’s pizza all over every last item in the classical aisle. I had to hold albums to know if I truly wanted them. After ten minutes, my mother yelled from the mall concourse—“Hey bub, time to go.” So I grabbed a cassette of Mozart’s Sinfonia Concertante with the Cleveland Orchestra. It wasn’t clear what “Sinfonia” meant, much less “Concertante,” but I knew the Cleveland Orchestra was legendary.


Back at home, I shut my door, wrestled off the cellophane, put the tape on, and heard a story unfold. Ah, yes, Mozart. The music was lovely, fine, elegant: just what I expected. As you will discover, I was the kind of kid who thought he’d already figured out Mozart but could barely tie his shoelaces. A couple minutes in, something odd happened: a few buzzing trills. Possibly nothing, a side idea branching off the piece’s tree, climbing a few notes. But then there were a few more. I was sure they must be done now—but then, again, there were more, louder, higher. Had Mozart lost his mind? I’d been practicing trills at the piano, and as far as I could tell, they were charming decoration, a detail, like a turned leg on a chair, or molding around the ceiling of a room. But not here. Mozart was letting the detail take over and outgrow itself. He was creating a massive imbalance in his balanced world, for reasons unknown.


A trill is the closest you can get at the piano to the vibrato of the human voice, and that’s what I felt: the notes were vibrating with energy. They climbed a major scale. Now, I was also practicing scales, of course. Scales were the ultimate joyless task, an endless and recursive tedium. But at this moment it seemed like I was the scale. The growing, climbing notes were mapping onto me, everywhere, rising in my chest, changing my breath, and in the balls of my feet, making me stand on my toes. I was no longer receiving music from without, but being filled from within, like a balloon. This feeling was so intense that for once I didn’t have time to overthink.


At last, these trills found a thrilling, marching climax: Here we are, the music seemed to say, striding on top of this hill we’ve climbed. The violins syncopated against the march in the violas, grooving on all the excitement. I danced around my tiny square of shag carpet for a few seconds, imagining this was the point. I said to myself, Yes, I get it now! But as I lifted my foot to come down on the next chord, the music shifted from loud to soft, creating an unusual paradox: a shock of gentleness. I looked over at my cassette player, nestled between all my childhood books and one sex-crammed novel that I’d stolen from my father’s shelf.


A second of amazement, halted mid-dance, like Wile E. Coyote when he realizes he’s gone off a cliff. Normal musical time stopped. Most of the orchestra went into holding mode. The only exception was the violin section. They were still syncopating, even though they had no beat to syncopate against. (The reason for their rhythm had vanished, but the urge remained.) I didn’t realize that the violins were descending the same scale we’d just climbed. I only knew that the notes were beautiful, but also dissonant, and I wanted to hold on to them, to every one—but (such is life) each kept sliding on to the next.


In that bizarre, melting moment, one of Mozart’s greatest inspirations, I was eager to be brave. I wanted to throw open my door and share the moment with my parents. I might have taken the unusual step of being nice to my brother. But I worried my father would make a joke, or my brother would think I was showing off, or my mother would ask why I hadn’t dusted the living room. So I sat on the floor next to my bed and played the same bit over and over, stirring the air like a stew, keeping the joy to myself even though the essence of it was feeling as though you wanted to embrace the whole world.


[image: Paragraph break image]




Thirty-eight years later, I was in my kitchen writing, and that passage from the Sinfonia Concertante came to mind. To be honest, I’d been avoiding it. It was too holy, too radioactive, a precious memory that made me feel vulnerable and again twelve years old, or again a college student falling in clueless love and not knowing what to do with a feeling that was too big. But I decided to be braver than the old days. I ventured into my cobwebbed closet, pushed past neglected cookbooks and abandoned humidifiers, and in a little leatherette case, there it was—my old cassette. The previous owner of the house had left behind a tape player. It worked, against all odds. Fifteen minutes later, I found myself staring at a salt shaker on my kitchen table, not sure where I’d been.


I tried to analyze my way out of the emotion. I dissected its structure. Section One—of course, the trills. This section depended on repetition, a repetition you couldn’t possibly expect, that lasted way too long. It inched toward an unknown goal at the risk of being ridiculous. Section Two was a moment of savoring, where all the energy and work found a satisfying outlet. Section Three was by far the best—but meaningless without the previous two. Here, Mozart let his magnificent edifice dissolve. Accomplishment fell away.


And it hit me. This passage was the perfect metaphor for the very thing I was writing, the story of piano lessons: obsessive repetition, climbing toward an unknown goal that rewrites itself, once achieved. The truest realizations aren’t at the peak, but are discovered almost by surprise, and through release, by passing back down the old, same steps. If you forced me to sum it up, I’d tell you that is the point of this book: a love for the steps, the joys of growing and outgrowing and being outgrown. And—just as in the Mozart—how time seems to stop, or even go in reverse, when you are learning.


But first, I’m afraid, we have to talk about my parents.












PART ONE: Harmony












1. The Earliest Lessons



PLAYLIST 




SAINT-SAËNS: Symphony no. 3 in C Minor (Organ), second movement


MAHLER: Symphony no. 1 in D Major (Titan), first and fourth movements


CLEMENTI: Sonatina in F Major, op. 36, no. 4 (as much as you can stand)





My father was a monk. It’s fun to drop this into conversation and watch for the double take. “Before I was born!” I add with a wink. When I was a child, Dad loved to tell stories about his decade with the church. One elderly brother refused to walk down the hall to the toilet and kept a pail in his room—he was dubbed “Thunderbucket.” He dumped the pail out his window one morning, spilling its contents on a painting in the chapel below; this came to be known as “The Miracle of the Weeping Madonna.” Dad went on and on about his roommate, Frater Lawrence, a brilliant thinker who didn’t bathe, who “looked like an ape and smelled worse.” Lawrence tutored my father on Dante, until he and his odors were mysteriously spirited off to Rome. My favorite characters were the spunky nuns Dad met when the abbey sent him to Notre Dame, cussing up a storm at the football games.


Because of these stories, my brother and I found the monastery intriguing. We assumed it was somewhere you went for kicks, like a theme park or resort. “Why’d you leave?” we’d ask, not knowing we were questioning our own right to exist. Though he always gave the same answer, he made us wait for it. All those devotional years had made him desperate to perform, and no audience was too small or gullible. He hammed it up, frowning, sighing, appearing to shake off searing memories and shadows of existential doubt, until at last he said: “I just couldn’t stand the fried chicken.”


We didn’t know why this was funny, and Dad always followed his favorite lines with a stern, almost-furious face, so that you didn’t know if laughter was allowed. I remember seeing that same expression years later, just after I’d moved my parents into assisted living. We were sitting around at lunch. An ambulance pulled up in the parking circle, lights flashing. “Here comes the meat wagon,” Dad said, letting his gaze fall on a nearby resident, slumped in a wheelchair, hooked up to an oxygen tank. We all felt we had to laugh, but he kept at the frown, sustaining it like a pedal tone in music, insisting on the truth behind the punch line.
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In assisted living, Mom made Dad go to writing class with her. That’s how my brother and I finally got serious answers about the past. The main class assignment was a memoir. Dad complained, but you could tell he loved it. He squirreled himself away in his room, keyboard clicking madly, like a journalist on a deadline. The resulting autobiography*—“The Demythologization of Uncle Joe”—is written in a curious hybrid style, somewhere between Boswell’s Life of Samuel Johnson and a Rodney Dangerfield routine. The elevated sentences are often too elevated (“As will be seen coloring the following barely historical and no doubt somewhat unavoidably fictional life chapters, the writing of which I now find to be inescapable, my life has been far from being epical”). The jokes have a way of circling back and making fun of themselves. There are lengthy factual passages where he seems to take special pleasure in boring you. But every so often, a sincere descriptive sentence slips through the cracks and breaks your heart.


The first chapter alludes to tremendous guilt and refuses to specify a cause. Guilt for guilt’s sake. Dad grew up in the Chicago suburbs: Irish mother, Bavarian father. The patriarch is mentioned least, but you sense he is the villain: grasping, disciplinary, severe. My father found his family escape in science: college in DeKalb, then a job as a chemical engineer in New Jersey. This lasted for a number of years. If you don’t like the smell of the New Jersey Turnpike, you can blame him.


But at this point in the memoir, without explanation, a new thread emerges: an interest in the theater, poetry, literature. Facts paled before beauty. Dad started venturing into New York City, frequenting bohemian cafés, far from his vacuum tubes. And there, in that den of iniquity (where I now live), surrounded by actors (whom I avoid), seemingly in search of adventure and freedom, he met the last thing you would expect: a nice Catholic girl, Mary Elise Rafferty, of East Orange, New Jersey. The dream of a creative life retreated. They got married a year later: “what they call love at first sight, but more accurately ought to be called an act of desperation on both our parts.” But Mary Elise had asthma, which became pneumonia on their honeymoon, and later chronic bronchitis, of which she died on December 3, 1955, three years after their wedding. They weren’t able to consummate their marriage.


After her death, science lost what remained of its volatile luster. Dad began Bible study classes. They weren’t enough, and so: off to the monastery he went, for ten years. Nothing in my life to date approaches this act of selling everything you own, surrendering self and ambition. Yet I feel that his choice wasn’t one hundred percent faith. It had an aesthetic element. He craved to perform a moral act that was also beautiful. Dad and I eyed each other warily because we shared that underlying bias: overflowing tenderness for art and ideas; cautious irony toward people. If the boat was sinking, and the choice was between saving more passengers or the last copy of Bach’s Saint Matthew Passion, we would both hesitate.


And so, while the Sexual Revolution upended the nuclear Beavers, and the civil rights struggle raged, and Vietnam escalated, Dad was immersing himself in the Bible, studying Dante and Homer, finishing a doctorate in chemistry so he could teach at Belmont Abbey College, becoming ordained, learning rituals. But his guilt found a cunning new avenue of attack. As the world’s arc bent toward justice, he felt he was engaged in a form of escapism—devotion to God was a moral failing greater than all the rest. He drove away from Catholicism in May 1969, and was stopped for speeding in Tennessee. I was born in May 1970. Dad gave me the middle name Martin, for Luther King Jr., a symbol of what he had missed.
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My mom’s memoir portrays a stark but hilarious family split: prudent Prairie Home Companion types on one side; wild gumbo wastrels on the other. Her mother’s ancestors were Swedish Lutherans, but father Orville came from New Orleans. Orville’s aunt Zelda was fired from a department store for theft. Mom describes the moment Zelda was forced to move in with them:




Zelda arrived jobless, and overweight, with high blood pressure, diamond rings, furs, fancy clothes, her love of parties, booze, rich New Orleans food, and a shiny black grand piano.





Notice how she slips the piano in, at the end of a list of decadent, unnecessary, and dangerous things.


Orville had a series of decent jobs in the auto industry, and so they lived in prosperity through the Depression, with money to share:




A steady stream of men and women [rang] our back doorbell asking for handouts. Millie or Mother would answer the ring and shove me behind the door. Sandwiches, coffee, water, leftovers from last night’s dinner were regularly doled out as the people sat on the back steps. They were never invited in.





“They were never invited in”: a classic Mom line. You can’t tell if she approves of this boundary drawn on generosity, but she wants you to know about it.


This way of life evaporated when cigar-smoking Orville, ignoring doctors’ warnings, collapsed of a heart attack, leaving the family with no resources. I think it made it harder for my mother that they weren’t victimized by world events, but by personal failing. Mom’s response to fate was to worry about every action, freezing everything in place, a strategy that worked all too well. It made her more physically immobile, year by year, until even the three-inch step to her front door was a challenge. I try to make light of my mother’s anxieties; but every so often I feel this paralysis creep up on me onstage, in front of thousands of people.


After Orville’s death and a few scrappy years, Mom married a police officer named Fran. There is no portrait of Fran in her memoir. She explains only the pragmatic: how they acquired a car, fixed up a bathroom, and produced three kids. The tone of her prose doesn’t change—if anything, it becomes even more objective—when a note appears on the kitchen table, saying that Fran has decided to leave and won’t be back. A pair of vanishings: her father from a heart attack, her husband from a different failing of the heart. In music, the return of a theme is often a comfort or delight, but in real life not so much.


[image: Paragraph break image]


I guess I’m the convergence of these plot lines: my mother, adrift with three kids; my father, confused and (one presumes) spectacularly horny in the monastery. They’d known each other growing up in Chicago, and had been writing to each other. Were they in love? The memoirs don’t say.


There was no time for dating. They were both broke, and fortyish. They married in Chicago but by the fall of 1969 were settled in North Carolina, far from family disapproval. My dad was then wiry, with a nice full head of hair and intelligent eyes. My mom’s hair, despite her losses, had not yet turned white. She had huge, hilarious glasses, and some memory of a young girl’s style. In his time at Notre Dame, Dad had acquired computer savvy, and he was hired at North Carolina Educational Computing Services. An interesting career path for a recovering priest—shepherd of souls, now an administrator of soulless machines.


Those North Carolina years, a fresh start for my parents, are mostly a haze for me. My brother Josh arrived in May of 1972, and my mom’s previous kids started fleeing. Cathy and Chris went off to college and marriage. Jimmy was still in high school; I only remember him shirtless, wandering around the yard. My strongest memories are TV-related: watching All My Children and The Price Is Right in the mornings, while Mom drank a mysterious clear glass of brown liquid (not coffee). My first words were “bad Erica”—meaning Erica Kane, one of the most popular characters in soap opera history, and one of TV Guide’s 60 Nastiest Villains of All Time.


My parents enrolled me and Josh in an experimental preschool, a satellite program of Duke University. I drew an elaborate, Seussian robot that got featured on the cover of an education magazine. One day, researchers at the school dyed our lunch green to see if we would eat it. Josh refused to be a guinea pig; he brought his fist down on the tray, spattering everyone in verdant mashed potatoes. A teacher recommended Dad take me to a Suzuki school, to try the violin. We drove for an hour. I was led into a room with a row of children playing “Twinkle, Twinkle.” I remember this with absolute clarity. Their bows moved back and forth together as they faced a wall of mirrors—each child duetting with a diabolical backward twin. I threw a tantrum almost as dramatic as Josh’s potato storm, and that was that, for a while.


Two other important events of the North Carolina years: The first was that my dad built a stereo from a kit. He purchased an album called The One Hundred Greatest Hits of Classical Music, with cute drawings for each piece. My favorite was the “Hallelujah Chorus.” I sang it at a grocery store and impressed (or freaked out?) a clerk. The second big event was that Mom slipped on some ice and broke her leg. A couple pins and she was on her feet, but the feeling of being able to stand on her own never returned.
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We left North Carolina in 1975 because Dad got an offer—a big career upgrade—to oversee a chain of university computer networks in New Jersey. We ended up in Englishtown, a bedroom community not far from Manhattan but not close either. Mom lost her circle of friends and the ability to attend college classes. Dad threw himself into his high-stakes job. Life was crowded—traffic, surrounding homes—yet lacked community.


Here, my memories sharpen. In the den we had a couch facing a TV, a big Formica table, and an old upright piano. The piano had no meaning at first—just a brown dusty heirloom. At the opposite end of the house was a formal living room with two lofty bookshelves. For me this was the heart of things, a shrine. The books were surrounded by icons: crouching onyx kings, a picture of my grandmother, a dinosaur egg, a crucifix. The titles included historical epics, a few classics, a Bible, an unabridged dictionary, and a trove of ’70s philosophy, straddling devout religion and hippie new age—Jonathan Livingston Seagull, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance.


My happiest time was spent cross-legged on the living room floor, in my pajamas, immersed in the bottom shelf with all the records. I worked my way through the One Hundred Greatest Hits. I air-conducted the Air on the G String, Ride of the Valkyries, and Peer Gynt. Venturing farther into the stack, I found two Freudian orchestral discs, my Dad’s favorites: Saint-Saëns’s Organ Symphony and Mahler’s Titan.


One unusual day, Dad beckoned me away from my spot on the floor. He wanted us to listen to the Saint-Saëns on the couch together. I snuggled into the cushions. I heard deep bass notes circling, aspiring, giving up again. A theme in doubt. Music losing steam, searching for an exit. My dad murmured—“Keep listening.” We lay in wait like hunters. After a dark and foreboding silence, the wooden speakers vibrated with a massive C-major chord, rocking the house with triumph.


“Holy crap,” Dad said. I consider that to be my first real music lesson. He seemed so happy. There was no trace of his default grumpiness.


That organ chord gave him pleasure, a dopamine burst, but Mahler brought a deeper satisfaction. He often sang the big, brassy finish of the Titan faintly to himself on Sunday afternoons, while balancing his checkbook at the table in the den.


Mom didn’t like the Mahler, especially the end; she found it bombastic, even silly. While Dad was (still!) looking for transcendence, Mom was content with survival. She preferred lighter or wistful music. She had no patience for heroism. I can only guess what Josh wanted in those days. Probably nurturing companionship—but he was in the wrong family for that.


[image: Image]


I kind of agreed with Mom, a rare occurrence. Even at six years old, I thought Mahler’s triumphant ending was too much. I liked the beginning, though. I played and replayed that opening, feeling like a grown-up as Dad helped me lay the needle on the vinyl, and I tried to keep my hands from shaking. A second or two of silent glide; a bit of crackle; and then, the reward: a single note in the strings. It didn’t feel like an orchestra yet. That note didn’t even feel like music—it was just sound. Over that sound were laid darker sounds. But then it came back to the original blankness, even more haunting now because it contained absence, an afterimage of what it had lost. My mind was often drawn to that opening note, a thing representing nothing. It terrified me and yet I couldn’t get enough.
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I was now in elementary school. At recess, someone stole my lunch money and so when the lunch hour arrived I ran up to the cafeteria lectern to deliver a tearful, vengeful soliloquy to the entire student body. I implored them to search their hearts and give my dollar back. The principal came and talked me down from the microphone. This was just one of several incidents, my teacher explained at a conference with my parents. I read all the time and didn’t socialize. (To me this made perfect sense. Books were less likely to hit you than other kids; reading was a refuge and an activity that Mom and Dad wouldn’t complain about.) The teacher said she’d seen kids like me get into emotional trouble—I needed to be occupied.


At this point (according to my parents) I asked for piano lessons. They were surprised because of my passionate rejection of the violin, but I’d been banging away at the spinet here and there. As it happened, a teacher lived right down the street: Mona Schneiderman. (Has a more perfect piano teacher name ever been invented?) And so a new weekly routine began, in lieu of medication or therapy. Mom was relieved it didn’t involve more driving. I have unreliable memories of Mona’s face—just a general kindness, light brown hair, glasses. Her upright piano stood just off the kitchen, sharing space with a formal dining room.


Mona gave me a book of sheet music: Very Easy Piano Pieces for Children. On the cover, I scrawled in my loopiest script: “Love the piano.” I got assigned my first piece, “Wonderful World,” on March 10, 1976 (I was five and three-quarters). It had lyrics:




I’m so happy, I’m so happy, 


For the world is full of things,


Birds and flowers and sunny hours,


 My heart just sings and sings!





Under all the flowery words, Mona started to lay down physical laws: she wanted flat hands, curved fingers, a low and quiet wrist. I remember sitting at her spinet, raising one knuckle at a time, keeping my back straight, kicking my feet against the soundboard.


Then Mona sent my parents to a music store in a strip mall, next to Eng’s Chinese restaurant. We purchased a book called Theory Is Fun. The book asked me to come up with an acronym for the five lines of the treble clef, for example “Every Good Boy Deserves Fun.” I suggested “Eating Good Berries Delights Freddie.” Learning to read music was a frenzy of flash cards, the sort of code-breaking work I enjoyed beyond reason. I devoured the new language and spat it back out.


Mona’s next task was to impose rhythmic order. At the top of one piece she marked one, two, three, four, showing me exactly how long each note was supposed to last. For the next piece she told me to mark time myself, and chaos ensued:
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I can totally empathize with my six-year-old self. I marked time as I understood it. Long notes were slow and boring and therefore a low priority. I love how the last 3 and 4 are squished at the end, ruefully realizing those beats had to go somewhere—an approach I still apply to housecleaning.


I thought of Mona twenty years later, in a dorm lounge in Marlboro College, when I had a lesson trying to undo her early discipline, all that insistence on the invisible grid of time. It was a coaching session with the American composer Leon Kirchner. He was—again, but differently—frustrated with my rhythm, and, to conjure what was lacking, he began to sing rhythms as gestures, using nonsense syllables, tee tee TAAAAAHHH taaaa ta tee, gesticulating to the nondescript and dingy drop ceiling as if it were the spire of a cathedral. There was no hint in his singing of a quarter note or eighth note, or counting; all that was back in the past, assumed animal knowledge, not even worth mentioning. Each note in a phrase, as he told it, was like a bumper in a pinball machine, sending its energies off to the next. If there was a longer note, it had to be justified by gravity, by the forces against it or within it. There was depth to waiting. Quicker notes were like impulses, whims, the skips of stones, skimming a surface. For him rhythm was meaning, and the grid existed to vanish.
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Piano lessons accelerated a general nerdy awakening. I got obsessed with chess, for instance, when Dad taught me the moves. A corner of the den acquired a hand-painted chess table. My father played with me and was remorseless, beating me game after game, leaving me teary and emotional in the face of his reasoning. Then he came home from work lugging a huge object. “What the hell is that, Joe?” Mom asked. Dad clunked it onto the table. “A computer,” he said, as we gathered round. It was grayish blue, and resembled a cash register. Instead of a screen, it had a roll of paper. Dad showed me some BASIC commands, and I created the following—




10 PRINT “HELLO WORLD!”


20 GOTO 10





—at which point the computer kept printing hello, clicking and humming, until Mom shouted that dinner was ready. This process pleased me. I created all sorts of looping, talking programs, and some games, and I played against the computer, which was great, since I knew exactly how to beat my own creation.


When programming got boring, there were books. I’d conquered Wind in the Willows, The Chronicles of Narnia, and, best of all, Finn Family Moomintroll, which resonated with my Nordic genes and premature nostalgia. So I convinced Dad to bring down The Source, the thickest book on the shelf. “Eight hundred and seventy-three pages left to go,” I’d say to Mom, to prevent her from asking if I’d done my chores. She’d ask me what the plot was, but I couldn’t tell her.


Around this time, as I got more certain of my passions, family life became less certain. If I asked Dad about going for miniature golf, he might smile, but more likely he’d lose his temper. Mom would take us out to Carvel for soft serve, one of her favorite treats, but she screamed at other drivers en route. Once home, she’d lean on the kitchen counter for a smoke, staring out the window at the backyard. It was impossible to talk to her then. She poured herself drinks (which Josh and I still didn’t know were drinks). Both my parents smoked. I remember Dad saying he was proud to be down to two packs a day. So much self-medication! When Dad took us grocery shopping on Saturday mornings, I remember sensing his relief as the car pulled out of the garage.


New Jersey days had only one dependably carefree moment. At night, after the bathing and toothbrushing, Dad would come to our shared bedroom, sit on a bedraggled armchair, and launch into the next installment of an ongoing saga, the adventures of his latest superhero (Sir Snigglepuss, Masterful Mervenpoop) swashbuckling through the high seas or wielding a machete in South American jungles. Chapters always ended with a cliffhanger. We fell asleep in the to-be-continued. I remember the light from the hallway, the dark of the room, the edgy sound of his voice, the flow of the story leading me on.
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After six months, Mona referred me to a well-regarded area teacher named Lillian Livingston. “Mona said he was too hot to handle,” Mom bragged on the phone to friends and relatives. To me, though, they said: “You have a talent—now you have to get serious.” I liked the word “talent” and hated the word “serious.” It was great to hear I had a musical gift, but it felt like too much, piled on. At school, teachers praised my writing and told me I was astonishingly quick at math. Abilities brought responsibilities, my parents said, over and over. Excellence meant a few moments of praise, and countless more hours of work.


My new teacher, Lillian, had a sizable studio and a proper and intimidating setup: a dedicated music room with two grand pianos (!) and a dark waiting room, like at the doctor, where you overheard the last moments of preceding lessons. Lillian also had a dog. When we met years later, she told me how much I loved that dog and cuddled with it after my lessons, and how hard it was for me to be dragged away. It’s true, after my Lillian lessons I always felt as if I’d barely survived; I needed time and space before I could go home to my parents’ different demands.


Lillian had a powerful personality. She outlined standards and promised consequences when they weren’t met. It was no longer Mona’s kindly, other-motherly world. Once I brought in the “Moonlight Sonata,” because what could be better than that? Lillian launched into a tirade: the edition I was using was bad, and I had no business playing music like that yet, I had to be serious and respectful. I thought about how beautiful the piece was, as tears streamed down my face.


Sonatinas—Classical 101—were the focus of my work with Lillian, music so transcendentally mediocre that it is thought a child cannot ruin it. They follow a formula: You start with a cheerful tune and then play some scales, wrapping things up with the classical equivalent of “jazz hands.” At the beginning of the second half, you get one semi-surprising shift, as if the piece were about to become interesting. This is just a decoy—soon you have to play the same dippy tunes and scales all over again. Sonatinas could be considered instruments of torture, despite and because of how happy they seem.


I worked for months on Clementi’s Sonatina, op. 36, no. 4 in F Major. Con spirito, it says; “with spirit!” My score gathered markings, each week, until the things I was supposed to do gradually got hidden behind all the things I wasn’t supposed to do.
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Somewhere in that riot of scribbles, you can find “Remember fingering.” Lillian was tenacious about this. Every week, she said I had to decide which finger went with which note, and stick to it. I felt this was anal at best and stifling at worst. Couldn’t your fingers be free? Another sore spot with Lillian was rests. They got circled in multiple inks. When my left hand finished playing a phrase, it had a tendency to remain on whatever note it had just played—much like me on a typical concert afternoon, thinking I should get out of the hotel and see a bit of the town I’m in, but instead lying in bed with Netflix.


Most important, Lillian introduced me to a new word: phrasing. “Avoid sudden lunges in dynamic,” the Clementi score says. You had to connect the notes so that they felt like toothpaste squeezed out of a tube, not a series of arbitrary lumps. At the end of the first phrase, Lillian made me write out a bedrock principle:
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Loud/Soft—dissonances stronger, resolutions less. This quintessential classical way of ending—the musical equivalent of a curtsy—hides a contradiction. The “wrong” chord is played with emphasis, but the “real” chord is played quietly, as an afterthought. Lillian marked this nuance everywhere. It was her mission in life to teach thirty or so New Jersey kids, raised on The Brady Bunch and Happy Days and The Loveboat, the importance of elegance.
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Toward the end of second grade, a major life choice was made. My parents enrolled me in a new, advanced class. The class had only thirteen students. We ended up together for three years. We weren’t tied to the district’s curriculum, and could learn at our own pace. Dad explained that he wanted me to find my potential.


At first, this changed my concept of school. My new teachers were less hassled, more attentive, more like I wished my parents were—patient, capable of extended listening. They walked me through the unfamiliar, even advising me as I tried to be social. I managed to make my first real friends. There was black-haired and dark-eyed David Soloshatz, with impeccable handwriting and a quiet way. I was jealous of how organized he seemed to be. Occasionally he wore an exotic yarmulke. My other great friend was Colin, whose last name I don’t recall. Colin’s hair was a brown moppy mess and his face a morass of freckles, and he already played the guitar and a couple other instruments, and wrote songs, and threw himself into one implausible precocious endeavor after another: playwriting, pottery. His grades were uneven. My father didn’t like Colin. He said, “Jack of all trades, master of none”—projection, obviously. But Colin seemed a lot happier than Dad, or Mom, or me.
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Lillian told my parents that I needed and deserved a grand piano. Money was still tight. My parents hemmed and hawed. Lillian put us in touch with a piano technician who, for a thousand dollars (in 1977), sold us a reconditioned Behning. It arrived with a few caveats. There were no wheels—the legs were nestled in wooden blocks, painted an unmatchable and sullen white. Once in place, there was no moving it. The black case was covered in graffiti (TK hearts RF, LADIES LIKE IT), and the ivory keys were yellowed and chipped, like eighty-eight British teeth. Eventually it came out that the piano had been in a burlesque house in Atlantic City. Dad explained to me that burlesque was a different kind of Muppet Show. Mom chuckled.


Now that I had my grand taking up prime real estate in our family den, Lillian demanded I practice an hour a day. I was stunned. Piano was now a work camp. Was it too late to get off this moving train? My pieces were at most a few minutes in duration. I’d go through them once, then twice. By the third Sisyphean time the music seemed a million percent less charming, and harder than when I started. Luckily, my music books were crammed with distractions. Next to one of my favorite pieces—a minuet by Mozart, from Don Giovanni—was a picture of a banquet table topped with a candelabra, a story about Mozart and his father, a summary of the plot of the opera (soft-pedaling the rape angle), and a definition of the minuet. I read those paragraphs thousands of times to fill the hour, and to avoid worrying about the things Lillian told me were wrong.


Dad didn’t like my Mozart—too frilly. He preferred a Bach chorale in a different book. But it had no explanatory note or pictures, just a strange and morbid title. “Jeremy, ‘Come Sweet Death,’ please,” he’d say.


“Dad, not again.”


“‘Come, Sweet Death,’ for me,” he’d beg.


When I didn’t play it slowly enough, Dad would make me do it again: “Come on, give it some feeling.”


One day I refused: “Dad, I’m a serious pianist now, that’s what you said.”


“Yes . . .”


“If I’m a serious pianist, I shouldn’t have to perform for you on command.”


Dad turned to Mom. Eloquent silence, a volley of rolled eyes, then the phrase “too big for his britches.” But I remember thinking: It’s their own fault.


For a while, I developed a brilliant trick to pad out my required practice hour. I’d sit at the piano in the afternoons after school and improvise melodies. “I already practiced!” I’d say. My parents caught on to this ruse after a couple weeks. If it sounded like I was enjoying myself, they didn’t consider that practicing. But I kept returning to a little lilting tune in 3/8, which they loved; they were convinced I was now also a composer. My tune was in C major—sharps and flats were too much work!—but plaintive and bittersweet.


It was Dad’s idea to name it “Ode to an Irish Grandmother.” I’d never met either grandmother. Dad explained, his eyes glistening, that she drank condensed milk straight out of the can. Why was condensed milk so emotional? (And what was condensed milk?) Recently I realized that the tune of the ode is only somewhat subtly stolen from the theme for Star Wars.
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My other masterpiece I named myself:
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In the middle, I wrote a fanfare that went up to a high C—as if the piece were summoning itself for some great task—but then the music falls, exhausted, in a disheveled scale, back to the same place as before. Clever text-painting or compositional desperation—you decide.


One evening, my parents said I should write out my pieces. It was the news hour, and the piano was in the den with the TV, so I trudged upstairs to my room. Notating music was a drag, especially away from the piano. There were so many hidden rules about stems going up or down. I had a complicated, vexed relationship with the quarter note rest—even today I couldn’t draw one for you if my life depended on it. I kept making mistakes, crossing them out, and when I brought the score downstairs for my mom, she said:


“No, you have to do a neat version. No mistakes.”


If only I’d known what I know now! I would have shown my mother a copy of Beethoven’s manuscript for op. 111, with its illegible clouds of notes and scratches and maniacal fervor. Instead, I went back upstairs. I started over ten times, at least. I was in tears (not an infrequent occurrence) by the fifth time, and I thought the task impossible—how did any composer ever write music?—until my mom allowed me to use Wite-Out. Painting out the errors, I slowly created an acceptable version, but the process was so removed from what I loved about music that I refused to write any more pieces, and I stuck to my pledge until college. I also stopped improvising. My dad blamed my mom for destroying my creativity and ruining my compositional career. He brought it up often, over subsequent years, perhaps not the most helpful way to handle it.
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Lillian made me play in group recitals in her home, and then I began to take auditions run by the National Guild of Piano Teachers, where you got complex report cards on various parameters of music. Music was becoming a class, like any other. To help me perform under pressure, Lillian introduced me to her foolproof system of “memory stations.”


She’d make me put numbers at key junctures scattered through the music. Then I had to learn to start from memory at each. In my lesson, as if it were a form of bingo, she’d call out a number and I’d jump. “Five!” she’d bark, and I’d skip to a theme halfway down the page. “Three!” sent me back over what I’d just played. I couldn’t get into any particular mood. The music was ruined. But at least I wouldn’t be sitting onstage trying to think what comes next, heart racing, while my parents sweated and someone in the audience coughed and Lillian regretted the moment she took me on. I’d always have some reliable place to skip to; I’d never stammer to a halt.


My mom loved memory stations. Need I say more?


On my score of Clementi’s Sonatina in F, memory stations are referred to five times, in various scripts and deranged capitals, until at last—who knows what threats were issued?—I put them in. They are circled in unmissable brown Magic Marker. There is a hilarious number 11 on the last measure. If disaster struck, the nuclear option was to head for 11, play the wrap-up chords, plop plop, and rise for undeserved applause—a bit like the captain of the Titanic saying “Hey, at least we saved some rowboats.”


Thirty or so years later, I had a memorable memory slip at Carnegie Hall in my debut with the Philadelphia Orchestra, playing Liszt’s First Piano Concerto with Charles Dutoit. There’s a beautiful, serene, arching solo piano passage at the beginning of the slow movement; I got through it reasonably well. Then comes a freer passage, a recitative: the strings quivering, the pianist emoting up and down the keyboard. There are two outbursts, with slightly different harmonies, and somehow I mixed up the first and second. For a blank moment I had no idea what the harmony was, where it was going, there on the stage of Carnegie Hall; all my years of study and theory and preparation were for nothing. Non-performers can’t perhaps associate with this species of moment: it’s not just that you’re screwing up then and there, but that your whole life is pointless. The only delicious part of the heart-stopping panic was to see Dutoit panic also. His hands flapped through the beats, frantic and cartoonish; he didn’t know where I was or what I was about to do. And somehow his confusion saved me; somebody had to rescue this sinking ship. I played some gobbledygook, and muddled through to familiar ground.


Lillian’s memory stations would have been completely useless with an orchestra: a hundred people can’t skip around with you. Upon reflection—you always spend a lot of time analyzing these mistakes, like a coach after a defeat—I realized I had no emotional attachment to that section of the Liszt. The passage just before it is one of the most beautiful things ever written for the piano, but this recitative seemed overdone, false, flailing about in imitation angst. A moment I never found interesting enough to love.
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In my advanced school program, the teacher let me sail ahead in math. I got heavy into algebra, five years in front of the normal curriculum. Solving for x was much simpler than piano problems. The quadratic equation became my calling card. I’d try to dazzle people with it—but aside from Colin and David, the other kids seemed more annoyed than dazzled.


As my parents were realizing, this school experiment had drama and disaster baked into it; it was just a matter of time. The small class created long-standing attachments and resentments. One day the teacher taught us how to build cubes out of construction paper. I loved the pattern, the delicate scissors-work, how the miracle of Scotch tape made a T three-dimensional. I assembled a family—Papa, Mama, adorable teensy babies—and set them on my desk. This family had no issues; it was pure cubic comity. Enter Jennifer, my nemesis, the most streetwise of all the “advanced” kids. (She and I had a history. She had given me a Valentine’s Day card that I opened to find a brown blob, labeled with the word “doody.”) The teacher left the room for a moment, and Jennifer didn’t hesitate: she ran over and crushed the whole lot. I struck out in revenge, but was outmatched in both strength and tactics. I ended up on the floor amid sticky remnants of construction paper. First I had to go to the nurse for triage, then the therapist—the class had a dedicated therapist, did I mention?—and many things came out, all the levels of stress and the feeling that I had to perform well in every possible way and how could she do that to my cubes and my parents and . . .


The bearded psychiatrist was comforting. I liked him more than any adult I’d ever met. He wasn’t as judgmental as my parents, or my piano teacher. He also didn’t seem worried. But in his memoir, my father recalls the psychiatrist explaining that they categorized gifted children into two groups: disturbed and not disturbed.
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Toward the end of the seventies, home life got worse. My father’s job stress, in tandem with my mom’s drinking, manifested for me and Josh in the form of an unavoidable and senseless anger, a kind of autopilot screaming that inhabited the late afternoons. We tried a vacation once—a cheap one, driving to the Jersey Shore for a production of Godspell and some swimming—but it backfired. Mom pestered Dad about something, and he shoved her back in a chair. All of us were in shock for a few days. Dad’s devotion and intelligence and monastic past and sense of culture—all gone in a spasm of violence and weakness. I’m sure his guilt haunted him. Mom nourished a new fear, the last thing she needed.


Our best family time was in front of the TV. The boob tube brought a truce. We would have missed church rather than The Muppet Show. Kermit at least knew something about irony and timing, while our priest earnestly droned on. To counter the anti-culture of sitcoms, my parents also gave us a steady diet of PBS, especially Live from Lincoln Center. One memorable night we all sat through a performance of Luciano Pavarotti and Joan Sutherland. My brother was miserable, twisting his curly hair in the corner. I was bored at first, but got drawn in. Dad, in ecstasy, ordered the record at one of the commercial breaks.


The PBS opera album—mostly Verdi, some Donizetti—became my new life soundtrack. I felt this music was both more true and more sweeping than Dad’s big orchestral blowouts. I memorized many of the words, for instance:




Parigi, o cara


noi lasceremo





Parigi (“Paris”) is sung to a nice rocking rhythm, like a lullaby. Cara (“dearest”) is sung to the exact same. The music lilts, bar by bar. But the third phrase rises, as the singer speaks of leaving, of freedom. One measure suddenly spans over to the next. When Pavarotti climbed there, from a C to an F, his voice had a new quality—as if trying to find or open something. This moment grabbed on to me, and still does, despite all that I’ve come to know about Pavarotti and singers in general. You feel the possibility of strain in the voice, but before the strain becomes real he’s jumped the hurdle and converted it into beauty.


I sang along with Pavarotti in mangled Italian. The other thing I loved was the catchiness. No matter what happens in Italian opera—tenderness, desperation, anger, jealousy—everything eventually surrenders to a sway. Feelings morph into a musical impulse, and once you are in its spell—the spell of the Italian tune and the roll of its syllables—it returns the feeling to you like a gift, wrapped in special paper—as if to say yes, these emotions are shared, they belong to all of us, and even the deepest sadness comes with a side of pleasure.


But I couldn’t stay long in the living room, swept up in Verdi. I had to return to the den to practice, now an endless hour and a half every day. This location made it impossible for me to work without commentary. My parents got ever more involved. Was my talent the thing that might balance the scales, and redeem their collapsing marriage? My mother developed a two-tier grading system for anything I played. Either it danced—or it didn’t dance. She would make this assessment from the kitchen while I was in the middle of my Mozart minuet, or my Chopin waltz (her favorite)—“It’s not dancing, try it again.” And I’d scream back at her, “You don’t know anything about music!” “I know what sounds good,” she’d say. “I’ve never seen you dance,” I’d retort. That was true, and unkind—since the broken leg, even her walk was shaky.


One day, Lillian made me perform one of my sonatinas at a school recital—in a classroom in front of my classmates, on a clunky spinet with several sticking keys. I rushed in the last movement. My mom came, and her postmortem was brief. “You rushed, bub,” she said, in front of everyone. “It didn’t dance.” And that was that. It was bad enough to have my teacher pass judgment every week. But to have my mom chime in, after all I suffered for my art!


The afternoon after that recital, I ignored the piano and my parents, and sat on the couch watching my least favorite show, Andy Griffith.


“Time to practice,” Mom warned.


I refused to move.


“It’s time,” Dad said. He’d just gotten home.


“Soon,” I grunted, “I’m busy now.”


Then the real fight began. “If you don’t want to practice,” Dad asked, “why don’t you just quit?” I stared at them, eyes misting.


“What do you think, Joe, should we call Lillian right now and cancel his lessons?”


“Maybe we should, Jackie.”


They did this out of love, I assume, but it boggled my mind—how could they be so cruel? I dreaded my lessons, but I never wanted them to stop. This piano now seemed inseparable from me, immovable as the Behning on its blocks. I wasn’t sure how this had happened. Part of it was my love for music, whatever that means, but part of it was less selfless—piano was the only way I’d found to express myself, a shelter and a persona. Some childhood fears are tangible, but most are absences, losses of frame, like when my parents talked about getting divorced, or when I dreamed one night that the universe had nothing in it. If I had to quantify how I felt about quitting the piano, it was somewhere in the middle of those two losses—worse than my family splitting up, but not quite as bad as the vanishing of the entire universe.












2. Harmony   LESSON ONE



PLAYLIST




RAVEL: Piano Concerto for the Left Hand


MOZART: Concerto in F Major, K. 459


MOZART: Sonata in C Major, K. 545, second movement


SCHUBERT: Impromptu in F Minor, D. 935, no. 1


SCHUBERT: Sonata in B-flat Major, D. 960, second movement


BEETHOVEN: Sonata in C Major, op. 53 (“Waldstein”), third movement





I was sitting in the Chili’s at O’Hare, studying some Beethoven. My neighbors were yelling at a row of hanging television sets. A waiter came over. I was forced to prevent him from taking the last of my chicken wings, and while we scuffled, he noticed my reading material.


“Are you a musician?” he asked, his face friendlier than moments earlier.


“Yes, a classical pianist,” I said.


“Wow! You, like, tour and stuff? That must be amazing. I took lessons for a while but gave it up.”


He appeared to be momentarily sad, and the fingers of his right hand wiggled as if remembering a scale. He added: “It just sucks that I didn’t keep with it.”


I hear this a lot, and still haven’t figured out how to respond. But I knew what was coming next. “How do you get your hands to do different things at the same time?” he asked, with total innocence, as if he felt sure the question could be answered in a Chili’s. This is by far the most common reason people give me for quitting. Two simultaneous tasks are too many, which is to say: having two hands makes the piano impossible.
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I know my hands pretty well. I know these halves better than myself as a whole. My right hand is more agile, more Fred Astaire, willing to throw itself into a flurry of fast notes at a moment’s notice. It has a tendency to try too hard and tire itself out. My left hand is better at solid notes, things that require cushioning, weight, gradation. It can play louder than my right, and more smoothly, but prefers not to move fast; it believes in patience and preparation. You could say that my left hand is older than my right, and wiser, and so much lazier.


This works out, mostly: these tendencies are suited to the jobs the two hands typically have. But when it doesn’t, my pianist friend Evelyne Brancart taught me a trick. Let’s say my left hand won’t execute a little pirouette of notes. I force it to hang loosely by my side, like a child sent to the corner with a dunce cap, and bring up my right hand to play the same passage, perfectly, elegantly, lightly. Then I lift my left hand to do the exact same thing. It will not, cannot. At this point I will literally talk to my left hand: “Why can’t you do that? The right hand can.” Evelyne told me that wasn’t a healthy part of the process—but I like being a terrible parent to my hands. It goes both ways. My right hand will jab into the keys, too fast, too eager. I shift my body to the right, and bring my left hand up to play four gorgeous legato notes in a row. My right hand hangs there, sheepish and shocked at how much more beautiful it sounds.


It’s a curious feeling: one half of you can do something that the other half cannot. There’s a clog, an inability to transfer excellence from side to side. I find I have to physically look at each hand, and mirror the motion off an axis running down my middle. When it works, it’s quite a reward: you become a whole person again.
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I was booked to play Ravel’s Piano Concerto for the Left Hand with the National Symphony Orchestra. Now, there’s a special case of the hands—a masterpiece born of amputation. Paul Wittgenstein’s right arm was a casualty of World War One, but he had the means to commission one of the leading composers of his age. In place of two cooperating hands and ten fingers, you have five, which feel like much less than half.


Ravel’s approach is not to do the best he can to approximate a “real” piano concerto, given the limitations. He deals with the one hand he’s dealt like you’d deal with an animal you can’t outrun, so you have to just stand there and stare it down. The orchestra starts deep in the bass, invoking the very idea of left-handedness, the lower-than-low region of the piano where the pitches approach indistinguishable noise. The cellos and basses play undulating notes, like waves of a subterranean sea, and on top of that a contrabassoon solo appears. The contrabassoon is both iconic and rare, specific and bizarre. Its unmistakable sound comes with sampled-sounding, gravelly overtones—a sound partly about its own unlikelihood.


Gradually, inevitably, Ravel builds from this dark beginning, assembling the full forces of the orchestra one by one. Adding frequencies, adding colors to the palette. You’d think he’d take pity on the poor pianist who will have only half the volume he normally would, half the notes; you’d think he’d compensate with a lighter texture, meet the soloist halfway. But no. The orchestra begins an almost unfathomable crescendo. It’s glorious and gorgeous. But what on earth? You sit there waiting to play, as the impossibility of what you are about to do becomes ever more evident. There you are with one nervous and one superfluous hand, pretending to be a person whose arm was blown off in a terrible civilization-destroying war, and on your left is the Western Orchestra, a magnificent, luxurious, superfluous instrument at the peak of its glory and on the edge of its decline, a veritable symbol of civilization itself, towering over you, and Ravel keeps piling on delicious instruments, colors, layers. Even a pianist pounding with both hands could never compete with this. You would be drowned in that sea of sound, a pantomime.


It is perverse at its core, or at least it would be, except for the genius of the piano’s first cadenza. The orchestra trembles, hits a huge chord, and stops. Into the void Ravel sends the piano’s lowest octave, setting free overtones, getting the whole instrument to ring. With the help of the pedal, this makes a shattering effect. Ravel makes the instrument itself do the work of the missing hand.


As this cadenza continues, and the left hand careens over the keyboard, trying to be everywhere at once, I hear defiance: this limb, so often subjugated, saying No, all the territory of the keyboard is mine, taken back from the tyrannical right hand and rightly conquered in the name of the bass line, and especially in the name of harmony, which governs all the beautiful melodies.
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People know what a melody is. It’s a sort-of object. You hum it to yourself, and possess it; you feel it in your mind like you feel your wallet in your pocket. But if you mention harmony to a non-musician, best of luck. I’ve watched many eyes glaze over. Maybe the person knows there’s such a thing as a D-minor chord, but he/she can’t hum it. You explain: that’s because it doesn’t exist consecutively but simultaneously, or, really, abstractly—then you get flustered, realizing everything you just said is kind of wrong. Meanwhile they feel you are lecturing them, and rightly so—what does all this have to do with the joy and raw feeling of music?


It’s interesting how this powerful parameter of music, in many ways the beating heart of the Western classical canon, is seen as an insider thing. When I went to the Marlboro Music School, and rehearsed with some of the most gifted young musicians of my generation and some of its wisest elders, I’d say, “Let’s play the dominant chord louder than the tonic,” and people would make fun of me for being a nerd. It was socially acceptable to play harmonies—it couldn’t be helped—but not to label them.


Melodies belong to specific pieces, but harmonies are shared—across a style, across a culture. They belong less to individuals than to periods of time. Mozart, Haydn, and Beethoven, between 1770 and 1820 or so, all built off the same basic set of chords, like a starter set of Legos. There are extensions, excursions, extenuations, but basically they work from good old one, four, and five, the fundamental trio. Harmonies are a vehicle, a stage, a backdrop. There are endless famous melodies (“Ode to Joy,” “Mary Had a Little Lamb,” “Like a Virgin”) but it is incredibly, world-historically rare when a harmony is so original that it attains the celebrity of melody. The Tristan Chord is really the main one I can think of, and it precipitated an apocalypse, the dissolution of harmony itself. Some harmonies appear to be special because they have legacy regional names—the Neapolitan Sixth Chord, for example, which must have been popular in Naples but spread over time and became common currency, in the same way that Bolognese ragù now belongs to every two-bit Italian restaurant in the world. For the most part, no individual creates a harmony. They are there for all of us, a common good, a common resource.


For the pianist, this division of melody and harmony, with all its symbolic overtones, becomes part of your body. The left hand tends to the harmony, and acts as the backup band, the mass; the right gets the good tunes and much of the credit. From earliest childhood, you shape yourself around these tendencies, and organize your mind into two zones, or “ways.” It’s not just that you’re executing two tasks at once, but two different impulses. One half, the soloistic individual; the other, the accompanying world. One half specific, discrete accomplishment; the other half the common, discreet good.
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When the pianist first enters in Mozart’s Concerto in F Major, K. 459, you hear a textbook version of melody and harmony. So textbook, in fact, that it’s almost a joke. As if Mozart is saying, This is the simplest possible way to start a piece, while hiding all the complexities of the world up his sleeve. The tune sits in the right hand, as usual, while the left hand politely remains in the background, tracing chords. But then, for one second, the melody stops for air. In that tiny gap, the left hand plays a witty bit of melody, to hide the seam. A magician’s redirect, distracting you from the fact that the melody has run out of gas, that the singer has to breathe.


Even in this rudimentary example there is play, a hint of competing roles, of one-upmanship. Are harmony and melody friends or enemies? I can’t help noticing that the left hand is ready exactly at the right moment to step in and take over, like an overeager understudy waiting in the wings. It is dying to be clever, and not “just” accompany.


Much of piano playing has to do with negotiating this perpetually changing labor-sharing agreement. The piano is expected to be as full and self-sufficient as an orchestra, in many ways, but composing for piano is quite different. In an orchestra, you can give all the chords to the strings or the winds when another section is busy, or gets tired. But two hands are the pianist’s whole world, our northern and southern hemispheres. We have to fill everything in; otherwise the melody will be naked and alone, and the piano’s weakness as an instrument will be exposed.


The most convenient piano setup is an array of chords in the left hand and a free and separate melody in the right. Many of the Chopin nocturnes, for instance, are in this format, and boy does it work. The left hand lays the foundation and gets the overtones of the piano ringing, and the melody floats in the web of those overtones, like a work of art set in its perfect frame. Mozart had a predilection for this too, like in the slow movement of the famous Sonata in C Major (K. 545) that every child plays. The left hand lays down an Alberti bass, in which the harmony (“just” G major) is translated and transmuted into a kind of river of notes, and the melody floats above (a boat, if you will, sailing on the harmony’s river), and part of the hypnotic miracle of that movement is that the texture never changes, that the hands stay in their roles, while the harmonies change from toddler-innocent to old-man-complicated and back.


But of course the world would be impoverished if the left and right hands always kept to themselves. Composers are constantly devising stratagems. In the middle of Schubert’s Impromptu in F Minor, one of my favorite pieces, the right hand sticks to the middle of the keyboard and does all the river-filler, while the left hand leaps over, in every bar, back and forth from bass to treble, playing a few notes of melody. It resembles a love duet—with a similar premise to a schmaltzy Mendelssohn Song Without Words I used to pull out for parties—but Schubert’s calling melodies are all in bits; neither treble nor bass can really complete a thought; they depend on each other and constantly question each other, but never seem to find an answer, and the right hand is never allowed to help.


[image: Image]


The slow movement of the last Schubert sonata (D. 960) has the opposite setup. The melody sits in the middle of the piano, in the right hand.


When I perform it, I feel this melody like a bull’s-eye, a spot that I keep trying to focus on. The left hand leaps over and under to create a texture, or more precisely an aura or halo, around the melody—at once a web of sound and a (ghostly, ethereal) funeral march. My left hand is often exhausted by the end—it’s hard to be an aura, constantly leaping but almost always quiet—and despite all this effort, it doesn’t quite solve the “problem” of the right hand, which wants to sustain. Often the division of the hands is just juggling, a logistical question of which hand is available to pick up the notes, like which parent is able to pick up the kids from soccer practice. But sometimes, as in these Schubert examples, the logistics become poetry.
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The greatest example of this dance of left and right that I can think of happens in the third, final movement of Beethoven’s “Waldstein” Sonata. The first movement is all energy, virtuosity, and drive. The second movement is mostly waiting: a series of hushed questions. The underlying question, compositionally and emotionally, is: How will the last movement respond to the incredible force of the first movement—how do you balance it out? I suppose I hear another question in there: How, in life, do you find something deeper than your youthful enthusiasm?


Beethoven makes it clear: he won’t try to compete directly with the explosive force of the first. He begins as far as possible from that world, with a ravishing hush. The right hand, king of the treble, is demoted and relegated to the middle, where it rustles away, as quietly as possible. The left hand becomes the star. It plays a low bass note, telling us we are in C major, and leaps over the rustling right hand for a gorgeous group of notes, which sounds to me like a call. (I always think of “the call in the wilderness.”) It does it again. And then again, back down, plucking a different bass note (now we are in G major), and back up to call. Many pianists play as if the melody begins with the high notes. But Beethoven’s idea is far more profound: a melody about the gesture of leaping, about the transfer of meaning from left to right, about taking nourishment from the depths, as if drawing water from a well.


This luminous melody—not just the notes, but also the physical act of playing them, the sensation of crossing over—tells us that melodies arise from the bass, and take their inspiration (you might say) divinely from below, from deep correspondences of harmony, from patterns that generate events, that create sense, and give melodies their reason for being. Deaf Beethoven tells (and tells) us to listen, to respect this fundamental relationship of music, to understand that harmonies are the source. But, as we said, most people love melodies and couldn’t give a crap about harmonies. They prefer to imagine they’re enjoying a melody, while they’re really enjoying chords. This delusion isn’t a problem. People are happy to take the blue pill, and anyway this is a common and inescapable encounter in life, with a beauty of its own: something you think you understand, governed by something you don’t.










3. Forty Days and Forty Nights



PLAYLIST




MOZART: Viennese Sonatina no. 1 in C Major, K. 439B, first movement


CHOPIN: Waltz in A Minor, B. 150, op. posth.


CHOPIN: Prelude in D-flat Major (“Raindrop”)


DEBUSSY: Arabesque no. 1


MOZART: Concerto in A Major, K. 488, first movement





My father, connoisseur of regret, decided the whole move to New Jersey had been a mistake. Mom was self-destructing; my schooling was tense; his job had shifted from problem-solving to unresolvable politics. So he sent out his résumé. He got an eager response from an implausible place: New Mexico State University, in a small town called Las Cruces. We were surprised to learn that New Mexico was a state.


Dad flew off for a first interview, and came back a few days later with a shard of pottery, a can of enchilada sauce, and some postcards of adobe buildings around historic squares. “There are rattlesnakes—and tumbleweeds,” Dad said with a showman’s smile, while Mom smoked, not in the atmospheric fashion of some of my later piano teachers, but as if her life depended on it. I don’t remember her expressing strong opinions about this move. Hatred of New Jersey had become her great theme; anywhere else would suffice.


Dad liked the place and people, and so he took the job: Director of Computing at NMSU. We had family pronunciation lessons—“Las Crrrrrruces.” I enjoyed rolling r’s, but it took a while to get my tongue going, and once it got going it was hard to stop, not unlike learning to trill at the piano (a process that I was just beginning). It all was falling into place, except for one intractable thing: the Piano Teacher Problem. My parents agonized about transporting me far from culture, and from my future. So Dad gathered intel. Everyone he talked to said there was only one option in Las Cruces: a woman named Audrey Brown, who had all the best piano students, judging by all the competitions they’d won. I didn’t like the sound of that. My father wasn’t satisfied either. To assuage his guilt, he had to have better than the best in town. He pulled some strings and got someone to put him in touch with the university’s piano professor, a man named William Leland.


I’m sure Leland was thrilled to hear from a computer guy in New Jersey whose kid was the next Arthur Rubinstein. He told my father that he didn’t take private students, especially not ten-year-olds. He didn’t know anything about teaching children! But he kindly agreed to hear me when we arrived, and offer advice.


“So you have to practice,” Mom said. As always.


We didn’t fly to New Mexico, because my parents didn’t want to part with our Volare station wagon, MotorTrend’s Car of the Year in 1976. Dad was proud of this award, as if he’d won it himself. So we set off in this least-sexy-of-all-vehicles, while the burlesque piano and other belongings shadowed us in a moving van, and after a long day arrived at my half brother Jimmy’s house in White Bluff, Tennessee. Jimmy had left New Jersey just a few years earlier. He took a job making trucks on an assembly line, and discarded his Northern European heritage with glee. He cultivated an impenetrable Southern accent, grew abundant brown hair to his shoulders, and still refused to wear a shirt.


We kids played on the lawn while Mom and Dad tried to understand what Jimmy said. Josh got sick from the potato salad. But we pressed on westward, impatient pioneers. We counted Stuckey’s and played license plate games. Josh staged a miraculous intestinal recovery and ordered quail at a roadside restaurant. Let the record show that he ate it all, while our parents kept saying “Quail!” and shaking their heads.


In Texarkana, a fierce thunderstorm. Water flooded under the door of our cheap hotel room; we grabbed towels from the bathroom to stop the flow. The world already seemed to be getting wilder, less controllable. Another interminable day, crossing the plains in the Volare, which despite its award-winning whiteness succumbed to the heat on the side of the road in Abilene. At last, on day four, having counted forty-six Stuckey’s in all, approximately the same number of times Mom asked if Dad was lost, we pulled up at the Best Western Mission Inn of Las Cruces.


Behind the town, a backdrop of mountains, almost suspiciously laid out, like a stage set. It had an unusual rock formation, a series of vertical jutting boulders, which the early Spanish explorers thought looked like organ pipes.


After all that time in New Jersey, with so little that wanted visual attention, here there was nothing but things to see. Opposite the organ boulders, at quite a distance, rose a long mesa with a few tiny outcroppings that gave a sense of place and scale and serration, like identifying marks on someone’s face, and at sunset the sky above the mesa went into a frenzy of orange and yellow, while the outcroppings got blacker and sharper. Communities of mountains sat at other corners of the horizon, saying Visit me, I’m the middle of nowhere you’ve always been waiting for. But you didn’t need the big sweep to find magic. Across from the hotel were stretches of unused space, which had reverted to or never left the state of being desert, with sand and gravel that glinted in the intense sun, and leggy green creosote plants, a plague of them, except that they smelled nice after the rain, and there were literally tumbleweeds, as promised, blowing across the road at the behest of various miniature dust tornados, which Dad had to avoid because Mom in her eternal worry explained to him that they were bad for the engine, and so we’d be driving and Mom would scream “Joe!” and Dad would laugh and pretend to steer right at them and we kids in the back were loving it all, let me tell you.


We stayed in the hotel for a week or two, while Dad went to work. The three of us passed long days in the tiny room (plus “kitchenette”) with a duet of smells: burning coffee, Mom’s cigarettes. We’d head out to the pool every so often and lie on deck chairs and pretend we were celebrities, ignoring trucks careening by, semis full of hay or pecans or manure. My father soon located a rental house not too far away, in an old neighborhood down by the Rio Grande. This house had rusty metal porches and inexplicable extra bits of roof, and in every corner and nook you found black widow spiders. Actual desert danger, not the pretend kind from Road Runner cartoons. The piano came off the moving van and got dumped in the middle of the living room with the sofa and TV. Conflicts ensued between daytime television and my artistic genius. Bach vs. One Life to Live. I had to start practicing again, furiously, to be ready for my future.


[image: Paragraph break image]


After a couple weeks I had my audition with Professor Leland, soon to be known as Bill. I remember driving over to his house, in a little development near the university, two minutes from a highway off-ramp. The street was modest, a long row of one-story stucco ranch houses, and it was always difficult to pick Bill’s out. His house had no garage, just a carport that seemed made of cardboard; but as you walked in, there it was: an enormous, shiny Bösendorfer grand.


Dad and Bill launched into a chummy conversation.


“Wow, that’s really something . . .” my dad said about the piano, comparing it to the graffiti-covered monster in our living room. The German name, just like on my Behning, was printed in gold Gothic script. It reminded me of a Bible.


“Yeah, when I was in Vienna I started looking around at these,” and Leland began to explain how Bösendorfers were better than Steinways. A different tonal range, he said. He explained the process of ordering one and getting it shipped over, which seemed to fascinate my parents, while I eyed the keyboard: it had extra keys on the bottom, painted in sleek sinister black, which made this more piano in every sense than any I had ever played. I didn’t realize at the time what percentage of a professor’s salary this piano represented, how much love and devotion.


The room had no embroidered musical puns, no busts of Beethoven or Mozart, no framed programs or pictures of Bill playing concerts. Aside from the piano, it had a chair, a little music cabinet, and a metronome. Bill said, “Wait a minute,” and pulled chairs from another room for my mom and dad. Dad said later that the room reminded him of the monastery. Music was the main, if not the only, thing. Bill almost never dressed up; he usually looked like he was about to repaint his house. I cannot remember seeing him eat, or hearing him talk about food or other sensual pleasures. He did have a pilot’s license, though, as I would eventually learn; and so he did like the idea of soaring over the normal world.


I had prepared my Chopin Waltz in A Minor—a melancholy ditty, not much of an audition piece. I also had one of my sonatinas and a fast, fingery piece from my beloved anthology The Joy of Bach. That was it. I sat down to play. My parents must have been on the edges of their seats at this moment of truth, hopeful for some redemption of their cross-country gamble.


Bill was impressed, especially by the Chopin. But he wanted to know how I’d sight-read. We played a four-hands piece together on the beautiful instrument, easily the best piano I’d ever played. This was my ace in the hole; I was a wicked sight-reader. After that, my father remembers Bill saying, “I’m going to keep this one.” An interesting way to put it—the sense of acquisition. He agreed to take me on as his first and only private student. My parents would say this all the time at parties: “Jeremy is his only private student.” This wasn’t just bragging. My parents needed to constantly reassure themselves of my talent, to make them less terrified that I was becoming a musician.
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The first lesson wasn’t at Bill’s house, but in his trapezoidal studio on campus—a former lecture room, cavernous and musty. Against one diagonal wall stood an organ, with its array of pipes and stops, which I was never allowed to touch, and along another a music-staff chalkboard, covered with theory lessons he’d given to his college students.


Bill was then in his mid-forties. He wore glasses with thick square frames and looked like a friendly visitor from a previous pedagogical era, maybe a narrator of a 1950s instructional film, something about combustion or the miracle of nuclear energy. (Nuclear was often on the mind in New Mexico.) He was tallish and fit—he jogged—but the skin hung loosely off his face, and had a slight grayish tint. He’d joined the New Mexico State faculty in 1969, which meant he’d already been there eleven years when I met him, and he constantly talked about how hard it was out there as a pianist, how lucky he was to have a job. He didn’t realize how fantastical the idea of a job was for me then, and how irrelevant it seemed.


“Do you really want to be a pianist?” he asked at that first lesson. We were finally alone. What was I supposed to say? I’m not sure the word “want” figured in my plans. My philosophy of life so far was much more about avoiding the unwanted.


Bill said I had to get a black composition notebook, to keep a record of what happened in each lesson. Documentation was essential, the cornerstone of real and systematic study. The second assignment was to get some new music: Mozart’s Viennese Sonatinas, Bartók’s Mikrokosmos, and a little album of Romantic repertoire.


There was (and still is!) a music store in Las Cruces, called the Music Box. It had pleasures for all the males in our family. My brother looked longingly at trumpets and whacked on drums—anything to separate himself from me, and irritate Mom and Dad. I dreamily browsed through the stacks of music I hadn’t even heard of. And Dad flirted with Joy, the French hornist who worked the register with a charming smile. He’d lost some key years to the monastery, and I don’t think Mom was in the mood anymore.


My new Six Viennese Sonatinas had a red cover. I’m sad I can’t locate that treasured score today. It looked like a new sound, and felt like a new life. The first sonatina began with some pomp, a fanfare in C major, but then without warning came its opposite: a shy little cluster of dissonances, which made me cherish the rub of two notes. I remember writing in fingerings in the den of the rental house, and playing that dissonant echo over and over, thinking how cool it sounded, the clashing C and D, how transparent, and so much less clunky than Clementi, while Mom lay a few feet away on the couch, trying to nap. Mom nagged me to practice nonstop, but she also—at unpredictable intervals—needed peace and quiet. “Just stop already,” she’d say, while I pouted, stung by injustice.


OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






		Cover



		Title page



		Dedication page



		Contents



		PRELUDE



		PART ONE: Harmony

		1. THE EARLIEST LESSONS



		2. HARMONY, LESSON ONE



		3. FORTY DAYS AND FORTY NIGHTS



		4. HARMONY, LESSON TWO



		5. MOMENTS OF TRUTH



		6. HARMONY, LESSON THREE







		PART TWO: Melody

		7. THE REAL WORLD



		8. MELODY, LESSON ONE



		9. MOTIVATIONS, PURE AND OTHERWISE



		10. MELODY, LESSON TWO



		11. SELF-DESTRUCTION AND SELF-SALVATION 



		12. MELODY, LESSON THREE







		PART THREE: Rhythm

		13. “NOTHING IS DONE, EVERYTHING IS DONE”



		14. RHYTHM, LESSON ONE



		15. MORE EUROPEANS!



		16. RHYTHM, LESSON TWO



		17. THE END OF THE LINE



		18. RHYTHM, LESSON THREE



		19. SO YOU WANT TO GO TO JUILLIARD



		CODA (TRANSITIONS)







		Footnotes



		Acknowledgments



		Appendix: An Annotated Playlist



		Praise

        

		About the Author

        

		Copyright page

        









Guide





    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents



    		1. The Earliest Lessons











   

		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372











OEBPS/images/img_0003.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_0002.jpg
Hallowe'en Night






OEBPS/images/img_0001.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
J0Y
Crood d
J

A LOVE STORY, IN MUSIC LESSONS

c
Cue‘c%

Jc‘wmﬂ U‘D«erlﬁ

PICADOR





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
JEREMY DENK

Every
Sz Gocd

Does
fyme

A LOVE STORY,
IN MUSIC LESSONS

‘This memo shot through with humanity and wit.
ltis ajnyl ad’” THE OBSERVER





OEBPS/images/img_0008.jpg
IV VAR WA





OEBPS/images/img_0007.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_0006.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_0006a.jpg
Ode o Trish Grardmother

1L )

e — v

; = .

i e = o
= =

¥ ST 3 N

e = =





OEBPS/images/img_0005.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_0004.jpg
1 “Q’ZW;






