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            Dashing from one thing to another, or linking  them together, he heaped them up—first because  he had endless things in his head, and one thing  led on to the next; but in particular because it was  his passion to make comparisons and discover  relations, display influences, lay bare the interwoven  connections of culture.
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 translated by H. T. Lowe-Porter
            

         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Contents

         
 
         
            Title Page
            
 
            Dedication
            
 
            Epigraph
            
 
            List of Illustrations 
            
 
            CHAPTER 1 A Gathering of Traditions 
            
 
            CHAPTER 2 The Piano Is Born 
            
 
            CHAPTER 3 The First Piano Superstar 
            
 
            CHAPTER 4 Piano Fever 
            
 
            CHAPTER 5 Performers on the Road 
            
 
            CHAPTER 6 The Four Sounds 
            
 
            CHAPTER 7 The Combustibles
            
 
            PART 1 The New Testament 
            
 
            PART 2 Still Setting Blazes 
            
 
            CHAPTER 8 The Alchemists
            
 
            PART 1 Chemistry 
            
 
            PART 2 Shock and Awe 
            
 
            CHAPTER 9 The Rhythmitizers
            
 
            PART 1 The American Adventure Begins 
            
 
            PART 2 All That Jazz 
            
 
            PART 3 Rock Solid or Teetering on the Brink 
            
 
            CHAPTER 10 The Melodists
            
 
            PART 1 Straight from the Heart 
            
 
            PART 2 Breezy and Unflappable 
            
 
            CHAPTER 11 The Cultivated and the Vernacular 
            
 
            CHAPTER 12 The Russians Are Coming 
            
 
            CHAPTER 13 The Germans and Their Close Relations 
            
 
            CHAPTER 14 Keys to the World 
            
 
            CHAPTER 15 On the Cutting Edge 
            
 
            CHAPTER 16 Everything Old Is New Again 
            
 
            Appendix: Supplementary Notes 
            
 
            Contributor Biographies 
            
 
            Acknowledgments 
            
 
            Notes on Sources 
            
 
            Index 
            
 
            A Note About the Author
            
 
            A Note on the Type
            
 
            Also by Stuart Isacoff
            
 
            Copyright
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            List of Illustrations
            

         
 
         
            2 Oscar Peterson (Veryl Oakland)
            
 
            8 A Berlin cartoon of Liszt at the height of his powers; women would swoon and throw jewelry onto the stage.
            
 
            11 Louis Armstrong’s Hot Five, with Lil Hardin (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            12 The Oscar Peterson Trio of the 1950s: guitarist Herb Ellis, bassist Ray Brown, and Peterson (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            14 James Reese Europe and his band (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            19 A typical harpsichord for the home. Keene Bentside Spinet, ca. 1700 (L2009.17), on loan to Musical Instrument Museum, Phoenix, Arizona. Courtesy of Edgardo C. Sodero. (MIM/Holly Metz)
            
 
            22 Ferdinando de’Medici with his musicians, by Antonio Domenico Gabbiani (1652–1726) (Palazzo Pitti, Galleria Palatina, Florence)
            
 
            24 Scipione Maffei’s diagram of Bartolomeo Cristofori’s piano action, 1711
            
 
            33 Lincoln Center at night (© 1999 David Lamb Photography)
            
 
            38 The Mozarts in the 1780s, by Johann Nepomuk della Croce: Nannerl, Wolfgang, and father Leopold. Mother Anna Maria had passed away in 1778, but her portrait appears on the wall.
            
 
            39 An anonymous portrait of the young prodigy, 1763
            
 
            41 Zumpe square piano (Courtesy of Smithsonian Institution)
            
 
            46 Muzio Clementi
            
 
            48 The Borgato pedal piano (Courtesy of Luigi Borgato)
            
 
            49 Mozart in his red coat
            
 
            52 Franciolini harpsichord, ca. 1890 (T2009.440.2) © Musical Instrument Museum, Phoenix, Arizona (MIM/Holly Metz)
            
 
            53 The moral hazards of piano lessons. The Comforts of Bath: The Music Master, by Thomas Rowlandson (1756–1827). Watercolor, pen and ink. (New Haven, Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection)
            
 
            54 Portrait of Miss Margaret Casson at the piano, 1781, by George Romney (1734–1802) (Courtesy of Philip Mould Ltd)
            
 
            56 Sewing table piano (Courtesy of Smithsonian Institution)
            
 
            58 A Hawkins portable piano (Courtesy of Smithsonian Institution)
            
 
            59 A Giraffe Piano (Courtesy of Smithsonian Institution)
            
 
            68 Clara Wieck
            
 
            70 John Field
            
 
            72 Leopold de Meyer
            
 
            75 Henri Herz
            
 
            78 Caricature of Gottschalk conducting his monster concert in Rio de Janeiro, October 5, 1869 (A Vida Fluminense, October 2, 1869)
            
 
            79 The hands of piano team Vronsky and Babin
            
 
            80 Piano circus
            
 
            99 Beethoven and the Blind Maiden, by Friedrich Bodenmüller (1845–1913). An artist’s rendering of Beethoven conjuring the healing angels. © Beethoven-Haus Bonn
            
 
            101 Joseph Haydn
            
 
            105 Franz Liszt as a young man
            
 
            105 Liszt in his later years
            
 
            106–7 Liszt in concert, from a Hungarian magazine, April 6, 1873. Drawings by János Jánko
            
 
            114 Béla Bartók with pianist György Sandor
            
 
            115 Stravinsky playing The Rite of Spring, by Jean Cocteau
            
 
            115 Ballet impresario Sergei Diaghilev, who commissioned The Rite of Spring, and Igor Stravinsky
            
 
            116 Arthur Rubinstein (Courtesy of Eva Rubinstein)
            
 
            119 Jerry Lee Lewis album cover
            
 
            122 Eubie Blake
            
 
            123 Earl Hines (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            124 Cecil Taylor (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            127 Claude Debussy
            
 
            130 Marie d’Agoult
            
 
            138 Pianist Josef Hofmann and Alexander Scriabin, Moscow, ca. 1892
            
 
            140 Modest Mussorgsky
            
 
            142 Bill Evans (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            143 Herbie Hancock (Francis Wolff)
            
 
            145 Bill Charlap with singer Tony Bennett (Courtesy of Blue Note Records)
            
 
            146 Duke Ellington in a rare informal pose (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            147 Billy Strayhorn (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            148 Thelonious Monk (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            151 John Cage preparing a piano, ca. 1960 (Photo by Ross Welser. Courtesy of the John Cage Trust)
            
 
            154 Terry Riley (Betty Freeman)
            
 
            159 An early player piano
            
 
            163 The Plantation. Anonymous. (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            168 Jelly Roll Morton (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            169 James P. Johnson
            
 
            171 Dance team Buck and Bubbles (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            172 Meade “Lux” Lewis (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            177 Fats Waller (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            178 Willie “the Lion” Smith and Duke Ellington (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            179 Willie “the Lion” Smith’s business card (Courtesy of Mike Lipskin)
            
 
            181 Billie Holiday accompanied by Art Tatum (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            182 Count Basie and his band, 1943, with singer Dorothy Dandridge (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            183 Sir Roland Hanna (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            184 Billy Taylor
            
 
            185 Hazel Scott (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            186 Mary Lou Williams (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            191 Professor Longhair
            
 
            192 Mac Rebennack (“Dr. John”) (Lisa Houlgrave. Courtesy of Blue Note Records)
            
 
            193 Chucho Valdés (Courtesy of Blue Note Records)
            
 
            193 Eddie Palmieri (Tad Hershorn)
            
 
            194 Dave Brubeck (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            197 Franz Schubert, lithograph of 1846 by J. Kriehuber (1801–1876)
            
 
            200 Robert Schumann
            
 
            203 The Sphinxes chart in Schumann’s Carnaval 
            
 
            206 Young Brahms
            
 
            207 The older Brahms
            
 
            209 Felix Mendelssohn
            
 
            214 Frédéric Chopin
            
 
            220 Erik Satie by Jean Cocteau
            
 
            222 Maurice Ravel
            
 
            224 George Gershwin at the piano
            
 
            225 Gershwin’s hands
            
 
            227 Nat “King” Cole (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            228 Teddy Wilson (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            228 George Shearing (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            229 Bud Powell (Courtesy of Mosaic Images)
            
 
            233 Scott Joplin from the cover of The Cascades (Courtesy of Edward Berlin)
            
 
            234 Mrs. H. H. A. Beach
            
 
            236 Charles Ives
            
 
            237 Aaron Copland
            
 
            238 Tango dancers from Erik Satie’s Sports et divertissements, drawings by Charles Martin
            
 
            239 Alberto Ginastera with pianist Barbara Nissman
            
 
            243 Anton Rubinstein
            
 
            244 Rubinstein Plays for the Czar (detail), by F. Luis Mora, was one of the first paintings commissioned for the Steinway art collection. (Courtesy of Steinway & Sons)
            
 
            246 Vladimir de Pachmann
            
 
            250 Vladimir Horowitz
            
 
            251 Sergei Rachmaninoff
            
 
            255 Sviatoslav Richter
            
 
            256 Emil Gilels
            
 
            257 Richter with Neuhaus
            
 
            259 The Steinway “GI” piano in the field, 1943 (La Guardia and Wagner Archives)
            
 
            260 Vladimir Ashkenazy (Courtesy of Deutsche Telekom AG)
            
 
            261 Sergei Prokofiev
            
 
            262 Tatiana Nikolayeva
            
 
            264 The Wagners, with Bülow in tow
            
 
            269 Arthur Schnabel and family
            
 
            270 A young Claudio Arrau (Courtesy of Alfred A. Knopf)
            
 
            270 Arrau the mature artist (Courtesy of Philips)
            
 
            271 Alfred Brendel with Juilliard student Eun Ae Lee (Peter Schaaf)
            
 
            274 An 1893 illustration: A PEACEFUL SOLUTION. AT THE NEXT WORLD’S FAIR PADEREWSKI WILL PLAY ON ALL THE PIANOS AT ONCE.
            
 
            278 Arthur Rubinstein revisiting his hometown of Lodz, Poland, in 1976 (Courtesy of Eva Rubinstein)
            
 
            280 Young Josef Hofmann
            
 
            281 Sir Clifford Curzon
            
 
            287 The Atkins Finger-Supporting Device
            
 
            287 The vise
            
 
            290 Van Cliburn at the Moscow competition
            
 
            291 Cliburn’s tickertape parade in New York
            
 
            296 Pianists Glenn Gould and Arthur Rubinstein, relaxing together in New York in 1969 (Photo by Eva Rubinstein)
            
 
            297 Rosalyn Tureck, Bach specialist and early advocate of synthesizers
            
 
            301 From the Busby Berkeley film Gold Diggers of 1935
            
 
            302 Earl Wild
            
 
            303 Peter Schickele as P. D. Q. Bach (Peter Schaaf)
            
 
            310 Richard Stoltzman and Menahem Pressler at Le Poisson Rouge (Peter Schaaf)
            
 
            316 Margaret Leng Tan at her toy piano (© 1993 Jack Vartoogian/Front Row Photos)
            
 
            317 The Alma-Tadema Steinway (Courtesy of Steinway & Sons)
            
 
            317 Dale Chihuly’s Olympia Steinway (Courtesy of Steinway & Sons)
            
 
            318 Pianist Evan Shinners performing from inside a Bechstein piano in Stop, Repair, Prepare at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, 2010 (Adrienne Isacoff)
            
 
            321 Steven Lubin (Jack Mitchell)
            
 
            322 Erroll Garner (Institute of Jazz Studies, Rutgers University)
            
 
            323 Ernesto Lecuona
            
 
            324 Teresa Carreño at age eight, and as an adult
            
 
            326 Peter Tchaikovsky
            
 
            326 Evgeny Kissin
            
 
            328 Percy Grainger
            
 
            329 Piece for chess piano and strings by Guido van der Werve performed at the Marshall Chess Club, New York City (Guido van der Werve)
            

         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            A Natural History of the Piano
 
            
               [image: ]  
                  
               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            [image: ] 
               Oscar Peterson VERYL OAKLAND
               

               
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 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, conferring 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 debilitating 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 first number. 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.
         
 
         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 firebrands 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 difficult.
         
 
         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 fire and snap. Those qualities for which he was renowned—effortless fluidity 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 performances on what would turn out to be his farewell tour to the world, flashes of the old brilliance emerged, unscathed by illness and time. Yet the strain was also clear. No matter: playing was for him as necessary 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 filled 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 ferocious, string-snapping outbursts. The piano captured the spotlight at Harlem “rent parties,” where two-fisted ivory “ticklers” worked furiously to outshine each other, and consoled lonely miners in the California Gold Rush as roving European virtuoso Henri Herz performed his variations on “Oh Susannah” [sic] for them. It comforted thousands of Siberian peasants who never had heard a note of classical 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,” filled as much with hopes, yearnings, and disappointments as with strings and hammers and felt. It has been a symbol as mutable as the human condition, representing refined 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 first 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 concerto 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 …
 
            [Yet] sometimes I may not want to play at all, but upon striking the final 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 attraction, seducing devotees into lifelong bonds. The magic, when it happens, 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 reveries, 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.
 
            The other night I was playing the Schubert B-flat 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 Canada, first 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 Budapest 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-fire 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, audiences 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 piano feats of Art Tatum possible. (Peterson was so flabbergasted when he first heard Tatum on record that he almost retired on the spot. “I still feel that way,” he admitted that evening at Birdland.)
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               A Berlin cartoon of Liszt at the height of his powers; women would swoon and throw jewelry onto the stage.
               

            

         
 
         De Marky trained Peterson in that great tradition, and assigned the pianist other staples of the repertoire, such as Chopin’s treacherously difficult Etudes, along with the “big, rich soft chords” (harmonies, or simultaneously sounding tones) of Claude Debussy. “Oscar is our Liszt and Bill Evans is our Chopin,” commented composer 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.
 
         Peterson’s immersion in classical studies made him an easy target 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 fourteen, 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 classical foundation. Even Louis Armstrong, whose sound seemed hatched from the streets and sporting houses of New Orleans without a hint of European influence, 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 Hardin, 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 first 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 Oscarson” portrait. Yet, even today, it’s easy to find “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 attempting 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 propulsive 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 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 influence of folk songs on Haydn, Beethoven, and others, few in the “serious music” world paid Dvořák’s advice much attention.
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               The Oscar Peterson Trio of the 1950s: guitarist Herb Ellis, bassist Ray Brown, and Peterson
               
 
               
            

         
 
         But jazz didn’t develop from just one source; even in its beginning 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 filled with infectious, throbbing rhythms and soul-wrenching melodies—along with familiar dances and nostalgic ditties. As piano music, it first 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 Sweatman 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 interloper: 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 fiddler as well as from a black singer he accompanied in Chicago; he quickly became a star attraction in New York, and challenged anyone to find 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 especially to the town’s Creole, Caribbean, and Latin American cultures 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 influenced by European classical music; in recorded interviews with Alan Lomax in 1938 for the Library of Congress, he spoke specifically 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 finest 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 finest class.”)
         
 
         Then there was Yiddish swing, exemplified 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 fiddler Schwartz and the magical clarinetist I yearned to be, Dave Tarras.”
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               James Reese Europe and his band
               
 
               
            

         
 
         This burgeoning new musical world wasn’t free of the racial antagonism that permeated other layers of American society. But the mix of many influences was arguably as important to jazz’s growth as the strut and sass that became its calling card. Before long the sound was influencing music makers of every stripe. Seven-year-old George Gershwin 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 harmonic palettes to those of the Europeans. 
         
 
         
            OSCAR PETERSON, MY TEACHER by Mike Longo
            
 
            During the 1960s I had the honor of being Oscar Peterson’s private student. He and some colleagues had started a school for contemporary music, and though there had to be around fifty 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 necessary, 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 technique 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 anybody else, for that matter. One day I was using chord voicings [particular 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 five 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 centuries, merging the classical European tradition and the homespun American one. But he focused especially on a common denominator 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 driving force throughout the evolution of the piano. It pushed Bach to advance his skills of intricate counterpoint to unequaled heights, and Mozart to find 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 impressionist Claude Debussy to produce new, shimmering effects through what he dubbed the “alchemy of sound,” and Russian mystic Alexander Scriabin to envision a magical music that would usher in the Apocalypse. It moved bebop’s Thelonious Monk to create his odd, angular music, filled with eerie silences that seem like portals to an alternate universe. It was the force behind rocker Jerry Lee Lewis’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 first minimalist piano music, and American maverick John Cage to create the “prepared 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 responsible 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.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 2
 
            The Piano Is Born

         
 
         GEORGE BERNARD SHAW, Victorian England’s celebrated playwright, was also one of its crustiest music critics. Working under the pseudonym “Corno di Bassetto” (basset horn), he regularly skewered the greatest figures of his day with the same acerbic wit that animated his plays. Of Brahms’s A German Requiem, he wrote, it “could only have come from the establishment of a first-class undertaker.” But in his 1894 essay about the “religious” fervor that surrounded the piano, he sounded like a true believer. “Its invention was to music,” he declared, “what the invention of printing was to poetry.”
         
 
         At the time, it must have seemed as though the sky was raining pianos. By the late nineteenth century, they were everywhere. Hundreds of thousands were being sold each year, in a market that was rapidly expanding, with no end in sight.
         
 
         There were many reasons. Citizens with social aspirations saw in the decorous home piano a key to future success. Family-minded folks found it perfect as the emotional hub of a household—in D. H. Lawrence’s poetic description, a shelter for a child, who could sit under the instrument “in the boom of the shaking strings,” while his mother’s fingers pressed the little hollows she had worn into the ivories. More practically, it put the experience of great music close at hand, even works from the magnificent symphonic repertoire, which composers like Liszt thoughtfully transcribed for keyboard players.
         
 
         Just a century earlier, a piano had been nearly impossible to find. Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, whose piano concertos catapulted the instrument to the center of the musical world, never set eyes on one until he toured Germany in the mid-1770s. By then, half his life had passed. And the piano he came upon at that time was seriously inferior to the ones that Shaw experienced: an instrument still in its infancy, little advanced beyond the primitive version that first appeared in Florence some seven decades earlier.
 
         Even then it was bound for greatness. The piano gave the musical world something for which it had long clamored: a keyboard that offered unhampered musical expression. Most instruments can bellow or sigh, or produce any volume in between. A cello can begin a piece faintly, as if from a distance, and gradually inflate its tones into a surging torrent. But early keyboards could accomplish such changes only through clunky mechanical devices that necessarily interrupted the flow of music. They couldn’t simply respond to changing finger pressure, the way a piano does: No matter how hard a harpsichord’s keys are struck, the instrument’s quills pluck their assigned strings at a single, consistent volume, unleashing an unchanging, biting sonority.
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               A typical harpsichord for the home. Keene Bentside spinet, ca. 1700 
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         The great composer and keyboardist François Couperin, for one, while appreciating the harpsichord’s brilliance, bemoaned that limitation. “I shall always be grateful,” he said, “to those who, by infinite art supported by good taste, succeed in making the instrument capable of expression.” The piano (which doesn’t pluck but softly strikes its strings with “hammers” covered in a soft material) was the answer to his plea. By changing the amount of strength she exerts on its keys, a pianist can modulate the instrument’s tones, making its sweet, nuanced shades of sound appear to “sing.” (The tiny clavichord, which strikes its strings with metal “tangents,” had the same ability, but its sound was so diminutive it was impractical as a performance vehicle.)
         
 
         Despite the need for it, the instrument’s creation, in about 1700, was serendipitous, born of the odd pairing of a little-known instrument maker and a dissolute prince. Its official father was a keyboard technician named Bartolomeo Cristofori. But it had a godfather in Ferdinando de’ Medici, the Grand Prince of Tuscany. If it hadn’t been for the prince’s love of mechanical gadgets (he collected more than forty clocks, as well as keyboards) or, for that matter, his poor marriage and roving eye, the piano might not have been brought into existence.
         
 
         Ferdinando’s family had ruled Florence since the thirteenth century, producing popes, a bank of unrivaled power, and an astounding number of artworks commissioned from the greatest painters, including Masaccio, Donatello, Michelangelo, Leonardo da Vinci, and Raphael. Many of Florence’s architectural wonders, including the Uffizi museum and the Boboli Gardens, were undertaken by the Medicis. Galileo turned to them as protectors when the church bore down on him, and in gratitude, he named the four largest moons of Jupiter after the Medici children he had tutored.
         
 
         Of course, the family history also included less savory traits. Ferdinando’s shaky marriage was a Medici inheritance: his own mother had fled to Paris to escape his father, and when Ferdinando pleaded with her to return, she sent back word that she would rather next meet his father in hell. Such squabbles never interfered with the clan’s talent for lavish display—a quality that Stendhal, the great French writer, suggested was the basis for their ability to rule. They had managed to overcome the Florentines’ “passionate love for liberty and implacable hatred of nobility,” he claimed, only through the overwhelming aesthetic beauty they had fostered.
         
 
         Both sides of the Medici legacy, the beauty and the domestic grief, appeared to have played a role in the story of the piano. It began in the winter of 1688, when Ferdinando, looking for temporary escape from his burdens in Florence and not incidentally hoping for a good time, made his way to Venice for Carnival, the annual bacchanalian romp that made good the floating city’s name, which was taken from Venus, divine goddess of love and seduction.
         
 
         As a rule, what happens in Venice stays in Venice. But travel writer Francis Misson attended the festivities that year, and though he expressed shock at what he found, he eagerly offered his readers a metaphorical peephole into the goings-on. The degree of wantonness he witnessed was truly impressive. “They are not satisfied with the ordinary libertinism,” he reported of the revelers, noting the universal use of masks to hide everyone’s identity. “The whole city is disguised. Vice and virtue are never so well counterfeited.”
         
 
         Apparently, the prince enjoyed himself thoroughly, and likely met Cristofori on his way back home. The timing was fortuitous. Ferdinando, who was, among other things, a keyboardist and musical connoisseur (Handel composed his opera Rodrigo for the prince’s theater), had recently lost his harpsichord maker and tuner, Antonio Bolgioni, and he needed someone to service his large collection of instruments at his court in Florence. It was probably while passing through Padua that he heard about a talented thirty-three-year-old local instrument builder and technician, Cristofori. When they met, the prince decided to make him an offer he couldn’t refuse. “The prince was told that I did not wish to go,” reported Cristofori some years later; “he replied that he would make me want to.” In the end, Ferdinando apparently returned home with two things of significance: both the future inventor of the piano and the venereal disease that would eventually claim his life.
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               Ferdinando de’ Medici with his musicians, by Antonio Domenico Gabbiani (1652–1726)
               

            

         
 
         In Florence, Ferdinando situated Cristofori in a large room with more than a hundred other craftsmen. Cristofori grumbled that they created “a deafening noise”; it was not an ideal setting for the tuning and repair of musical instruments. The prince casually dismissed his griping. Over time, however, the two men managed to reach an accommodation, and Cristofori’s conditions slowly improved. He received money to rent his own place, along with a loan of furniture and household items. There was bonus pay for tunings at the prince’s summer residence, Pratolino. And within two years Cristofori was employing other craftsmen as assistants. For Ferdinando, it turned out to be well worth the added expense.
         
 
         In addition to servicing the prince’s inventory, Cristofori produced a series of original, elegantly made instruments, including such oddities as a small “spinet” harpsichord with its strings placed at an angle, rather than perpendicular to the keyboard, to conserve space, and another covered entirely in ebony. The most astounding design that issued from Cristofori’s workshop, though, was an instrument of simple cypress, with a boxwood keyboard. It rested atop a stand of “gilded and shaded” poplar, and sported “a cover of red leather lined with green taffeta, trimmed all around with gold ribbon.” What made it special was not the look of the thing, however, but the unusual mechanism inside. Cristofori named it un cimbalo di cipresso di piano e forte, “a keyboard of cypress with piano [soft] and forte [loud].”
         
 
         That name stuck, with variations: over the centuries it has been called a pianoforte, a fortepiano, or simply a piano. Its importance was monumental. But how did it work?
 
         Cristofori explained his invention in an interview conducted by court poet and librettist Scipione Maffei in 1711; his article and its accompanying diagrams appeared in the Giornale de’ letterati d’Italia. The secret was a sophisticated apparatus—an “action”—that thrust the hammers against the instrument’s strings when the keys were depressed, and then allowed them to fall back immediately into their resting positions so they would be ready to strike again. Pressing the keys with greater force caused the hammers to strike with more energy, bringing about an increase in volume.
         
 
         Cristofori’s “action” was the forerunner of today’s mechanism. Since the strings would be under a great deal of tension, Cristofori built a sturdy, double-walled case, separating the vibrating parts of the instrument from those that had to endure the most pressure. (This division continues in the modern piano, which uses a tension-bearing cast-iron frame and a freely vibrating soundboard.)
         
 
         As with anything new, the instrument had some detractors. Critics complained that its tone was too soft and dull. Maffei defended the invention’s sound as being superior to the harpsichord’s percussive twang and nasal-sounding aftertone, which could be downright clangorous. An instrument with hammers rather than quills opened up remarkable musical possibilities, he explained, but it required a new, different kind of keyboard technique. 
         
 
         
            CRISTOFORI’S CONTRAPTION
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                  Scipione Maffei’s diagram of Bartolomeo Cristofori’s piano action, 1711
                  

               

            
 
            The genius of Bartolomeo Cristofori’s piano mechanism (or “action”) is that it allows a hammer to be propelled toward a string, strike it, and then disengage, or “escape,” from the part that pushed it upward, so it will be ready to strike again. Here is how it works.
 
            As the key (C) is depressed, the intermediate lever (E) is raised. This causes the “escapement” (G) to push the hammer (O) toward the string (A). The escapement then “escapes” from contact with the hammer, thus allowing the hammer to fall back to its resting position. In Cristofori’s original design, the falling hammers were caught by a network of silk threads.
            
 
            When the key (C) is released, the escapement (G), which is hinged and attached to a spring, slides back into its initial position. The damper (R), which had been lowered when the key was depressed in order to allow the string to vibrate freely, returns again to contact with the vibrating string and thus silences it.
            
 
            The length of the keyboard was much shorter than those found on pianos today: forty-nine notes, compared with today’s eighty-eight. As in later designs, the piano’s strings had to withstand greater tension than those of a harpsichord, because even a light hammer delivers more energy to a string than a plectrum will. The earliest pianos were therefore strung with brass wire for the lower tones and steel for the upper ones. The hammers, which today are covered in felt, were made of parchment and glue. 
            

         
 
         
            FOR THE LOVE OF HARPSICHORDS
            
 
            Voltaire declared in 1774 that the piano was a mere “kettle-maker’s instrument in comparison with the harpsichord.” But harpsichord builders saw the writing on the wall. By the early eighteenth century, they were trying to forestall the piano’s ascendance by introducing their own attractive innovations. Jean Marius—whose inventions included a folding umbrella, a collapsible tent, and a method for waterproofing cloth—created a small harpsichord that could be folded for travel. He also produced a keyboard that combined the old and new instruments by using both hammers and quills.
 
            The French Royal Academy of Sciences entertained proposals throughout the eighteenth century for such combinations: bowed harpsichords, harpsichords with organs, harpsichords with pianos, organs with pianos, and even pianos with glass harmonicas. The latter, submitted by a French physician named Beyer, used glass plates instead of metal strings, struck by hammers covered with wool. Benjamin Franklin loved it.
            
 
            The race was also on to make the harpsichord’s sound more pleasing. Jakob Adlung, in his Musica Mechanica Organoedi of 1768, declared that harpsichord quills of goose feathers were too soft to produce a good tone, those made of fish bones too stiff, but that raven feathers coated with olive oil were just right. The Parisian instrument builder Pascal Taskin simply used leather quills to produce a “rounder” sound. Bach’s biographer Johann Nikolaus Forkel mentioned an instrument built in Rome that went Taskin one better: it used quills of leather covered with velvet. “These pieces,” he declared, “sound as if softly touched by a sensitive finger and produce a tone combining the sound of a flute with that of a soft bell. In its fine quality of sound this instrument easily surpasses all others.”
            
 
            In Paris in 1776, the celebrated musician and chess player François-André Danican Philidor demonstrated a harpsichord whose upper register used strings that had been “blued”—heated until they turned blue. Philidor had learned of an experiment in England (based on the work of France’s royal watchmaker Julien Le Roy) that found such strings richer sounding. He imported an instrument from London so that members of the Royal Academy of Sciences could hear the superior result for themselves. According to the minutes of the meeting, the blued strings “appeared noticeably sweeter.”
            
 
            None of these innovations addressed the piano’s great advantage of being able to change volume on the spur of the moment. Burkat Shudi, a young craftsman who had emigrated from Switzerland to London, tried to even the field in 1765 with a “Venetian swell” for harpsichords. In his patent application of 1769 he described it as a shutter device that could be opened and closed on the instrument—like “Venetian blinds,” which were patented in London in the same year—to produce shifts in loudness, and Shudi was certain it would make the harpsichord reign supreme. He was wrong. Shudi’s daughter, Barbara, married his employee John Broadwood, and in 1790, nineteen years after Shudi’s death, the firm of Shudi and Broadwood ceased harpsichord production altogether and devoted its efforts to the making of pianos.

         
 
         The options of “hammering” or “plucking” were not new; instruments using one or the other approach had been around for a long time. In fact, the harpsichord can be traced to the psaltery, a plucked instrument (using feather quills) with origins in the Far and Middle East, brought to Europe via the cultural-exchange program known as the Crusades. Similarly, the piano is a cousin of the dulcimer, a hammered variant of the psaltery, which uses padded sticks to strike the strings rather than pluck them.
         
 
         Indeed, around the time Cristofori was putting his new instrument together in Florence, the dulcimer was about to have its moment, thanks to a music and dance teacher named Pantaleon Hebenstreit. In the minds of audiences and instrument makers, Hebenstreit’s dulcimer and the piano would become inextricably linked. Born in 1667 in Eisleben, Germany (Martin Luther’s hometown), Hebenstreit was fleeing creditors when he settled in Merseburg to become a tutor to the children of a pastor. It was there, with the pastor’s help, that he built a giant dulcimer. Soon after, the itinerant teacher and his unusual dulcimer were a musical sensation all over Europe.
         
 
         Keyboardist and composer Johann Kuhnau (Bach’s predecessor as cantor in Leipzig) heard Hebenstreit in Dresden in 1697 and was amazed by both the music and the man’s sprightly moves as he played. “Mons. Pantalon [sic] made his leaps, and after he had exhibited his musical treasury of preludes, fantasies, fugues, and all sorts of caprices with the bare sticks,” recalled Kuhnau, “he then bound the sticks with cotton and played a partie [instrumental piece]. Thereupon the Count was utterly beside himself; he led me out of his room toward the hall, listened from a distance and said: ‘Why, how can that be? I have been to Italy, have heard what beauty there is in music, but the likes of this my ears have never heard.’”
         
 
         In Paris in 1705, Hebenstreit so impressed Louis XIV with his virtuosity on the instrument that the king anointed the huge dulcimer with the official title “pantaleon.” (It was possibly a double entendre; the term pantalon was used in French and Italian comedy for “clown,” and thus it might have been a reference to Hebenstreit’s puppetlike movements and jumps as he played.)
         
 
         Charles Burney, the musical diarist, was in Dresden in 1772 and visited a home with a pantaleon. “It is nine feet long and had, when in order, 186 strings of catgut,” he reported. “The tone was produced by two baguettes, or sticks like the dulcimer; it must have been extremely difficult to the performer, but seems capable of great effects.”
         
 
         King Louis was not the only one paying attention. Organ builder Gottfried Silbermann developed a successful side business by constructing pantaleons for Hebenstreit. But Silbermann started making and selling them on the side. Hebenstreit discovered the duplicity, and he obtained a royal cease-and-desist order. Once his hands were tied, Silbermann turned his attentions to producing copies of Cristofori’s instrument. (German instrument builder Christoph Gottlieb Schröter also confessed that he had found the inspiration for his pianos in Hebenstreit’s pantaleon. The dulcimer’s sweet, full tones that continue to resonate long after being struck sound more like a piano than like a harpsichord.) 
         
 
         
            WHO REALLY WAS FIRST?
            
 
            Bartolomeo Cristofori created a keyboard instrument capable of responding to subtle changes in human touch, but he was not the first to tinker with the idea. From the fifteenth century on, many musicians played a keyboard with hammers called the clavichord. Because of its small size and meager volume, however, it was impractical except in the most intimate settings. Clavichords employ metal hammers, called tangents, to strike their strings, and can therefore produce effects not attainable on a piano. For example, tangents can lightly press against the instrument’s strings while they are vibrating, adding expressive fluctuations to the tone.
            
 
            Well into the eighteenth century, the clavichord had its strong advocates. Composer Christian Friedrich Daniel Schubart praised its superiority over the early piano, calling it “your heart’s soundboard,” because it is so “tender and responsive to your soul’s every inspiration.” Indeed, this was the instrument young Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart most prized, and he always kept one near at hand. According to his wife, Constanze, Mozart produced such masterworks as The Magic Flute and the Requiem on his beloved clavichord, which now rests in the Geburtshaus Museum in Salzburg.
            
 
            But there had also been large, pianolike instruments well before Cristofori. A manuscript written around 1440 by Henri Arnaut, a physician, astrologer, and musician working in the Burgundian court of Philip the Good, describes one called a dulce melos (literally, “sweet song”). It was rectangular, had metal tangents, and sounded like a dulcimer.
            
 
            Letters in 1598 from Hippolito Cricca, organist and caretaker of instruments for the Este court in Ferrara, mention another example of an instrument called instrumento piano e forte (instrument soft and loud). “When Her Highness of Urbino [Lucrezia d’Este, sister of Alfonso II d’Este] was at the end of her life,” wrote Cricca in one letter, “she told me to remove the instrumento piano e forte, which was the same one that served her for music, and thus it was removed and taken to lady Laura Turca, and nothing more has been known or heard of it.”
            
 
            What, exactly, was this mysterious instrument? Perhaps it was an example of the illusive échiquier (known in England as a chekker), mentioned as early as the fourteenth century, and possibly named for the resemblance of its black and white keys and square shape to a chessboard? Little is known about it, but in 1360, Edward III of England made a gift of one to King John II of France as he released him from imprisonment. Composer Guillaume de Machaut mentions it in a poem in 1370, and there was an échiquier in the household of Philip the Bold, Duke of Burgundy, in 1385. In 1415, Crown Prince Alfonso of Spain reported that he was having one built.
            
 
            Cricca’s instrument might also have been something like the one invented by the blind fourteenth-century Florentine polymath and organist Francesco Landini. Landini, who wrote the earliest extant keyboard music by a known composer, reported that he had created a new keyboard instrument with “a very sweet sound.” The composer called it the Serena Seranarum, which means “the joyous of joyous, the sirens of sirens.” It must have been awfully good.
            
 
            Was Landini’s Serena Seranarum similar to Leonardo da Vinci’s viola organista, in which constantly rotating friction wheels rubbed against the instrument’s strings, creating a kind of orchestra in a box? The viola organista was a descendant of even older designs, of course, such as the tenth-century organistrum and the hurdy-gurdy of the later Middle Ages. In 1581, Vincenzo Galilei, Galileo’s father, heard one and said that it sounded like “an ensemble of viols.” Such an instrument was actually among the Medici holdings at the time Cristofori served as curator.
 
            Whatever Cricca’s instrument was, no one deserved to inherit it more than Laura Turca. A harpist and singer, and an official lady-in-waiting to the duchess at the Ferrara court, Laura was also the romantic inspiration for countless verses by Italy’s immortal poet Torquato Tasso. One of her exquisitely decorated harps, the arpa doppia di Laura, is still on display in the Galleria Estense in Modena. She and her colleagues Anna Guarini and Livia d’Arco performed daily at court as part of their routine duties. Her marriage in 1583 spurred the publication of two volumes of madrigals celebrating her beauty and her singing. But when she died in 1601, Cricca’s instrument with soft and loud was forever lost.
            

         
 
         After giving up on the giant dulcimer, Silbermann made several pianos for Frederick the Great, who invited the mighty Johann Sebastian Bach to try them out at his palace in Potsdam in 1747. (Frederick was not only a music lover but also a fairly accomplished flutist, though once when a listener praised the king with the comment “What rhythm!,” Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach [1714–1788], one of Johann Sebastian’s talented sons—unimpressed with Frederick’s sense of time—quipped, “You mean, what rhythms!”)
         
 
         Bach had already criticized Silbermann’s earliest piano efforts, but the instrument builder took those comments to heart and made several modifications. Composer Wilhelm Friedemann Bach (another of Johann Sebastian’s sons) accompanied his father on the visit to Potsdam, and later reported the details: “Gentlemen, old Bach is come,” announced the king, who promptly canceled the usual evening court concert and took the composer on a tour of Silbermann pianos. They had been placed in various locations throughout the palace. “The musicians went with him from room to room, and Bach was invited to play extemporaneously upon them at each location,” recalled Wilhelm Friedemann. “After he had gone on for some time, he asked the King to give him a subject [a musical theme] for a fugue in order to execute it immediately, without any preparation.”
 
         This was a serious challenge. Fugues are complex: they state an initial theme and then, while it is still unfolding, begin it again in another “voice,” and then in another, until the texture is dense with segments of the melody all sounding against each other—sometimes combined with other themes as well—in intricate, harmonious counterpoint. Making one up on the spur of the moment is not a task for the weak of heart.
 
         “The King admired the skillful manner in which his subject was developed; and, probably to see how far such art could be carried, expressed a wish to hear also a fugue with six obbligato [indispensable] parts,” reported the younger Bach. And here is where J. S. Bach finally faltered. Using Frederick’s unusual tune to create a six-part fugue on the spot was simply too difficult. Instead, “Bach chose [a tune] himself and immediately executed it to the astonishment of all present in the same magnificent and learned manner as he had done that of the King.”
         
 
         Once he arrived back at home, Bach studiously worked the king’s theme into the six-part piece Frederick had requested, adding additional settings, some presented in encrypted form as riddles (such as a canon in which tones become longer as the music progresses, inscribed with the words “May the fortunes of the king increase like the length of the notes”). He bound the entire collection as The Musical Offering and dedicated the work to the royal tune-giver.
         
 
         The king must have been delighted. Certainly his Silbermann pianos could never have been played more stunningly. For the instrument that would eventually rule the musical world, it was an auspicious beginning. Decades would pass, however, before the piano’s first stars would emerge to bring its marvels to the public.
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