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By Greg Armbruster

AUSING MIDWAY through the morn-
Ping paper, | heard what sounded like an
Art Tatum track coming from the family
room. | wondered if my five-year-old daugh-
ter’s musical tastes had mysteriously matured,
but when I looked in, credits for a children’s
show were flying up the televisionscreen,
accompanied by a furiously cooking unseen
jazztrio.llistened in amazementas piano,
bass, and drums plunged headlong toward a
final cadence and landed perfectly on the last
note as the logo for Mister Rogers” Neigh-
borhood stopped in the middle of the
screen. Who are these guys? Where did that
piano player come from?

Musical director and pianist Johnny
Costa, with the help of a bassistand drummer
(mostrecently Carl McVicker and Robert
Rawsthorne), supplies the Neighborhood
with musical themes, backgrounds, and
accompaniments. The demands of the gig
arevaried, ranging from the familiar “Won’t
You Be My Neighbor” theme to the imagina-
tive celeste fantasies in the Neighborhood of
Make-Believe, from short extemporized film
soundtracks to carefully composed operet-
tas, and from distinct puppet character leit-
motifs to full symphonic concert perform-
ances. And although the televised segments
are taped, the musicisrecorded live onthe
set as an interactive part of the show, setting
moods and motivating characters as the ac-
tion unfolds. Who cues all the music? Rog-
ers? Thedirector? “Thedirector leaves me
alone,” chuckles Costa. “He says, ‘You’re the
music, you handle it.” | watch Fred, and there
must be some kind of telepathy that we’re
notaware of, because somehow I getthe
message to play or notto play. I’'msure that
some of it has to do with working together all
these years, but a lot of it is unexplainable.”

Costa has been with Fred Rogers since
theinception of the Neighborhood in 1965
(see page 60 for Costa’sown reminiscences
of his career). They started with some
puppets, a piano, a $5,000 musical budget,
and a contract to produce 130 1/2-hour
black-and-white shows over a year’s time for
Pittsburgh’s WQED, the first community-
supported publictelevision station in the
country. Today the series is the longest-run-
ning children’s program on publictelevision,
broadcast by more than 250 PBS stations
across the United States and Canada, and
reaching more than 7 million families each
week. And a large part of this successis due
to the music written by Rogers and arranged,
scored, conducted, and performed by Costa.

After the first block of 130 shows, Costa
and Rogerssettled into aroutine of 60 to 65
programs each year for almost ten years. “We
worked most of the year,” Costa recalls,
“except for two or three months during the
summer when Fred would write the scripts
for the oncoming year. The pace never
stopped until 1975, when Fred realized his
dreamto havealibrary of programsfor the
coming generations of children. His idea was
not to have to repeat a program for two
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PLAYS LIVE JAZZ WITH

years.” Rogers stopped tapingin 1975 and
thenresumedin 1977 atthe less breakneck
rate of 15 shows per year. Currently, the
Neighborhood library consists of 5351/2-
hour episodes; as new ones are added, older
segments which may not be as relevant today
are weeded out.

Oneimportantresult of Costa’s pianistic
and arranging contributions to the Neigh-
borhood has been the emergence of Rogers’
songsasrecord and concert material. Four
children’salbumsare now available which
feature Costa’saccompaniments to Rogers’

Costa views Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood over a grand piano and an ARP Pro Soloist, with a celeste to his right.
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songs. Costa has also scored a one-hour con-
cert program for piano, symphony orchestra,
Rogers,and various characterswho appear
regularly on the show. And although he likes
to perform from the piano atthese events,
Costa has also taken the baton and con-
ducted the orchestra. These special concerts
have been done with the orchestras of Pitts-
burgh, Florida, Chicago, Denver, Cleveland,
Delaware, Buffalo, and most recently Seattle
and Indianapolis.

With only three months of the year now
devoted to the Neighborhood, Costa has
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Relaxing on the set with Mr. Rogers, July "85.

time to pursue his career as a jazz pianist. He
regularly appears with his trio at the William
Penn Hotelin Pittsburgh, andstill headlines
at the Embers in New York. With Fred Rogers
he hasappeared on Late Night With David
Letterman, Hour Magazine, and The Tonight
Show with Johnny Carson. Last year he wrote
anarrangement of “ANightingale SangIn
Berkeley Square” for Sheet Music magazine.
More recently he composed and performed
the soundtrack for Disney Studios’ new pro-
duction of Hansel And Gretel, and kicked off
this summer with a stint on the Queen Eliza-

beth I1. “l guess at 63 I'm just starting to think
about what | want to do with my career,” he
muses. It wasin this reflective state of mind
that The Amazing Johnny Costasatdown
with us and talked about his twenty-year gig
in the Neighborhood.

EE S

FTER TWO DECADES of Neighborhood
shows, has playing for children altered
your piano style?
Not one iota. As a matter of fact, children
like it no matter how involved itis. Of course

I have help from this wonderful man [Rogers]
who writes all these beautiful songs. And the
children know the main themes of the songs,
so I’'m able to improvise, especially at the end
of the program. That’s when they let me
shine, but I have to be careful because I only
have such a little time, and | can’t pour every-
thing in.

How do you bring your improvisations to
a halt at just the right moment?

That’svery hard to do. If Fred took too
much time, I've gotto getout of thatsong
andintoanendingfast. I’ve gottovaryit, it
has to be good, and it’s done live; so, okay all
youjazzlovers: 5,4,3,2,1,out! The other
musicians have to follow me, and I don’t
know how they do it. Sometimes | get a
longer stretch and it makes me wish I could
play more or do exactly what | want with no
limits, but | do what I can.

You obviously have a tremendous rap-
portwith Rogers, butaren’tthere some set
cues that he uses to signal you?

I watch Fred’s lips,and when he comes in
and says, “What do you do?” the first chord is
there, and that ain’t easy. I’'ve had a devil of a
time with that sometimes, but | don’t want it
to be pat, so | take chances. There are times
when | will play something and he’ll say later,
“How did you know to play that?”” And |
don’tknow; it’s one of the things I really
don’t understand. But it’s happened too
many times for it to be coincidence.

Otherthantime, what other limits are
imposed on your playing?

Well, we do so many programs that |
alwayswantto vary the main theme. I don’t
want people to hear the same thing, or |
would have done it on tape and we’d have it
the same way forever. | have tovary it, but
that can be a problem, because Fred is sing-
ingand we wanthimto be heard. I can’tbe
too showy, and | can’t be too jazzy, so | have
limits. Also, on our program nobody getsa
musical introduction; | don’t believe in
introductions no matter what they sing. They
listen to the noodling in the background and
they take their key from that. It’s so natural
then, and the flow is just beautiful.

What inspires your noodling? Are you
reacting to the flow of conversation in a free
association way?

I’m obsessed by pictures—they inspire
me. It’s something from my childhood.
When I wentto school I had ateacher that
read to us,and my imagination would run
away with me. When | see a picture, | see
such beautyinitanditcomesoutthrough
my fingers. Soif I sitdown with some visual
images, | know instinctively when to play and
what to play. We’ve done some programs
before the music has been put on and it just
needsanother life. And my years of work at
the television studio helped me. When | was
at KDKA, I would accompany films and all
kinds of things. For example, we did a pro-
gram on the assassination of Kennedyand |
would have to play music for it. So when I did
the soundtrack for Hansel And Gretel last
year, | had a wealth of experience to be able
tositand watch the picture and make the
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Self-Portrait In Black & White

By Johnny Costa
As Told To Greg Armbruster
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HERE WAS A MAN that came to our

house in Pittsburgh when | was six or
seven years old, and he was peddling violins.
This was around 1928 or "29. My parents had
come over from Italy—work was tough for
them and there wasn’t much money to be
had, but my mother said, ““I think maybe
Johnny should be a musician.” So | kept the
violin for aweek justto try it out. I’d never
seen one before, so | plucked it like a guitar.

When | was ten years old, | started accor-
dion lessons. A saxophonistwho lived next
door gave me popular songs and taught me a
lotabout music. I remember one day | was
playing “Some Of These Days,” and he said,
“Well, today we’re going to learn jazz.
There’snothingtoit. Allyou havetodois
play the song the way you ordinarily would
playit,only youjazzitup.” And he put his
hand on my righthand and showed me. |
thought, “Is that all it is?”

By the time | was sixteen, | played the
accordion very well and was playing local
jobs. Butpianos were everywhere,and you
didn’t have to carry them around, so | de-
cided to learn how to play the piano. I was
fortunate to study with Martin Miessler, an
old German classical instructor who had
taught Oscar Levant. | gotinto playing Bach
and Chopin, but | had to completely build up
my left hand. | would play at night with just
onefinger of the left hand at first, while my
right hand was all over the place. People
began to hire me as a pianist, which helped
pay for my lessons, but my left hand had to
get better, so | started listening to records.

I started to play like Art Tatum by listening
to hisrecords. | was born with perfect pitch
solwasabletodroptheneedleona78LP
and getitdown on the piano. I wasstill in
high school when Tatum came to Pittsburgh
and | got to meet him for the first time.
Somebody brought me backstage and |
played his recorded arrangement of “Yester-
days” for him. And even though he was
almost blind, he pointed out a wrong finger-
inginaparticular one-octave run. He said,
“It’s much easier if you do it this way.” It was
just like the sunlight coming in; how won-
derful that he could point that out to me.
And that’s when | knew | had to develop my
own style. As good as Tatum was, | didn’t
want to be a carbon copy.

After the Second World War, | attended
Carnegie Mellon University in New York,
where | studied with composer Nicolai
Lopatnicoff, who really opened all the doors
for me. And that’s when I think my style
started to come. It was a fusion of all the
people that | admired and respected: Tatum,
Erroll Garner,and even Carmen Cavallero.
After | finished college, | wenttowork fora
variety show at KDKA, Pittsburgh’s first radio
station, and stuck around for sixteen years.

Around 1955, | got on The Tonight Show
when Steve Allen was the host. Thatgota
good response and | started to play the
Embers in New York twice a year. Then I gota
manager and took a little sabbatical from my
duties as musicdirectorat KDKA. I traveled
to Chicago and Miamiwith a trio and made
quite a bitof money, butl didn’tlike being
on the road because | wanted to be with my
family.

My firstrecording, Introducing Johnny
Costa, was for Savoy Records, done by the
same man who introduced Erroll Garner. A
few years later when | started to play the
Embers, they came out with The Amazing
Johnny Costa. By then, Coral Records had
heard me on Steve Allen’s show and 1 did
some albums for them, including Johnny
Costa Piano Solos, Johnny Costa Plays For
The Most Beautiful Girl In The World, and A
Gallery Of Gershwin. In 1962 | did a tape for a
WQED jazz series, which was later pressed
and distributed by the station as a contribu-
tion gift called Costa Living. | also did an
album for Dot Records, In My Own Quiet
Way, and one for Voice Records in 1964
called 57 Greatest Broadway Favorites. [Ed.
Note: Unfortunately, none of these albums
arestill in print; however, Fred Rogers is
currently producing aJohnny Costa solo
piano album, which will combine the Neigh-
borhood hits with Costa’s exuberant style.]

Ifinally left KDKA in 1965. Fred Rogers,
whom | had met several times before, invited
me to lunch and revealed that he was going
to create a series of programs for children. It
would take a year and he had a $5,000 music
budget—would 1 help him? It just so hap-
pened that my oldestson’s tuition was $5,000,
so |l agreed. | had entertained children with
my work at KDKA, but | wasn’tsure about
devoting all my time to a children’s show. But
Fred gave me the freedom to change the
chord structures of his songs and put my
touch on them. And | decided not to do what
most musicians do with children, where they
play dumb little nursery rhymes. Children
have earsand they’re people,and they can
hear good music as well as anybody else. So |
started rightfrom the beginning playing for
themas | would forany adult. The program
has grown, and now I think it’s the most
important thing in the world. We don’t know
at this point, but in years to come a program
such as this could really change the way that
people will run this world. E
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music.

Each of the puppets in the Neighborhood
of Make-Believe seems to have hisor her
individual motif or melody. Were those ideas
based on the way they looked?

Not necessarily. When Mr. McFeely runs
around, the musicis almost like a Richard
Strauss thing. When the King does his low
voice, | use some polytonal chords that |
studied in school. I use everything that | can
to tryand make the program whatitis. For
instance, the theme of the show starts off
with those sixteenths—afour-note chord
going up the keyboard—which I borrowed
from Beethoven’s rondo movement [Allegro
assai] from the Sonata In C [Op.2, No. 3] and
altered slightly. At the bridge of “Everyday,”
you’ll hear the Tatum minor sevenths that he
used in his “Tea For Two.”” And you know
what? It’s all right to be a product of every-
thing we’ve learned.

Is that how you would describe your par-
ticular style?

Idon’treally know how to describe it;
popular music, maybe. But it’s not jazz,
because, first of all, I’m not black, and
second, | don’t believe in playing a comp left
hand. I’'m proud of the fact that I'm a two-
handed piano player, and lots of times | do
contrapuntal things. I think Oscar Peterson
thinks the same way; he wants his lefthand to
move around.

How would you analyze your left-hand

technique?
Well, it’s a combination of Tatum and
some of the work that I did in school. I’ll be

happy to use any part of a Chopin prelude in
a jazz standard; it’s just marvelous the way it
fits in. There’s no reason why the “Revolu-
tionary Etude” can’tfit into something like “I
Can’tGetStarted.” Itall depends on what
youwantto do. The left hand has to have
almost a life of its own, even though it has to
be subservientto therighthand. Itcannot
play like the righthand because it has the
depth of the lower strings. And particularly
these days, nothing is done without a bass. It
used to drive me crazy when | was akid to
play without a bass. Duo and trio things are
exciting, butif your left hand can cover it,
there’s nothing like the clarity of a solo piano.

You started with just the piano on the
Neighborhood in 1965. When did you add
the other musicians?

Ithink the trio came around’69 orso. |
thought, “Well,since we’re network now,
maybe we ought to have some depth.” |
added a bass at firstand then drums. Fred
really loved just the piano by itself, but | had
to experiment; | had to grow. Little by little,
Fred got used to the idea. Then we started to
make records for the Neighborhood, and |
said, “Hey, if I’ve gone to school to study
composition, it makes no sense if I’'m not
going to have some strings.” So | talked Fred
into having these records done with strings.
And even though the budget only stood for
two violins, a cello, and aflute, | enjoyed
what we did with them. And now with a little
help, I've scored some of Fred’s songs for full
symphony orchestra for our live concerts—
it’s wonderful music. | sketched all the ar-
rangements so that they would sound the
way they do when you hear them on the
show. | wanted the orchestra to sound like an



augmented piano.

Who conducts the orchestras for the
concerts?

Well,1do. And I learned the same way
that they used to teach a boy how to swim—
throw himin the water and he’ll swim! We
were doing a program for Mister Rogers in
Denver with the Denver orchestra and there
was a lack of communications. After the
opening piece, the conductor gave me the
baton. Now, I’'ve never conducted in my life,
okay? And he said, “Here you are, Mr.
Costa.”” And I said, “Aren’t you going to
conduct the orchestra?” “No, | didn’t pre-
pare for it. | thought you were going to dojit.”
And he walked off the stage. So here lam
with the baton in my hand and the orchestra
in front of me. I said, ““l know this music,
because | helped write it. Butl don’tknow
the [conducting] movements very well. If
you’llunderstand thatand help me, then
we’ll get through this.” And of course the
orchestracouldn’t have been better; they
really helped me. My God, they played their
hearts outfor me. There was a time during
the show when | wanted to speed them up.
Well, what did | know? My movements be-
came frantic and I still couldn’t get them to
go faster. Afterwards, the concert master
said, “If you’ll make your strokes shorter, you
can move us. We can still see the tempo, and
you can go as fast as you like. If you make big
frantic movements, you can’tgo very fast,
and we won’t either.” That was my first lesson
in conducting, and now | do it quite well, but
| feel more comfortable at the piano.

What’s a Mister Rogers concert like?

First of all, I’ll come out and play a medley
of Rogers’ songs at the piano, starting with a
march. It’s like aten-minute overture with
just the piano. Next we introduce David
Newell, who plays Mr. McFeely [and is also
the director of public relations for the
Neighborhood] and then Betty Aberlin, who
plays Lady Aberlin,King Friday’s niece. She
singsacouple of songs, including one you
don’t usually hear on the show called “It’s A
Perfectly Beautiful Day.” She introduces
Francois Clemens, an operatic tenor from
New York, whosings a medley of Rogers’
songs thatl’ve arranged. Now normally, |
conduct the orchestra while seated at the
piano,whichisrightwhere the conductor’s
podium would be; but for Francois, since the
music is so full and completely orchestrated,
I’ll stand up and concentrate on my conduct-
ing. Then David brings on another character
from the show, the panda, and we’ll do
another march called “Tomorrow.” The
children in the audience can get up and
march around, which gives them a chance to
burn some energy. This first half of the show
takes about 30 or 35 minutes. Then when
everyone quiets down after the march, Betty
introduces Mister Rogers. I do hisintro on
the piano exactly as you hear it on television,
only with full orchestraaccompanying me.
Fred sings “Won’t You Be My Neighbor” and
invites the children to joininif they’d like.
Next he willdo “It’s You | Like,” then he’ll
introduce some puppets. After thathesings
“What Do You Do With The Mad That You
Feel,” and then teaches the audience to sing
“Tree, Tree, Tree.” Before the last song, Fred

Continued on page 62

FRED ROGERS
The Grown-up Art Of
Making Music For Children

By Fred Rogers
As Told To Greg Armbruster

Fred McFeely Rogers was born in La-
trobe, Pennsylvania, in 1928. He started play-
ingthe piano and composing when he was
five years old. He studied classical piano with
concert pianist Lydia Hoffmann-Behrendt at
Dartmouth College and graduated from
Rollins College in Winter Park, Florida, in
1951 with a degree in music composition.
Rogersthen joined NBC-TVin New York as
an assistant producer for The Voice Of Fire-
stone and the NBC Television Opera Theater.
Among other programs, he supervised Your
Lucky Strike Hit Parade and The Kate Smith
Hour. In 1953, he joined the staff of Pitts-
burgh’s WQED-TV and set up the station’s
programming schedule. His first show for
children, Children’s Corner, was aired in
1954 and ran for seven years. In 1963, Rogers
was ordained as a minister in the United
Presbyterian Church. Mister Rogers’ Neigh-
borhood evolved from a program called
Misterogers, which was a 15-minute daily
show with the Canadian Broadcasting Cor-
poration. In 1965, he incorporated these
segments into the first 130 1/2-hour Neigh-
borhood programs. Rogers has written all the
songs he sings on the show as well as several
operettas, and has had many musical guests
onthe program, including cellist Yo-Yo Ma,
vocalist Tony Bennett, Broadway director and
composer Tom O’Horgan (Hair, Jesus Christ
Superstar), and pianist Van Cliburn.

i

USICISROCKBOTTOM for Johnny
and me,and we communicate onan
intuitive substratum that would not be possi-
ble if we didn’t have a feel for music. It’s true
that there are no cues. When | getintoa
song, it’sas if he knows when I’'m going to
start. We have a rundown, of course, for the
program, and he knows my teleprompter
copy. Butwhen I’'mworking with a craft or
something, invariably he’ll come in and
underlineanimportantissue. In most other
programsa lot of thatisadded in post-dub,
but a great deal of what we do is done live.
When I say that thereisan intuitive way
that we work together, that doesn’t mean we
don’twork at our collaboration or thatit’s
perfect. | don’t like people to think that you
don’t have to work at art—thatitall just flows.
There are some wonderful moments when it
happens just the way we wantit, but there are
other times when we have towork itover,
because we wantitto be as good as we can
possibly make it. Take silences, for instance; |
believe there should be silences—there
should berestsin every composition. There

have been timeswhen I’ve said to Johnny,
“You know that certain place where you
come in? If we have the chance to tape it
again, | think itwould be wise to leave that
partempty.”’ Sometimes children need to
look at something very carefully,and music
could distract them.

There are also times when music can
underline something, and it’s more subtle
than simply making what Isay more lively.
For instance, | might be talking about how a
shotat the doctor’s office might hurt, like a
pinch, butthe hurtgoes away after awhile.
And all of a sudden, | will hear strains of “It’s
Good To Talk” or “I Like To Be Told.” These
aresongsthatarein therepertoire of the
Neighborhood, and Johnny will weave them
in. It’s almost a subliminal kind of thing,
because the words that go with the melody
of “I Like To Be Told” have been heard by the
children in earlier programs. The child might
not be conscious of what’s going on, but
when Johnny weaves that melody with the
talk that I’'m giving, it enhances what I’'m
saying. That’s how he underscores it.

And it’s all so natural for Johnny; he
doesn’t seem to work hard at it at all. When |
give him one of my songs, we’ll sit down and
work together. | put my own chordsin, but
they’re never as fabulous as Johnny’s. And
my songs would be very different if someone
else played them. Of course, they’reall on
tape, and we have all the videotapes of all the
programs. Butitwould be very different to
have somebody comeinand have to have
every note that was to be played down on
paper. | wonder if people know just how
spontaneous a lot of our musicis. Johnny and
Dr. Margaret McFarland, our psychological
consultant, are the two people thatit would
be the most difficult to go on without, but
there isnobody who could juststep inand
take Johnny’s place. Itwould be justas hard
for somebody to step in and take my place.

I would have a very hard time doing what
I do in a setting that had no music. Now that
soundsselfish, butl think thatpeople who
givealothave tobe nourished. | feel that |
givealotthroughtelevision,and one of the
purposes of the music on the Neighborhood
is to nourish me. And because it’s so nourish-
ing to me, and so natural for both Johnny and
me, itcan’thelp but be nourishing for the
children and the adults who watch. Music is
something that’s eternally deep within us. To
be able to give what comes from the deepest
recesses of our personality as honestly as we
know how is a gift—and music is an enor-
mous gift.
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does a little speech with a string background,
andfinally we bring everybody outand end
with “It’s Such A Good Feeling.” The whole
program takes about an hour.

You play more instrumentsthan justthe
piano forthe Neighborhood shows, don’t
you? For example, you switch to the celeste
for the Neighborhood of Make-Believe.

Yes, | thought it was nice to play the
celeste, notbecause | wanted it to sound
down to children, but because it was a way of
expressing certain fantasies. And | could

achieve that without using an electronic

organ. | never wanted to get into electronics,
but years ago some peddler came along and
said, “Hey, you ought to try this ARP Pro
Soloist.” I said, “Those things never work;
don’t bother me.” But | tried it and the flute
sounded good, the woodwinds—bass clari-
net, oboe, bassoon—sounded very nice, so |
useitforthosesounds. | don’twantto get
much beyond that. There are many things|
could use, beautiful instruments that are built
today, but my nature and the nature of the
program wants to keep it pure. | just love the
sound of the piano.

How do you and Rogers work together to
write and arrange a new song?

Fred writes the songsand operettas and
then gives them to me to arrange. Sometimes
heindicates a chord or two, but mainly he
writes the melody and the words. And where
he might have a C chord, I might put in an
Abmaj7 or something. It’s a good marriage
between Fred and me because my touch is a
soft touch; my favorite composers are the

Impressionists.

Have you written out any of your ar-
rangements of Rogers’songs or the character
motifs? Could someonesitin for youand
play the show from your written notes?

No, you’d have tositdown and listen to
the cassettes and films. I have written down
the main themes, butthey’re sketchy. I just
never thought thatanybody else would do
the program; nobody else ever has. I think
that’s why Fred said that if | die, he’s going to
quit. Some of Fred’s music s available, but it’s
scaled down so thatit’s not difficult. If | wrote
them the way that | play them, they would be
difficult. ButI’ve told Fred that before I die
he’d better get my arrangements of his songs
down on wax. And now he’s decided to spon-
sor an album with my piano arrangements of

his songs. | want to do it for the people who *

writein and say, “We wantyou to do more,
because all we hear are the jazzy closing
measures at the end of the show.” Actually, |
think adults will love this album more than
kids. Butit’san enormous task, because |
would like to satisfy Fred, who is giving me
the opportunity to play his songs in a way that
would be bestsuited for him. On the other
hand, I wantitto bearecord thatlcandoina
jazz way, which means not too much of his
melodies and more of what I’'m doing. [Ed.
Note: Many of Rogers’songs are included in
the book Mister Rogers Talks With Parents,
published by Berkleyand available directly
from Family Communications, 4802 Fifth
Ave., Pittsburgh, PA15213. Richard Bradley
has also published a selection of Rogers’
songs in two beginning books, Mister Rog-
ers’ Neighborhood and Mister Rogers’

Songbook.]

When you tape a program, do you usually
run it straight down in order to capture spon-
taneity, ordo yourely on retakesto perfect
the interplay between you and Rogers?

That’s one of the hardest things about
tape: It's good and it’s bad. Sometimes when
I’ve done my best work and think to myself,
“My God, | could never do thatagainina
million years,” someone will say, “Okay, let’s
doitagain.” When we have to do it ten times,
I’m notgoingto getthatfirst-time freshness
ever again. But because we do so many
shows, | have an opportunity to get some of
those magic moments on tape. Of course,
sometimes | look back on the things I've
done and | wish I could do them over again,
orlwish hadn’tplayed so much. Fred has
suggested | record the playing | do at the
William Penn Hotel in Pittsburgh; I shouldn’t
waste all the things that | play there. But |
neverdothat. There have been times when
everything was justrightand what I played
knocked me out; and then it’sgone. But|
don’tcare, becauseit’s likeawell. l know |
can go to the well too many times, but maybe
it’s a good well.

Why didn’t you make your solo album
sooner or push your piano career outside the
Neighborhood? '

Idon’tknow. I never wanted to put the
money out to produce arecord of myself,
andsay, “Look, here’s my record. Buy it.”
And because of Fred Rogers and the pro-
gram, | never wanted to leave. That reminds
me of a guy called Peck Kelly, who was sup-
posed to be a great pianist, but the only way
you could hear him was to go to this little bar
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in this little town in Texas. Nobody could
hear him unless they wentto Texas. | guess
I’mkind of like that. I always wanted to stay in
one place, and not travel and be a big name. |
believe that if someone’s got talent and hides
itunderabush,somebody is going to kick
thatbush oversomeday; you justcan’thide
talent.

What advice would you give to players
who want to learn to improvise?

Well, not everybody can adapt them-
selves to improvisation. | know great pianists
thatcan’t play “My Country 'Tis Of Thee”
unless the musicisthere, even though they
would like to be able toimprovise. But for
the ones that can adapt, I think they must
build their hands. Techniqueisatooland
you need it. And | believe that playing classi-
cal music is a great way to build technique. It
doesn’t have to be Bach, it could be anything.
Butit’sadiscipline,and even with jazz | think
you have to be disciplined—nothing is free.

Once you’ve got some classical tech-
nique, how do you practice jazz?

The way | do it is I'll take whatever song,
riff, or melody I’m working on and do as
many things as | can with it. Some will be
good and some bad. For example, if I'm
working on “l Got Rhythm,” I'll play it in
many different tempos. I'll change the key.
I’ll play it in two different keys just for a
moment. The idea is to do something that is
your own, that pleases you. I don’t like to
stray too far from the melody. I mean, if
you’re playing “I Got Rhythm” then some-
where along the line somebody ought to

know it’s “l Got Rhythm.” Now free jazz is
something else, and I think it’s fine as long as
it doesn’t get overburdened. Maybe my atti-
tudes come from my classical training. |
mean, | can play in different tempi, but |
don’t dare put an extra bar in there if I'm not
supposed to.

Arethere waysto develop yourearin
order to improve your improvisations?

This is very important. | have perfect
pitch, so no matter what anybody plays, |
know exactly what the notes are. But if a
musician would look at the music like a med-
ical student mightlook at the body, that
would help develop the ear. Forinstance, |
would take the “Revolutionary Etude” by
Chopin and see what chords he used. Not
only does it make it easier to memorize, but
you also begin to understand the progression
of sounds, and I think that helps. You can
adapt this kind of reasoning to whatever
you’re trying to play. When | play “My Funny
Valentine,” limagine that I’'m Ravel sitting
there, and it becomes like that. You see,
improvisation is making thingsup. When
was a child, if | made a mudpie, that was
improvisation. When | got tired of making
the same old mudpie, I'd try to make it dif-
ferently. But it’s hard to teach improvisation;
Idon’tknow ifitcan betaught. Andifitis
taught, there is a danger that the student will
begin to sound just like the teacher.

Do you feel that this is a problem with jazz
today? That everyone sounds similiar?

I’'m concerned aboutjazzbecauseit’sa
wonderful music and it’s ours, but I’m afraid
thatitgetstiresome. During the ’50s, from
Dizzy Gillespie on, whatever one artist would

do, another would do also. When each
player would take a chorus, every instrument
would sound the same—the piano improvi-
sation would sound like the saxophone im-
provisation. | heard someone on Marian
McPartland’s radio show who played like Bill
Evans. And even Marian played that way too.
It’sa modern style with some fourths in it, but
it seems as though if one plays that way,
everybody has to sound that way, and I don’t
understand that. The other day | saw a pianist
on television doing some things with his left
hand that were very interesting. And | said to
myself, “How great that he thoughtto do
that.” His individuality was coming out. But |
think you can’tdo something differentjust
for the sake of being different. If you’re dif-
ferent because it pleases you or because you
thoughtaboutitandit’s partof you, then|
thinkit’s great. We all want to be different;
we all want to stand out. I think | have some-
thing unique to give to people. And I’'m glad
that Fred has allowed me, through him, to be
able to give something special to children—
that’s the greatest feeling in the world.

FOR FURTHER READING

Many of the artists mentioned in this
article have been interviewed or discussed in
previousissues of Keyboard: Steve Allen
(Feb.’78),].S. Bach (Mar.’85), Van Cliburn
(Apr.’78), Bill Evans (Mar.’77, June ’80), Earl
Hines (Nov. 77, Apr.’82), Marian McPartland
(Jan./Feb. 76, Feb. ’81), Oscar Peterson (Mar.
’78,Dec.’80,Oct.’83),and Art Tatum (Oct.
’81). E
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