Playing for a “Second Saturday Art Exhibition” and getting Cato a Killer Keyboard
	II couldn’t pass up an opportunity to provide keyboard music for a local Fresno Art showing. It happened quite unexpectedly right before Christmas when I had volunteered to bring my Casio dream PX110 digital keyboard to an art supply store that also displayed the works of local artists. The space located in a busy shopping area with Trader Joe’s and the Guitar Center nearby, had a very high, wood framed ceiling that afforded a magnificent reverberating space, so as a performing musician, I was drawn to it like a magnet. The establishment was principally in the business of framing and matting; selling art supplies as well as paintings that were hung and framed and I was told that the proprietor received a 30% commission on all art work sales.
    After I offered up a menu of Christmas carols during the holiday season sprinkled with excerpts from Handel’s “Messiah” the store owner approached me about playing for compensation at its “Second Saturday Art Exhibition” where an artist or group of them would have their paintings shown and some might have a teaching table set up with an easel to share their techniques and ideas with interested customers. I was expected to arrive at 10 a.m. to set up my keyboard, stand, and other accouterments. For a meager sum, I agreed to provide about three hours of classical and popular background music for the occasion. 
    The owner strategically placed me behind the featured artist, who on this particular Saturday was displaying rock and roll subject era paintings. Her output, on first glance seemed a bit tacky, but upon closer inspection it appeared that she had some decent work on the walls-- one painting, "Solitude," with a Beatles theme, invited my interest. I associated it with "All the Lonely People." The grays and pinks--shadows, silhouettes were very moody and enticing. When I thought about it, I would have loved to acquire this painting in trade for doing a few dinner parties at the artist’s house. Maybe she’d consider it. "Give me your business card," she said that morning before things got underway. I remembered that I’d packed a few into my wallet that was lying on the floor beside my Casio keyboard, probably at good risk for theft, if I didn’t look after it.
   The artist, a plump, middle aged woman, with flaming dyed red hair and steel green eyes sat in front of a table with one of her flamboyant keyboard murals. Occasionally she dabbed it with grays and yellows. Her husband, a fellow in his late 60's, with a strongly registered protective instinct sat beside her and intermittently chatted with visitors to the gallery who seem to know him and his wife. He seemed warmly appreciative of their company, audibly greeting each and everyone, especially the male visitors, who endured a slap on the back, a few gaffs, and more. 
   I had just set up my gear, having lugged my 27 pound portable Casio keyboard from my van along with other accessories--pedals, music rack, double braced stand, and an electrical source. To my surprise, my pivotal transformer had become brutally detached from its wiring. It looked like the car door zapped it, but since the Guitar Center was within easy reach, I ran over to borrow a substitute transformer taken from one of the Casio digital floor models. “Guy,” the store 

Manager had already rushed over a bench since I’d left mine at home.
   The transformer allowed me to get the music up and running, while the art establishment’s proprietor raced over like clockwork to do a volume check on my keyboard. We had previously decided on half knob sound projection because she had worried that my music could drown out conversation between the artist and a stream of visitors. While I believed that 50% volume would significantly muffle the music I had selected, a potpourri of classical, jazz, and oldies, I went along with the regimen to earn the $50 due me at the end of three long performing hours. Aesthetics put aside in favor of pleasing my employer, I had been promised that fees might increase in the future as featured artists would have the opportunity to foot the bill for my services. In truth, the whole undertaking had less financial potential than buying a few of the establishment’s stock options.
    Right on the button at 11 a.m. I began providing background music to the accompaniment of nearby conversation that was intolerably audible. A group of visitors, leaning right up against me, were comparing updates on plumbing disasters and family member, home remodels gone bad.  The toilet bowl related intrigues were very distracting, and I found myself involuntarily releasing tension by mumbling in a whisper, “shut up! shut up!” until the dribble ran its course. Unfortunately, another flock of visitors replaced the first and perpetuated the same conversation. Yet through all of this meaningless banter, no one seemed to notice that Fur Elise and Beethoven were flooding the space.
   As I played a lovely Baroque period Scarlatti sonata replete with trills and ornaments I noticed the registered displeasure of the artist’s husband who, by his angry demeanor, communicated an unspoken opinion that my music was way too loud and competing with his wife’s art exhibition. 
   Up to that point, no one bothered to clap for me through 90 minutes of playing and all I received were alienating stares from the protective husband who I’d learned had been a long-time member of the Fresno Philharmonic horn section. How ironic!
   I moved on to perform the Beethoven Adagio from the Sonata Pathetique, a doleful movement that inevitably brings tears to my eyes. Raised on Edith Piaf’s Street Songs; Isaac Stern’s reading of the Mendelssohn violin concerto; and Van Cliburn’s award winning Tschaikovsky’s B flat minor piano concerto among other works, I was groomed to be a musician and drew emotional response from what I had experienced on LPs since earliest childhood. (All this biographical material was contained in a mini-bio that I had distributed among my Piano Finding clients)

    At the Merrywood Music Camp located near the Tanglewood Music Festival in Lenox, Massachusetts, I once ran off after the concert in pursuit of Isaac Stern's autograph to the dismay of awaiting counselors and campers. His performance of the Beethoven Violin Concerto had brought me to tears and I had to feel his post concert presence even at the price of being punished for it.
     The leering husband looked like was going to come right up to me and turn down the volume or else punch me in the face. Instead, the store owner did it for him. She arrived like clockwork, just as I was approaching the agitated middle section of the Beethoven slow movement and like bolt of lightning, she threw her arm in front of my face and zapped the volume knob, stopping my performance in its tracks!. I felt the whole world crashing around me and wanted to escape the place right then and there. Robert Schumann in his Neue Gezeitschrift fur Musik (New Journal of Music) wanted to purge the dilettantes from the face of the earth! He depicted the earnest war against them in the “Davidsbundler Tanze,” composed at the height of the Romantic period. His self made “League of David” was a collective of artists, composers and performers who upheld the intrinsic value of higher art in the face of destructive forces.

       I gritted my teeth and played the Schumann Arabesque with it forlorn spindle of themes that reflected in my countenance. On cue, the store owner’s associate arrived on the scene for what reason, I’ll never know.  She said, "Now why don't you smile, honey, you have such a pretty face."

   My tolerance threshold was waning and I realized that if I didn’t pack up my gear sooner than later I would emit a primal scream that might summon ambulance. Better, I thought, to be carried away kicking and screaming than to absorb one more moment of this Fresno tinged, cultural insanity! Leonard Bernstein, the Black Panthers, and others would have applauded me!
   Just as I was about to make my gallant departure that would be my gesture of in defense of higher art, my 83 year old friend Ruthie walked in and greeted me in her usual chipper way. "Hi, there,” she said, “I'm sorry for being so late, but everything just went wrong today. The worst part of it was that my JC Penney card disappeared so I had to call them and cancel the account,” she said. I looked down at the floor where my wallet sat, to see if it was still there. I was worried that that it might be taken I was immersed in Scarlatti, Schubert and Chopin.
  Ruth sauntered around the gallery looking at paintings hung on the walls, and then warmly greeted the displaying artist whom she seemed to know. My friend was a talented water colorist who had a small art studio within her home where she painted and taught. We had enjoyed a nice friendship over the years, and she had become the chief screener of my newly released CDs. I would bring the Master to her home, and she would make comments about the order of my selections and the sound balance from one to another.
     It was about 11:30 a.m. and I needed a much deserved break, so I inserted one of my own recorded disks into a Sony boom box that I had brought along. The owner had concerns about it when she saw me carrying the monstrosity into the store along with my keyboard and related gear. "It's just for the breaks,” I had said, “like for 15 minutes of each hour."The artist's husband had a frightening look as my CD resonated through the awesome space with its wonderfully high ceiling. I was certain that in a matter of time exploding emotions would cause a face off.

   Ruth chimed in proudly, "Oh my gosh, you're playing CD #3,” one of my favorites.”
   I let the disk run overtime on perpetual “repeat” because I was not anxious to resume playing "live" with all that was transpiring around me. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Sharon Kendall with her husband and four year old daughter. She had contacted me a few months before to assist her in buying a studio size Wurlitzer piano that was housed in Lemoore near the air force base. An instrument of significant resonance and personality, she and her husband acquired it for all of $500, an irresistible bargain. The piano also had a delicate pecan cabinet that complimented its voice.

   Sharon agreed to come over to the art showing at the end of my performance so we could together dash over to the Guitar Center to select a keyboard for her. She needed a supplementary instrument with earphones so she could practice late into the night without disturbing her sleeping daughter. On the way to the instrument store, I made sure to return the transformer that I had borrowed from Guy.  Meanwhile the art establish owner met me at the door before I was about to leave and placed a business white envelope in my hands with $50 cash enclosed.
   By the end of the afternoon, at least Sharon was happy. She left the Guitar Center with a gem of a keyboard. And Ruth met me at Whole Foods for lunch. Another ray of sunshine appeared as one of my piano finder clients had sent me a $20 gift card  in appreciation for my having steered her to the resonating PX110 Casio digital piano. Ruth and I had a nice repast and shared a cookie that someone had left behind at our table, completely wrapped. I finally reached home, crashed on my sofa, and woke up in the middle of the night, having dreamt that I was playing in Carnegie Hall to a pin drop, attentive silence. 
  

 




MEETING CATO at the Guitar Center 
CATO

Nearly everyone has at some time in their lives owned a piano or has dreamt of owning one--or has been in search of a divinely resonant, golden sounding instrument. From this universe, spring individual experiences that have shared metaphorical threads which tie them together.

    Ralph Cato was scheduled to come for his first piano lesson today. I had originally met him at the Guitar Center when he was combing the store in search of a digital keyboard for his 10 year old daughter. Right before, I had run over to the nearby Art store for a dress rehearsal and with Christmas just around the corner I happened to be passing through to check on the instrument’s store’s inventory of digital keyboards. 

   Gliding my fingers over a Casio PX110, a portable with an unusually resonant, simulated “Grand Piano” tone center, I was distracted by a salesperson trying to sell this perfect stranger a pricey competitor. As the store employee demonstrated for him on an expensive Yamaha keyboard that had a fancy computer screen, he couldn’t drown the soaring, reverberating Casio. 

   So many keyboards lining store shelves and sitting on display stands had huge tone banks and complex gadgetry. A good amount had blinking lights and other fancy visual enticements, but they lacked a fundamental resonance in the basic piano area of tone production. For the most part they produced a metallic, generic sound that clearly separated them from acoustic pianos and made performing on them a synthesized experience. As a concert pianist, I preferred that a digital keyboard have a reasonable tonal relationship to my Steinway grand, so I could prep on fingering and phrasing and record/playback before leaping into the standard repertoire on my bigger piano. Because I had a neighbor to the right who had lately been complaining about my nocturnal practicing I had to put on my earphones and practice through the night 
   Ralph had been captivated by what he heard coming from my Casio. “Ya know, I’m really confused by all the keyboards around here,” he said to me, and I’m not sure which one to choose for my daughter.” He was a tall, broad shouldered, Afro American dressed in casual, designer clothes. He wore a colorful sports shirt, khaki shorts and tasseled loafers.

    “You play very well,” he said. “Do you mind me asking what you think of this here keyboard that I think I’m about to buy?”

   “Well just focus for a moment on this Casio model’s “grand piano” sound, and compare it with what you have,” I replied.
  He listened intently and then poked his fingers around the Yamaha that sat before him on a fancy stand. Meanwhile the salesperson, who had given him undivided attention, had drifted off to assist another customer. It was like Kinko’s with its floating personnel. Here today and gone tomorrow!
    I sat down and gave a mini concert on a variety of digitals. First I played Beethoven’s Fur Elise on the Casio and then I switched over to the Yamaha. Finally I provided a sample or two on three other electronic instruments that were sprinkled around a parlor of competitive brands.  Who would believe that a concert pianist like me would be sitting in front of a weighted electronic keyboard serving up a Classical menu? If Ludwig Van Beethoven were alive he might be enraged by the digitally filtered stream of his music. Or maybe not. When he became deaf, he might have appreciated the vibrations emanating from an electronically driven instrument.
   Through decades of performing and teaching, I had come to realize that I couldn’t be an artifact of the past when the winds of change were sweeping music and media in new directions. I had only to reference the pearly words of the great virtuoso pianist, composer, and conductor, Mikhail Pletnev who shared his musical views in an interview conducted by Michael Church, in Andante, everything classical.com (February 28, 2005)

  “Me, I am still in a classical frame,” Pletnev said. ”But a new composer must study electronics and the art of synthesizers. Music composed by computer, and arranged with modern acoustic systems, sounds more impressive than music in the concert hall…..New technology opens new doors.”

   I had come full circle and could agree with him in part, though I was not willing to trade in my Steinway grand piano for a high tech digital system any time in the near future. Yet I had only to reference my recent experiences in the recording studio, where I had taken Scarlatti Sonatas and Chopin Waltzes from my Casio PX110 and had them transferred onto CD without blinking an eye. It was definitely better than having a traveling recording engineer mike up my Steinway in my home with the dog barking over Chopin’s Fantasie-Impromptu. Even if I could record on a good acoustic instrument in a studio of my choice, I’d have to worry about pedal sounds being picked up as well as my heavy breathing being captured on disk. Such extraneous sounds could be eliminated through the simple transfer of digital sounds off a keyboard into a “Pro Tools” computer system.

    Ralph was very focused on my playing, tuning into the many sections of Fur Elise that truly test the musical worth of a keyboard. I was showing him any number of contrasting passages that fleshed out the superiority of the Casio as compared to its rival and he was slowly but surely becoming convinced to my way of thinking.

   “I’m definitely sold on the Casio,” he said. “It’s obvious that it resonates and also explodes with sound when you need to pack the punch.” He was no doubt referring to what I drew out of it when I played a prominent interlude in the Beethoven selection that had stormy, fortissimo chords in the left hand. Yet no matter how much I pounded, the Casio sustained the blow and filtered out the percussive in favor of a melodic line that flowed within a series of triads.

  I quickly learned through our brief repartee at Guitar Center that Ralph Cato was a boxing trainer for the USA Olympic team, though he had clearly communicated a very sensitive side of himself in the din of an instrument store where intimate exchange was made nearly impossible.

***

    A few weeks later, after Ralph had purchased the PX110 keyboard for his daughter, he scheduled his first piano lesson with me and entered my door carrying an armful of Gospel type music. I had to admit that I was a bit more than intimidated by the approach most gospel players had to the piano. For the most part, I associated these musicians with excessive pounding in a church setting. Their pianos ostensibly turn to tin while strings often snapped from repeated assaults. Having this negative view of such music and its style and execution, made me fear that my Steinway grand would be shortly taken on by a boxing coach. 
   Cato was true to form when he played my grand. He played with rhythmic definition but over projected his sound in a room that could barely absorb the shock of his super loud, offensive chords. I felt like an earthquake hit, and I desperately wanted him to stop playing!
  “Okay, that’s enough, Ralph. (I sounded like an athletic coach). In all honesty, I’m not sure how I can help you with this type of music. Gospel stuff is just not my thing and frankly, it requires too much pounding that doesn’t belong here in my music studio.”

  He was bit shaken by my straightforward comment but seemed to appreciate my honesty.

 “Well, I’m at a juncture,” he said, “where maybe I need to get away from this stuff and learn something more refined and classical.”

  I would have it no other way as it would be counterproductive to continue on this evangelical music track. I didn’t put $3,500 of restoration work into my Steinway to have my musical treasure punched silly.

  But I wasn’t certain that I could take on this student and make any kind headway with him. He’d been so entrenched in this gospel material since childhood that he might not be capable of voluntarily changing his very aggressive approach to the piano.

  “Well, let’s think a bit about where we’re heading in this before we make a permanent commitment to lessons.” I said. Maybe we can give it a try and see what happens.”
   I steered away from any gospel related conversation, and told Ralph about a project I was engaged in that involved gathering stories about “dream pianos.” I wanted him to tell me about first piano and how it influenced his life.

  Maybe in this endeavor, I would discover his softer side—not the boxing coach persona that kicked into his attacks on my Steinway.
  Ralph acquiesced and spun out a story I would never forget.

   “When I was 8, he said, my parents purchased an upright whose brand name had been painted over white, like the rest of the piano. The instrument was actually given to my younger sister only, so after 8 o’clock each evening when she was done with her practicing, she would lock it up. During the middle of the night, when my parents and siblings were off to bed I would silently sneak into the foyer where the upright was sitting, and I would pick the piano lock with a paper clip, something I had learned at school from a buddy who did the same with a trombone case.

  “After I unlocked the piano, I would play on it from sundown to sunset, without ever waking my family.” 

  Ralph sat at my piano with nice posture and demonstrated how he originally taught himself a scale composed of single notes, and then he showed me how he learned to create harmony among two notes. Finally, he demonstrates how he formed triads or three notes at a time in sequence. This was right before he carefully closed up the piano as if it had never been opened.

  “It wasn’t long before my mother started to recognize my interest in the piano,” he said, “and one day she became more directly involved in my musical explorations. I remember one afternoon, after she heard me play my chords, she said, ‘Ralph, I think I know a song that sounds just like the one you play.’ And she sang it immediately back and taught it to me.” He demonstrated how each of 8 rising chords had a syllable of verse attached.

   "It’s no se-cret what God can do." And now decades later, Ralph sat in my piano room singing this very song just as his mother did.

                                                           ***
Post-script: Cato’s piano lessons were short-lived though he managed to shadow box with me from time teaching me the art of self defense. Who would have believed that a piano teacher would be seen with her mitts up, having a student instruct her at the base of a carpeted staircase. He would have me warm up with some stair step ascents and descents.

He had decided to pursue jazz lessons at a nearby music school and maybe get back to me if he wanted to resume his classical studies.
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