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Virtuoso pianist Jeffrey Hollander can play anything.
All you have to do is ask. by Michael Drew

Jeffrey Hollander's surprisingly arrivedat the Pfister Hotel's lobbybar,
delicatehands arelargeenough to reach 10 where he playsfivenights a week.Hol-
white keys,which accommodatesmost of A lander started his six-hour shift wearing
the piano repertoire,includingjazz legend one of his dozen tuxedos.As he heated
ArtTatum's finger-stretching bass tenths. up - tossing off dazzling arpeggios, in-
Jazz,Broadwayshowtunes,opera,instru- ventiveruns and thundering chords- the
mentalclassicalworks- Hollander has a jacket came off.
reputationfor being ableto playanything His audiencethat night includedmem-
you ask,and in any~le. bersof the Doobie Brothers,here to per-

When one pa¥ayarly inventivelistener form at theWisconsin StateFair.1hreeof
requestedsomeBeethovenand Sousa-style the agingrock'n'rollers,a spouseand their
variationson a Mozart aria,Hollander road crewsat at two ringsidetables,relax-
whippedit up on the spot.While playing ing from road-tour rigors.They'darrived
for PresidentGeorgeW. Bush at an affair near the beginningof Hollander's5 p.m.
in Milwaukee,Hollander recast"Deep in shift,orderingdrinksand hors doeuvres
the Heart ofTexas"with Baroqueinnova- that becamesupper,and neverleft.For five
tions,as if Bachhad composedit. hours,the group stayedplanted,making

On a hot evening in August, Hollander requestsfor classics,Cole Porter,George

Gershwin - all music the Doobies have

never played in three-plus decades of gold
and platinum discs and fan adulation.

Pleased and challenged, Hollander
played more than two hours until he took
his first break, pouring out his typical-
ly delicious stew of heavy and light clas-
sics, the Great American Songbook and
jazz standards. He reinvented the ballad
"Like Someone in Love" as a fugue, ran
through nine key changes and tossed off
some chandelier-rattling tremolos. (A few
nights later, the tune would get a whole
new treatment.)

"What you do is so difficult," Doobie
singer-guitarist John McFee volunteered to
Hollander. '%1d you make it look easy."

As usual, Hollander filled the spaces be-
tween melodies with anecdotes about the

composers and compositions. For instance,
Dooley Wilson, who seemed to be playing
"As Time Goes By" for Bergman and Bo-
gart in Casablanca,was faking. Wilson was
a drummer and singer, not a pianist.

And why is so much Chopin filled with
sadness? Much of his music was composed
after he was dumped by famed female au-
thor George Sand, who had several lovers.

Around 10 p.m., after thanks, tips and
hugs, the Doobies' group retired for the
night. Hollander was exhausted but exhil-
arated. For him, the memorable evening
wasn't unusual. Over the years, he's enter-
tained hundreds of celebrities.

For a quarter-century at the Pfister,
he has been inspiring romance, amusing
lonely travelers and amazing visiting pi-
anists with his keyboard fireworks. Well
into his seventh decade, Hollander radi-
ates the energy, virtuosity and scholarship
of his earlier lives as a child prodigy and
university professor.

One day in 1946, Hollander, then
just 7 years old, was being driven to a
scholarship audition at the prestigious
Eastman School of Music, part of the Uni-
versity of Rochester in his hometown,
Rochester, N.Y.

Listening to the car radio, he heard and
instantly fell in love with a waltz from
Tchaikovsky's tbe Nutcracker.Bored with
his over-rehearsed audition material, the
precocious pianist decided to try the Tchai-
kovsky piece, over parental objections.
Without ever seeing the sheet music and
after hearing the waltz only once, he played
it for the audition with improvised chords.
It was a feat worthy of Mozart. Hollander
became the youngest scholarship winner in
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Eastman history.
Hollander went on to get bachelor's and

master's degrees there at Eastman, earn-
ing some ofhis first paychecks by lead-
ing a high school jazz band. While receiv-
ing a doctorate in music at the University
of Michigan, he began a longtime student-
mentor relationship with concert pianist
Gyorgy Sandor, who'd studied under clas-
sical composer Bela Bartok.

After a lapse of decades, Hollander re-
sumed the friendship in 2001, flying to
Sandor's New York apartment at least once
monthly until the virtuoso's death last year.

Earlier in his career, Hollander toured
concert halls more regularly.But that de-
manding life is fiercely competitive, and
Hollander settled down to a career in Mil-

waukee. He has performed with the Chi-
cago Symphony Orchestra here and in
Chicago, and he's preceded Chicago and
Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra concerts
with lectures, featuring his piano orchestra-
tions of symphonic works.

He's also had a long tenure as a professor
at UW-Milwaukee, where this writer au-
dited his recital/lecture course on Ameri-

can Popular Song. Mter I questioned, in a
Milwaukee Journal Sentinel story, how he
could playa tribute to Hoagy Carmichael
without including the song "Skylark,"he
opened his next class with an eight-min-
ute concerto version of that tune. After the

last cascading note, he turned on the pia-
no bench, stared me down and asked dryly;
"Will that do?"

University music departments typical-
ly value classical music. Hollander has paid
those dues, but also cares deeply about
classic pop and jazz, perceived by academ-
ics as far less worthy. "He's close to a ge-
nius, but was underappreciated at UWM,"
says singer Willliam Duvall, Hollander's
former music department colleague and
actor Robert Duvall's brother.

And so Hollander has done most of his

work at the Pfister, where he's played for
25 years (as of this December), along with
a concert series at the Milwaukee Art Mu-

seum, also approaching its silver anniver-
sary.His museum dates run from Septem-
ber to July, and nowadays he performs at
its Windhover Hall, surely one of the most
scenic concert settings anywhere.

Doc Severinsen, now retired as the Mil-
waukee Symphony Orchestra's princi-
pal pops conductor, regularly stayed at the
Pfister, where he first met Hollander. Late

one night, Severinsen asked if Hollander




