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The Keyboard Whiz
Who Leads Two Lives

BY DON ASHER

HEY USED to be called “double
threats” — people with uncommon
ability in two usually unrelated
fields. When pianist Denny Zeitlin,
a graduate of the University of Illinois
(Phi Beta Kappa) and Johns Hopkins Med-
ical School, was completing his psychiat-
ric residency at San Francisco's Langley
Porter Institute in the mid-'60s, he had al-
ready attained the upper ranks of mod-
ern jazz piano with a series of acclaimed
acoustic trio LPs for Columbia Records.

At the close of the decade he would
turn “outside,” as musicians say, pioneer-
ing in the integration of jazz, rock, funk,
classical, electronic, and free-form ele-
ments.

“It was before the word ‘fusion’ be-
came popular,” he recalls. “In those days
you couldn’t walk into your corner gro-
cery and come out with a Moog synthesiz-
er under your arm.”

When I first saw him perform in
1972 at the San Francisco Conservatory
of Music, with drummer George Marsh
and bassist Mel Graves, he was walled in
by five keyboards and an intimidating ar-
ray of switches, foot pedals, synthesizers,
consoles, and electronic boxes. I thought
at the time that if wings had sprouted
and engines been installed, the entire
complex might have levitated.

The space-age trio produced a kalei-

Denny Zeitlin appears with Charlie Haden
and Peter Donald Friday and Saturday at
Kimball’s, 300 Grove Street in San Francis-
co.

doscopic range of sound spanning the
light years between early mainstream
jazz (but in a capricious groove, some-
thing humorous and surreal flickering on
the edges) and the outer frontiers of bop,
rock, and classical impressionism. Record
companies respected the talent and vis-
ion involved, but saw no way to market
the product.

Zeitlin created his own mail-order
record label, Double Helix, and cut the
seminal album, “Expansion.” The first

In many ways these
fields are very different,
and that has been

refreshing for me’

pressing sold out; to Zeitlin's relief, 1750
Arch Records, a prestigious Berkeley
company, then took over the administra-
tion.

Six years of concertizing and record-
ing in this multi-dimensional, multi-key-
board vein followed. At the same time,
he was conducting a private practice in
psychiatry and teaching at the University
of California.

“From the beginning the media had
an overwhelming desire to sensationalize
the fact that | was involved in two differ-
ent careers. For the 'Cathexis' album cov-
er a young eager beaver at Columbia
thought it would be a clever idea to it
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