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Wolff Calls Knickerbocker ‘Home’ for February &
March; NYU Master Class Confirmed as Well

Wolff Experimenting With New Style of Improvisation,
with Bigger Arpeggios, “A Saxophone Approach to Piano”

Acclaimed jazz pianist Michael Wolff follows his triumphant appearance at
The Kennedy Center in Washington, D.C. (a performance that will soon be
broadcast on NPR,) with a return to his hometown of New York City and a
multi-show stand at his beloved Knickerbocker club in lower Manhattan.
Wolff has a great affinity for the room, which he describes as the “only
venerable restaurant/jazz joint left in NYC.” See his warm and detailed
recollection of the Knickerbocker, below.

Prior to the kick-off of shows at Knickerbocker, Wolff and his trio will conduct
a Master Class at NYU, for their jazz department, February 24th at 2pm. On
January 29th, Wolff is stepping in to teach two Ensemble classes at NYU as
well.

Here is a breakdown of the Knickerbocker dates/musicians:
Feb 26 and 27: Wolff with Victor Lewis, drums and Chip Jackson, bass
March 5, 6: Wolff with Victor Lewis, drums and Ugonna Okegwo, bass
March 12, 13: Wolff with Mike Clark, drums and Chip Jackson, bass
March 19, 20: Wolff with Mike Clark, drums and Rich Goods, bass
Knickerbocker Bar & Grill - 33 University Place, NYC – 212-228-8490
http://www.knickerbockerbarandgrill.com/music.html

Wolff will play multiple sets each night, delivering a mix from his catalogue of
CDs, from ‘Joe's Strut’ to ‘Impure Thoughts’ to ‘Dangerous Vision’ to ‘Jazz
Jazz Jazz’, as well as some new music and jazz favorites (likely some Monk,
and Wes Montgomery). Wolff’s live shows have become known for their
unpredictability, humor and high-octane punch. In fact, in a live review of a
Wolff concert this summer, The San Jose Mercury News raved, “all of the
music felt very full and passionately alive.”

Wolff is also expected to introduce a new approach to playing he’s taken in
recent months: “I discovered a new way of improvising on chords that is actually very simple, but
sounds very fresh to me, and, incorporated with my other tools, is exciting to me. I was practicing on one of
my older songs, Little M, from my Jumpstart CD, and just outlining the chords and arpeggiating them, and
I found a really great way to connect them together and stagger them rhythmically. I don't hear pianists do



this much, and it helps to break me away from playing scales, which feel over used, at least by me.   So, I'm
having fun playing with this new improvisational material, which is not harmonically dissonant, but seems
unique. I don't think it's anything earthshaking in and of itself, except as it applies to piano. It's more of a
saxophone approach to piano, which is bigger arpeggios. I'm also combining that with something   I
discovered and clarified about my own playing and approach when I gave a short lecture/demonstration on
Jazz and Tourette's syndrome last fall at a Lincoln Center conference on music and the brain. It was how I
use my physical impulsiveness in my playing, putting a certain energy into the musical ideas. It's abstract,
but demonstrable.”

Michael Wolff’s thoughts on the Knickerbocker:
“I love to perform at Knickerbocker. It’s the only venerable restaurant/jazz joint
left in NYC. When I came to NYC in the mid seventies, Bradley’s and Knickerbocker
were the two happening piano bars/restaurant hangs on University Ave in the
Village. (Bradley's closed down around 10 years ago, a huge loss to the jazz
community that has not yet been corrected.)

There were many great jazz clubs, like The Village Vanguard, which is still the
greatest jazz club in the world, and there was Boomer’s, The Village Gate, Stryker’s,
Mikell’s, Seventh Ave South, Sweet Basil, and more.

But at Knickerbocker,  people came for the whole hang: the music, the food, the
great drinks, the bar, the other like minded late night people. The whole
atmosphere was thick with smoke, music, alcohol, and excitement. Late night, night
time, grown up, adult, rhythmic, juicy, slightly scary, soulful, familial, sexy,
druggy, swinging, swaying, grooving, lush, harsh, burning, pulsing, dragging,
rushing, loud, soft, conversational, confrontational, emotional, intellectual,
habitual, the whole night was JAZZ.

I like the fact that music is a part of the fabric of the whole at Knickerbocker.
There used to be music six nights a week. Now it’s only on the weekends. During the
week, when the top of the piano is down, it is literally filled with large bottles of
alcohol. A literal piano bar.   There is no separation of church and state at
Knickerbocker-diners, listeners, drinkers, all hang together on Friday and
Saturday nights from 9:45PM until 2:00am.

The music rises out of the wonderful Steinway piano that has been there for years. I
generally play with a trio, bass, tucked in the corner next to my left hand, and
drums, tucked inside the curve of the piano.   On the first set it’s like playing to a
crowd of loud peacocks. It’s the final big dinner hour, between 9:45 and 10:30 or 11
or so…Starting at the 11PM set it becomes a much more drinking and listening
crowd, and for the midnight set I often have other musicians dropping by to sit in
for the attentive late night jazz fans.

We play 45 minutes on, and 30 minutes off. Besides getting paid, we’re given a
delicious dinner. I generally just get a bunch of amazing appetizers-creamed
spinach, baked potato, Caesar salad, and bread and butter, and a shot of something
good,  like an 18 year old single malt Scotch, or maybe a Vodka Martini.

I love playing 3 and 1/2 sets of music a night. It creates a relaxed, long form evening
of music. Not trying to blast it all in a one hour set. Allowing the music to come
out of its own accord. The music snakes up into the room from the hearts and souls
of the musicians on the bandstand. I can try the latest thing I’m working on or



thinking about musically, and the musicians and I can experiment with whatever we
feel and are interested in expressing at that moment. Lots of foreplay, lots of long
searching and playing and discovering new and forgotten musical ideas. As we’re
not the complete focus, there is not the pressure to “perform”.  We just “PLAY”. We
concentrate on the music, communicating with our instruments between ourselves,
leaving ourselves open for the aficionado to dive into our process and feel his or
her way through the evening with us.

This is the way I imagine Jazz to have been played in New Orleans when it was being
invented by original musicians. such as Louis Armstrong. It was part of the music in
the whore house, in the speakeasy, in the road house, in the tavern, and in the
marching band that played for funerals, weddings, and holiday celebrations.

Another fantastic thing about Knickerbocker-there’s no big music charge. Just a
few bucks at the table for the music, and the rest is the money you spend on drinks
and food. And the food is delicious-good old NY steak, chicken, pasta, salads, fish,
amazing side orders of mussels, oysters.   Great New York when New York is being
New York.

I love to play Carnegie Hall (I’ve played there 8 times). I love to play at Royal Albert
Hall in London, (played there a couple of years ago with my band and the African
Children’s choir and Bobby McFerrin.) I love to play the Vanguard (I played there
last April with the Downtown Quartet), I love playing the Jazz Standard, the Blue
Note, concerts and clubs across the US, and Europe and Asia.

But there’s no place like home. Home is where you can just be yourself, and say
whatever’s on your mind. And to me, Knickerbocker is home.”
                     
Michael Wolff
Jan 18, 2010

In advance of Wolff’s appearance at The Kennedy Center late last year, The
Washington Post Express chatted with him. Read the article here:
A Rootsy Ramble: Michael Wolff Gets Back to His Southern Roots
http://www.expressnightout.com/content/2009/10/michael-wolff-kennedy-
center-joes-strut.php

Wolff’s latest CD ‘Joe’s Strut’ was the 35th most played record of 2009, according to
JAZZWEEK. The album has garnered substantial national and regional press
coverage since its release, and critics appear to have coalesced around a common
theme: This CD is funky! In The New York Times, Nate Chinen noted that Strut
“throws in a few hints of funk,” and that sentiment appears again and again
reviews of the album. In fact, All About Jazz-NY said the CD was “funky as hell.”
Other notable coverage includes a recent ‘Prelude’ feature in JAZZIZ, and multi-
page ‘Before & After’ interview feature JAZZTIMES Magazine, which praised Wolff
as “a musical renaissance man.” A terrific CD review in ALLMUSIC noted “the
opening track finds Wolff, a master of harmonics with an assured quick-
mindedness, full of surprises, tossing around choppy discordant post-bop
chords like confetti and alternately unreeling no-nonsense bluesy flurries,
the saxes and rhythm section maintaining a solid soulful block as he goes on
his merry way.” In Jazztimes’ CD review, they comment: “Wolff’s joy in playing



piano is unmistakable and infectious.” DOWNBEAT says: “Joe’s Strut
delivers, smoothly and seamlessly,” and adds, “his uptempo solos can swing
hard, and he has the temperament to leave space where it belongs on the
ballads.” The San Jose Mercury News called Wolff “A commanding jazz
presence.”  

Hear a sampling of the Michael Wolff’s ‘Joe’s Strut’:
http://www.SethCohenPR.com/player/michaelwolff/.

Visit www.michaelwolff.com

For more information about Michael Wolff, or to request an interview, please contact
SethCohenPR@earthlink.net, 212-873-1011.


