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The Keith Emerson Interview

June 15, 2006

Many years ago while I was attending jr. high school, I had a music teacher that was open minded enough to expose me to musical genre’s that my young ears had never heard before.  In her class she opened the doors to this new thing called “electronic music”.  She played for us records like Walter Carlos, Moog Machine and a recent new group, Emerson Lake and Palmer.  I was held spellbound by what I was hearing.  


During a family vacation I was at a resort that happened to hold a huge ampi-theater on its grounds.  One afternoon I heard these strange sounds coming from the venue and I quickly recognized it as this “moog” thing that I had been taught about in class.   I literally hopped on my bicycle and then found myself staring through a chain link fence at a stage, curious to who was playing this wonderful music.  A rather scruffy looking fellow came up to the fence and said ELP was having a sound check and would I like to go in and watch.  I replied, EL who?  

I quietly sat down in a chair in front of the stage.  There was a young man playing the drums and making adjustments to them.  Another man with a guitar was off to the side of the stage talking and smoking cigarettes and yet another longhaired thin fellow was over at an organ that had a huge thing behind it that looked like an old telephone switchboard.  He would play some notes and twiddle some buttons, and play some more music.  He started making these really strange noises on this moog machine and I started to smile.  The keyboard player looked over at me and said,” how does it sound?”  I shyly said it sounded great, although I didn’t have a clue to what it should have sounded like.  He then started to play some passages from classical strains that were still new to me at this time.  I was fascinated by how well that he played and all the other “goings on” backstage.  Interviewers and photographers, people who brought in equipment and people working on the stage.  I had never seen anything like a show being put together like that before.  It was an electrical atmosphere and I was truly amazed.

A fellow came up to me and asked if I was going to the show.  I said no, so he gave me 2 tickets which read, Emerson Lake and Palmer.  I recognized the name and was rather looking forward to it.  Quickly I raced home and showed my family, who replied that I could not go because I was too young and there would be a bunch of hippies and dope smokers there.  ( This was during the “Trilogy” tour. I finally did see them again during the next tour and consequently every tour after that for the next 30 years. 

Keith Emerson’s music has always been full of so much history, power, emotion and skill.  From his days with the Nice, to his recent tour with the Keith Emerson Band, the man is a legend and his music has made me spirit soar from the early 70’s to this present day. He has always been as kind as he is talented and it is with such great respect that I bring you this glimpse of the man behind the music,  Mr. Keith Emerson….

NEWEARS:  I just wanted to brief you a bit Keith on this interview.  I don’t do the “norm” questions.  Nor will I ask you much about ELP.  I find that I am interested in the personality behind the music.  I believe that if you know a bit about the performer, than you can understand a bit more about the performance.

KE:  Yeah, ok shoot….

NEWEARS:  Because of this I would like to start by asking you, how much of your personality comes through your music?  Are there any pieces of yours that just shout “this is Keith Emerson”?

KE:  It’s something that I haven’t really stopped to analyze.  I have realized over the years that when I am happy, I write a sad piece of music, and when I am sad, then I write a happy piece of music, and if I’m miserable, then I write a miserable piece of music…laughs

NEWEARS:  Well that’s a bit different!  I remember for example your concerto (a personal favorite),  The first part was so majestic and upbeat and then I heard that during your writing for the second part, you had a slight “fire problem” with your house.  That supposedly changed the whole dynamics of the music.

KE:  Yes, yes…well number one, I don’t think I have one to dwell musically on horrible or depressing sort of ideas.  I sort of border on melancholy sometimes with the piano ballads.  I always like to leave a sense of optimism.

NEWEARS:  Well your music makes me feel better when I listen to it.

KE:  I do think that when you talk about “The Piano Concerto”, I think there is a sense of optimism in the end.  The chords actually build and build and build. It’s a rebuilding of the Tudor place that burnt down.  I did actually get back into living in it but I got divorced and it was sold.

NEWEARS:  I can relate to that…

KE:   Mark Bonilla, is aware that there is an area for a lot of fun elements in my improvisations.

NEWEARS:  On a different subject…I know that growing up you had a very supportive family of your music.  Your mom has been at a lot of your shows and has even popped up during the Montreaux dvd.  First off, how is mum?

KE:  She’s fine.  She is 84 and doing very well.  She has a partner and he is about 10 years younger than her!

NEWEARS:  laughs…Good for her!  You tell her I said “you go girl!” laughs…    Basically I want to know what personal favorites does she have of yours?  Does she ever tell you not to play or suggest to play certain things?

KE: Close to Home the piano piece, she likes that one…

NEWEARS:  Great!  Does she like the older pieces like the Meade Lux Lewis or others,

KE:  Oh yeah…she’ll go for the boogie-woogie.

NEWEARS:  You actually met my mother a few years ago and you were very kind to her.  She gave you an old Oscar Peterson record from her college days. Carnegie Hall I think.

KE:  I still got that!  Wasn’t it a smaller record like a 78 or something?

NEWEARS:  Yes that was it.   Thank you again for your kindness to her. 

Well I am getting off track, back to business…

Do you compose by hand at the piano or have you succumbed to the new technology and use a computer program?

KE:  Oh no…I can’t get into that computer programming.  I write in the traditional way on manuscript at the piano.

NEWEARS:  That’s great.  I think it’s a dying art.  I hear that you have taken up golf lately?

KE:  Oh, where did you hear that?

NEWEARS:  I saw on line that you played at a charity golf match with the LA Police or something a few years ago?

KE:  That was last year.  This guitar player that I know in California said come on down, but I actually hate golf!   Laughs   The day before the tournament we were at this driving range.  So I drove a few balls and the next morning I woke up and…

NEWEARS:  Hurt?

KE:  Yeah, hurt.  My hands were killing me.  I had some gigs to do.  I was lined up to some shows in Italy or somewhere and so I said to him on the day of the tournament, “listen, I am not going! No way!”  So he says, “just go, just drive one, you know?”  So I said, “ok”.  

I got the driver and I hit what I thought was the ball but instead the club hit the ground and it shuddered all the way up the shaft and I felt something click in my hand.

NEWEARS:  That doesn’t sound too good…

KE:  Not good at all.

NEWEARS:  That was going to be my next question.  With the surgeries that you have had on your arm, how would golf affect that?

NEWEARS NOTES:  In the 1990’s through constant use, Keith had nerve damage in his arm and was literally told at one point, that he may never play the same again.  He has since made an astounding recovery has continued his successful career.

KE:  I certainly wouldn’t do that again.  Because I have to work and get around with that tiny bone that must have cracked or whatever.

NEWEARS:  I also hear a story that you are involved with some other musicians with a charity music therapy program?

KE:  Oh yeah, Nordoff-Robbins! 

NEWEARS NOTES: Nordoff-Robbins Music Therapy UK –http://www.nordoffrobbins.org.uk 

NEWEARS:  Can you tell me a little bit about that?

KE: Well yeah…it’s a charity that helps children with special needs. Blind, hearing disabled. It helps children that are deaf to learn how to talk through the vibrations of instruments and quite a lot of us are involved in it.  Carl Palmer is more active than I am.

NEWEARS:  He mentioned that during the last interview I had with him.  I think that I sent you that one.  He was talking at length about it.  Is that the same program he is so involved in?

KE:  Yeah, and I actually met Johnny Rotten of the Sex Pistols!  Laughs

NEWEARS:  Yes, I saw that on your website.  How was he?  

KE:  We got on great!  I couldn’t believe it after the way he had been on tv and the like..

NEWEARS: He didn’t spit on you or anything?  Laughs

KE:  No, but I pretended to vomit..laughs  He’s actually quite fun.  He knew more about what I was doing than I did!

NEWEARS:  I wouldn’t have expected him to be a typical ELP fan.

KE:  Oh…the first thing he asked me was “are you still stickin knives in the organ”?  I said, “well errr, yeah:.  He said “I thought that was fu*&ing great!”  laughs

NEWEARS:  Well see how you inspire people?  More laughs..

NEWEARS:  Next question-  This is the old desert island question.  You can only have 1 cd, 1 book and 1 food with you.  What would they be?

KE: hmmm, probably Bach’s Saint Matthews Passion for the cd.  Food? As long as I have an apple tree I am fine.  One book…..boy…I don’t know.  I’ve never tried it but I think probably Shakespeare.  That’s good, yeah….Shakespeare.  I read all the time.  I like to read autobiographies and things.  I think on a desert island it would have to be something which I never read before and try to get into.  Yeah, I think Shakespeare.

NEWEARS:  If you were given the gift of being able to play any instrument in the world expertly.  What instrument would that be and why?

KE:  Alto sax.  

NEWEARS: Ok, interesting choice, why?

KE: Well yeah, I love all the greats like Charlie Parker, Sonny Stitt, Cannonball Adderley; well the list goes on, doesn’t it really…

NEWEARS:  Ok, well I know that you have just released “Off the Shelf” and “At the Movies”, and I guess that a re-release of Honky is coming out.  Rumor has it that there may be some new original music in the near future.  Is that true?

KE:  Yeah, well we do have a lot of ideas but whether or not we will have time to put it in the show, I don’t know.  We’ve been very sort of like pushed to just having 2 days rehearsals to play in Poughkeepsie.

NEWEARS:  No, that’s not much for this tour.

KE:  No it’s not, but we do have some new music. Yeah, and of course the old favorites that people like have been changed a little bit, you know…

NEWEARS:  Well I heard for the better though!

KE: I hope it’s for the better.  Laughs

NEWEARS:  Allright, a few more questions.  What is the last concert that you went to?

KE:  It was probably to see Mark Bonilla play at the Whiskey on Sunset. 

NEWEARS:  How is he doing?  He must be really psyched for this tour.

KE: Yeah, he was playing with the California Transit Authority and they were playing a lot of Chicago material.  You know Chicago… but without the horn section.  All covered by guitars.

They were just incredible.

NEWEARS:  Next question…when in the US what do you miss about the UK and when you are in the UK, what do you miss about the US?

KE:  I think British television.

NEWEARS:  Favorite show?

KE:  I don’t really have a favorite show, they have good documentaries in England and they stay on it.  You don’t get distracted by so many adverts.  I don’t think the situation comedies are as good as what America does.  You know….I think they are much better on situation comedies here, but I think England is very good at the drama.  You know there are some really good plays and dramas written for television.  They are fabulous. In England?  Hmmm… ok, but when I am in England I love that fact that in Santa Monica where I live, I just go out and go to a great sushi bar and supermarkets and the restaurants are much better.  Way above England. 

NEWEARS:  and the sun shines in California most of the time.

KE: and of course the taxes are so expensive over there…

NEWEARS:  Well it is getting bad over here too.

KE:  Yeah, but I don’t mind if they charge more if you get a better standard of living.

NEWEARS:  But you can’t get a decent pint in America!

KE:  That doesn’t bother me. I don’t actually drink much beer.

NEWEARS:  Well we are down to my last question that I give people.  Fill in this statement-

Keith Emerson is blank…,  what would you put in the blank?

KE:  laughs

NEWEARS:  Be kind!  More laughs…

KE:  It’s quite good as it is really.  Keith Emerson is blank!  laughs  

Uummmmm….

NEWEARS:  I told you I had some tough ones.  There is no pass or fail system here.  Laughs

KE:  OK, Keith Emerson may appear laid back and relaxed but inside it is complete turmoil! More laughter…

NEWEARS:  Oh good, because that will come out in your music!

NEWEARS:  Ok, well I’ve finished.  Thank you so much for taking the time to speak with us.  We are really looking forward to you at Moogfest, Nearfest and of course your show up here in Boston!   We will be seeing you soon!

KE:  Yeah, well lovely Carla.  I’ll see you soon then. Bye…

NEWEARS NOTES:  Keith was a pleasure to talk to.  I realize that I could have asked all sorts of musical questions and he could have waxed poetic on many of those subjects, but I will leave those questions to be adequately covered by other interviewers.  He was charming, funny, intelligent and a heck of a nice guy.  That’s the man behind the moog wall.  I thank him very much for taking time out of his busy schedule to speak with us a NewEARS.

DON’T FORGET, THE SHOW IS ON THE 26TH AT THE REGENT THEATER, ARLINGTON at

8 PM!  

YOU WILL HAVE A WONDERFUL TIME!  SEE U THERE!  Carla (
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