
 T
he epiphany  came early. 
Until middle school, Malcolm 
Campbell ’10 had been, well, 
another highly accomplished 
young pianist—he began 

learning the instrument at six and re-
ceived solid classical training. But as a 
tween, Campbell happened upon three 
jazz piano recordings that changed his 
life: Oscar Peterson’s Night Train, Portrait in 

Jazz by Bill Evans, and Duke Ellington’s 
Piano Reflections. “Those three albums are 
the reason I’m playing jazz today,” Camp-
bell says.

In fact, he’s playing a lot of jazz today, 
and playing it rather well. The Malcolm 
Campbell Quartet performs frequently in 
the Boston area and recently recorded its 
first CD, including four original composi-
tions by Campbell. He has played with a 

New England Conser-
vatory (NEC) combo 
that jammed with sax-
ophonist Lee Konitz at 
Boston’s Jordan Hall, 
and last year he played 
for Herbie Hancock 
when the jazz great 
came to Harvard.

Campbell practices 
three hours a day—and 
those hours fall inside 
the curriculum. He is 
part of the third class 
to enroll in a five-year, 

joint Harvard-NEC program: next year, he 
expects to earn his A.B. in chemistry and 
physics from Harvard and the year after, a 
master’s in music degree from NEC. 

Those who play with him, like saxo-
phonist Marcus G. Miller ’08, relish his 
keyboard stylings; Miller likes to describe 
Campbell as “the baddest man in Amer-
ica.” Jazz singer Dana Lauren, a Berklee 
College of Music student, sang with the 
young pianist last summer at the Aspen 
Jazz Festival. “From the 
first time we rehearsed to-
gether I was in awe,” she 
says. “I had been playing 
with guitarists because I 
couldn’t find a pianist I felt 
a connection with—some-
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 Improvisational Prodigy
 Jazz pianist Malcolm Campbell draws on classical training—
and has an ambitious five-year plan.

by CRAIG LAMBERT

Visit harvardmag.
com/extras to 
hear cuts from 
Campbell’s CD.

Malcolm Campbell 
at the keyboard in 
Harvard’s Paine Hall
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one who had the chops and emotional 
connection to the music. Malcolm never 
ceased to amaze me. Each time was a com-
pletely diff erent experience and he never 
turned his ear away from what I was sing-
ing, which made some really powerful 
music.” Campbell agrees, noting that in 
jazz, “Your energy level is influenced by 
the person [soloist] who came before 
you.”

He draws on a classical-music anal-
ogy to explain that “a jazz trio, quartet, 
or quintet is like a small chamber group, 
and I’m enjoying the kind of interaction 
you get.” Even so, “I’ve never heard a clas-
sical pianist who sounded good in jazz,” 
he says. “With jazz, the rhythm is so im-
portant—getting it into your soul. It’s 
an insult to a jazz musician to say, ‘Your 
rhythm sounds like a classical musician 
trying to play jazz.’”

Indeed, rhythm powerfully drives 
Campbell’s approach. For him, nirvana is 
“playing with a really ridiculous bass and 
drummer who have the most solid swing-
ing rhythm. The ecstasy you can get from 
a combo like that—they just light a fire in 
the room.”

Campbell continues to play classical 
works, partly because “Classical training 
addresses things that jazz training doesn’t 
address, like attention to tone quality and 
the subtlety of phrasing. You can pay at-
tention to these things more easily when 
the notes are all written out. With jazz, 
there’s so much else to deal with—impro-
vising is mostly about knowing what to 
play, rather than how you play it. But the 
best jazz musicians know what to play 
and how to play it.”

In his own jazz compositions, Camp-
bell works at the most fundamental level 
of what to play. For example, the silky 
surface texture of “Snow” moves over 
shifting rhythmic cadences that segue 
from an unusual 7/4 meter into and out of 
other rhythms, all nuanced by Campbell’s 
characteristic syncopated accents. In the 
piece, “There are three sections that peo-
ple solo over,” he explains. “Each has its 
own space and harmony.”

The Harvard-NEC program was the 
deciding factor in convincing Campbell 
to attend Harvard. “I needed to find a 
way of doing music seriously,” he says. “It 
keeps me in the Boston music scene, and 
I wouldn’t have met a lot of the people I 
play with otherwise. Plus, the teachers 
are at such a high level.” (Campbell has 
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  N
ot long ago I flew to London 

to talk with top executives of 

one of the world’s largest global 

food companies. They were taking a 

beating from the British press about the 

industry’s role in the obesity epidemic. 

Some members 

of Parl iament 

were exploring 

their regulatory 

opt ions , such 

as revising food 

labeling require-

ments. The com-

pany in vited me, 

along with Euro-

pean colleagues 

who had govern-

ment experience 

with food regu-

lation, to help 

them think about 

their responsi-

bilities.

…I opened my 

set of Power-

Point slides to 

the one that showed a circle with the 

names of deadly diseases listed around 

its perimeter. At the center of the cir-

cle I’d written “obesity.” After outlining 

obesity’s role in stroke, hypertension, 

high cholesterol, and diabetes, I provided 

some numbers documenting the tre-

mendous rise in the incidence of obesity 

and explained the flaws in the com-

monly held notion that our weight is set 

at a predetermined point.

…When I said that people tend to eat 

excessively if food is readily accessible, I 

could see the executives’ facial expres-

sions begin to change. They understood 

that I was going to the heart of their 

business model. I described the stimulat-

ing qualities of sugar, fat, and salt, espe-

cially in combination, and told them that 

the brain is wired to focus on the most 

salient stimuli. “The more potent and 

multisensory you make your products, 

the greater the reward and the greater 

the consumption,” I said bluntly.

By way of analogy, I described the 

way  n i cot ine 

gains the power 

to provoke de-

sire.…The sight 

of the packag-

ing, the crinkling 

sound of the 

wrapper, the tac-

tile sensation as 

you light a ciga-

rette and hold 

it between your 

fingers, and the 

sensory char-

acter ist ics  of 

the first puff all 

bolster the re-

inforcement.…

Shifting back 

to food, I told 

my audience that 

industry tactics and social norms bol-

ster the reinforcing properties of sugar, 

fat, and salt in much the same way—

through their appeal to the senses, the 

power of advertising, ready availability, 

and cultural patterns that allow us to 

eat all the time.

Put it all together, I said, and “You 

end up with a highly reinforcing product 

that provokes conditioned and driven 

behavior.”

For a moment there was complete 

silence in the room. Then one executive 

spoke up. “Everything that has made us 

successful as a company is the problem,” 

he said.

And then, to their credit, they began 

to rethink their strategies about labeling 

and portion size.

As commissioner of 

the U.S. Food and Drug 

Administration, David A. 

Kessler, M.D. ’77, sought 

to regulate tobacco. 

His new passion is the 

interaction of appetite 

and food marketing in 

the current obesity epidemic. This excerpt comes from his recent book, The End of 

Overeating: Taking Control of the Insatiable American Appetite (Rodale, $25.95).
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 T
here was a time when Bill 
Scheft ’79 wrote fiction from 10 
a.m. until noon in a window-
less, five-by-five closet inside his 

spacious midtown Manhattan apartment. 
Then he’d walk a few blocks to the of-
fi ces of the Late Show with David Letterman, 
where, since 1991, he has been a comedy 
writer, specializing in monologue jokes 
and Top Ten lists. One day his wife, Adri-
anne Tolsch, warned Scheft to wait longer 
before emerging onto the street: “You’re 
going to get hit by a cab,” she said. Scheft 
admits that writing fiction makes him “a 
little lightheaded. You sit down and try to 
get yourself into this state of mind—you 
are maneuvering in this world. You’ve 
got to sit there in the silence and let the 
answers come into the silence. You’ve got 
to stare into the abyss. It’s the antithesis 
of joke writing.”

  Not that Scheft’s novels—the last three 
have been published—aren’t funny. After 
all,   he was a standup comedian for 13 
years,   touring the United States,   Canada, 
  and Australia (“I was a 
good act,   not a great act—
Jews,   sports,   and weather”). 
His newest fictional eff ort, 
  Everything Hurts,   explores the 
world of mind-body medicine 
with Phil Camp,   a protagonist 
so hobbled by lower-limb pain 
that he becomes a virtual ago-
raphobe and writes his wildly 
successful,   nationally syndi-
cated advice column flat on his 
back on a pad in his New York 

apartment. “To walk and sit and run and 
bend like any other neurotic forty-six-
year-old had become his full-time job,  ” 
Scheft writes. “Phil’s part-time job was 
urinating. Fifteen times a day.”

Phil does leave his apartment and be-
comes a patient of a mind-body doctor 

whose hit book on pain 
is called The Power of Ow! 
The protagonist’s or-
deal parallels certain 
experiences of the au-
thor. “I dragged a foot, 
limping, in constant 
pain, for four years,” 
Scheft relates. “I 

was told there was nothing wrong with 
me, it was psychogenic. I wrote this book 
to ‘art’ myself out of the pain. The guy 
in the book got better before I did. Ten 
days after I sold the book, I went to see 
another doctor, who took one look at my 
most recent x-rays and said, ‘You need a 
hip replacement.’ And that was it. But I 
do believe in psychosomatic theories; the 
pain is real, but the root of the pain is in 
the brain. I’m a big fan of the examined 
life—I’m in my third decade of psycho-
therapy.”

The Letterman job gives Scheft a “base, 
a place to go” that enables him to write 
his novels, a craft he began in 1995. The 
two forms of creativity are radically dif-
ferent. “Writing monologues, that’s a 
volume business. You’re making mounds 
and mounds of coleslaw and trying to get 
one nice helping,” Scheft explains. “And 
you are using more of your quick-twitch 

M O N T A G E

 Letters & Letterman
 Bill Scheft writes comic monologues and fictional dialogue.

P h o t o g r a p h  b y  J o h n  F i l o / C B S

two jazz piano teachers at NEC, Panama-
nian Danilo Perez and Finn Frank Carl-
berg.) The musical life hasn’t hurt his 
work in chemistry and physics, either: 
Phi Beta Kappa elected Campbell to its 
Junior Eight this spring. He’s been doing 
research in the lab of assistant professor 
of chemistry and chemical biology and of 
physics Adam Cohen, using physical tools 
to probe biological systems.

When Campbell goes home to Lexing-
ton, Massachusetts, there’s another Har-

vard faculty member present: his father 
is Olshan professor of economics John 
Y. Campbell, who also sings and plays 
clarinet. Campbell’s mother, Susanna, is a 
psychiatric nurse who plays piano, flute, 
and harp. (Her father, Malcolm Peyton, 
for whom Campbell is named, is a classi-
cal composer on the NEC faculty.) Older 
brother Graham, who has Down syn-
drome, is a serious pianist and a student 
at Berkshire Hills Music Academy. (In 
late April, the two brothers played in a 

concert at Harvard as part of a Down syn-
drome awareness event.) Younger sister 
Naomi, 18, has played piano, clarinet, and 
bassoon, while 11-year-old Sophia sings 
and plays piano. The family jams together 
whenever possible.

Campbell hopes to have a performing 
career in jazz, maybe along with some 
teaching at a conservatory, “somewhere 
with an active music scene,” he says. “I’d 
just like to have a life where I’m doing 
music every day and feeling fulfilled.”

Scheft (left) shares a 
laugh with his boss.
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