
Jeff Wiener – Guitarist, Vocalist and Pianist 

 

The first people to have any musical influence on me were my parents. My 

father played the violin, and my maternal grandmother was a pianist. We had 

a piano teacher across the road from where we lived, so my parents sent me 

for piano lessons at the tender age of 6. After 2 years, my parents sent me to 

a better and more qualified piano teacher, and I went through all of the AMEB 

exams. By the age of 14, I had already completed my 6th grade piano exam.  

  

However, something happened to me at this time.... I became a teenager. 

This was during the period of the late 60s / early 70s. It was a great era for 

the development of rock music and progressive jazz. The 2 musical genres 

became intertwined at this time, and it was very exciting for an 

impressionable teenager like me. For the first time, I became keenly aware of 

the sounds that could be made by an electric guitar. There were some fantastic 

players around at the time, such as Jimi Hendrix, Eric Clapton and Jeff Beck. The 

sounds that these musicians could produce from an electric guitar made playing the piano seem boring by 

comparison. 

  

My parents (father in particular) were not at all happy with this development, but they were smart enough 

to realise that it was what I really wanted to do. So I got myself a cheap nylon string guitar and went to a 

teacher who unfortunately wasn't very good. He did teach me the basics, but I learned more from listening 

to records and watching other guitarists. The years that had been spent studying the piano proved to be 

advantageous and so I was able to pick things up fairly quickly. As time went on, I became more interested 

in other styles of guitar music, such as classical, jazz, folk and country.  

  

By the age of 17, I found an excellent classical guitar teacher named Jochen Schubert (who is still teaching 

in Melbourne). For several years, I was studying and practising classical guitar seriously, and was able to 

reach an advanced level of performance. At the same time, I was also absorbing lots of jazz, blues, rock, 

country and folk music. Some of my favourite guitarists of the time (who I still enjoy listening to today) 

include Joe Pass, Wes Montgomery, Chet Atkins and Steve Howe.  

  

Sadly, my father passed away shortly after my 21st birthday. Dad was very disappointed at my decision to 

stop learning the piano, however he decided that the guitar was not such a bad instrument after hearing me 

play classical music. He was always on at me to take up the piano again, so I decided to respect his wishes 

and go back to learning all over again after his passing. This was not such a bad idea, and I quite enjoyed it. 

After a few years, I was able to reach an advanced level on piano and was very fluent on both instruments 

by my late 20's. During this time, I was able to play in a few different bands as a guitarist around the local 

venues. I also became a member of the Victorian Amateur Chamber Music Society, and attended their 

meetings (or 'play ins'). These 'play ins' included playing the piano in various combinations of instruments 

(usually strings) and we would perform classical trios, quartets and quintets by different composers. 

  

Unfortunately during my early 30's, I developed a rare nervous disorder known as 'Focal Dystonia'. This is a 

neurological condition which is incurable. The symptoms include involuntary spasmodic cramping of the 

muscles in various parts of the body. It affects people who rely on fine motor skills (musicians, writers, 

surgeons, etc.).  Focal dystonia is generally "task specific," meaning that it is only problematic during 

certain activities. This means that my hands can function normally under any other circumstances, but the 

fingers cramp up into severe spasms when playing a musical instrument. Of course, I was absolutely 

devastated after finding out about this debilitating condition. The Neurologists told me that I could not play 

music any more for the rest of my life. However, doctors are not Gods. I felt that they did not have the right 

to dictate what I should or shouldn't do.  

 

This condition initially effected only my right hand, so I decided to take up the cello at the age of 33. 

Holding the bow on a string instrument does not involve as much digital dexterity as required when playing 

the piano or fingerstyle guitar. This was my reason for taking up the cello. I learned from a gentleman 

named Henri Touzeau, who had an international reputation as a performer, teacher and conductor. He knew 

and worked with some the most illustrious cellists of his time, and was even awarded an MBE by the Queen 

for services to music. Over the next few years, I developed a certain amount of ability on the cello and 

became proficient enough to perform with the Malvern Symphony Orchestra. I also continued with the 

Victorian Amateur Chamber Music Society, and was able to put my newly acquired skills as a cellist to good 

use. Playing with string quartets is something that I particularly enjoyed. 

  

However, the Focal Dystonia spread to my left hand by the time I reached my late 30's. So I had to give up 

on the cello. Since than, I have been performing with various bands as a guitarist. These bands include 'THE 

QUARRELMEN'  a tribute act that specialises in the performance of late period Beatle music. Another band 



was 'POULTRY IN MOTION', a 3 piece instrumental band that performed within an eclectic range of musical 

styles. Focal Dystonia does affect playing ability, but I have been able to modify my technique to a degree 

which is acceptable at a performing level. I refuse to accept the doctors opinions about never playing music 

again. The human spirit dictates that we should overcome all obstacles and handicaps. This is all part of our 

personal growth.  

 

There are 3 examples of well known guitarists who managed to overcome physical handicaps and developed 

outstanding careers as innovative musicians. The first example is the great French Gypsy Jazz Guitarist: 

Django Rheinhardt.  His left hand was severely burned in an accidental fire and the 2 middle fingers were 

permanently fused together as a result. Despite this crippling disability, Django went on to develop a 

legendary technique that is still the envy of many guitarists today.  

 

The second example is Les Paul. Not only a brilliant guitarist, but also a pioneer in the science of recording. 

His innovative experiments in the field of overdubbing are still used in recording studios to this day. Les was 

also an electronics wiz, and contributed much to the development and design of the electric guitar during 

the 40's and 50's. The 'Les Paul Gibson' is one of the most popular guitars on the market. It has been used 

by literally thousands of guitarists over the last 60 years. Unfortunately, Les was involved in a serious car 

accident, which caused severe damage to his left hand. He lost the use of his 2 middle fingers, and could 

only play with index and pinky. Yet he still continued to perform right into his old age. Les passed away in 

2009, at the ripe old age of 94.   

 

Example number 3 is Tony Iommi. A guitarist with the seminal English heavy rock group known as 'Black 

Sabbath'. Before Tony became a full time professional musician, he worked in a factory located in the 

Northern English city of Birmingham. One fateful day, he got his hand caught in a cutting machine and this 

caused all 4 of his fingertips to be severed. A doctor was able to sew some artificial plastic fingertips, but 

Tony lost the sensation of feel when his fingers hit the guitar strings. Inspired by the courage and 

determination of Django Reinhardt, Tony Iommi took Black Sabbath to the dizzying heights of rock 

superstardom. The band is still going strong today, and Tony will never have to work in a factory again. 

 

The 3 examples mentioned above provide us with plenty of evidence that we can overcome our handicaps. 

These inspiring situations can be used to our advantage in helping to weather the storm.           

 

As mentioned at the last meeting, I am interested in finding a good female jazz singer with the prospect of 

forming a duo. I would be interested in performing music in the style of Tuck & Patti, Eva Cassidy as well as 

Joe Pass & Ella Fitzgerald.  

  

I first found out about the Showbiz Club from Pippa Wilson. I met Pippa at Anita Harris's 40th birthday party 

back in 2007. She recommended that I come down to a meeting. Shortly afterward, I became a member at 

the recommendation of Anita Harris. Anita and I got up and performed together at the October 07 meeting, 

and we were very warmly received. My search for a suitable female singer continues. 
 
 
 


