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Tony BenneTT 
(b. 1926)

This month’s essay explores the life and work of one the most popular Italian-American  
entertainers of the post-World War II era, whose career has been a highlight in pop culture 
for decades. He is one of a very few entertainers who has become identified with a city (in this 
case, San Francisco) through his recording and performances of a song about that city. His rise  
reflects the struggles and successes of Italian-American entertainers as they sought to make 
their mark on the culture of the latter-half of the 20th century. He has received numerous awards 
and honors, among them a Lifetime Achievement Award from ASCAP (2002), a Kennedy Cen-
ter Honoree Award (2005), an NEA Jazz Master Award (2006), a Citizen of the World Award 
from the United Nations, and a Billboard Magazine Century Award in honor of his outstanding 
contributions to music. In November 2017 the Library of Congress awarded him The Gershwin 
Prize, marking the first time the honor had been given to an “interpretive singer”—prior to this, 
it had only been given to composers. 

  

Antonio Domenico Benedetto (Tony Bennett) was born on 
August 3, 1926 in the Astoria neighborhood of New York 
City’s Queens Borough. His father, John Benedetto, was 
a grocer who had emigrated in 1906 from Podàrgoni, a  
rural eastern district of the southern Italian city of Reg-
gio Calabria. His mother, Anna Suraci Benedetto, was a 
seamstress who had been born in the United States shortly 
after her parents had also emigrated from the Calabria  
region in 1899. There were also numerous other relatives 

who emigrated from Calabria as part of the mass migration of Italians to America in the late 
19th and early 20th centuries.

The Benedettos had three children—Mary, John Jr. and Tony. The children grew up in  
poverty since their father became sickly and was unable to work for long periods of time. Even 
while John, Sr. was suffering, he instilled in his children a love of art and literature, and a 
sense of human compassion for people who were suffering. When Tony was ten years old, his 
father died and left Anna and the children to struggle for their existence. (Growing up in the 
Great Depression and with distaste for the effects of the Hoover administration’s policies, Tony 
became a lifelong Democrat). 
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Bennett grew up listening to Al  
Jolson, Eddie Cantor, Judy Garland, 
and Bing Crosby as well as jazz art-
ists such as Louis Armstrong, Jack 
Teagarden and Joe Venuti. His Uncle 
Dick was a tap dancer in vaudeville, 
giving him an early window into show 
business, and his Uncle Frank was the 
Queens Borough library commissioner,  
giving him a love of books. By age ten he was 
already singing; on July 11, 1936, he per-
formed at the opening of the Triborough 
Bridge (right), standing next to Mayor  
Fiorello La Guardia. To help support 
his family, he began singing for mon-
ey at age 13, performing as a singing waiter in several Italian restaurants around his native 
Queens. Drawing was another early passion of his; he became known as the class caricaturist 
at P.S. 141, and he looked forward to a career in commercial art. 

He attended the New York High School of Industrial Arts in Manhattan, where he studied 
music and painting. (He would later say how much he appreciated the school’s emphasis on 
proper technique in both these academic fields). However, he was forced to drop out at age 16 
in order to support his family. He worked as a copy boy and runner for the Associated Press 
in Manhattan, and in several other low-skilled, low-paying jobs. He also continued his job as 
a singing waiter in Italian restaurants in New York, a job which he enjoyed so much that he 
soon changed his career ambitions and set his sights on a professional singing career. To this 
end, he competed in and won amateur-night singing contests in Brooklyn, Queens, and the 
Bronx, and had a successful engagement at the Piccadilly Club in Paramus, New Jersey where 
he performed under the name “Joe Bari.” He took this stage name because his own name was 
too long for billboards and sounded too ethnic. He felt “Joe” was an American-sounding name, 
and “Bari” was a partial anagram of the town and province in Italy (Calabria) from which his 
family had come. 

When he was 18 years old (in 1944), he was drafted into the United States Army and served on 
the front lines in the European Theater until April 1945, including replacing troops who had 
died in the Battle of the Bulge. (Near the end of the war, he was involved in the liberation of a 
Nazi concentration camp near Landsberg, where American POWs were being held). Following 
the war, he stayed in Germany as part of the occupying force, and was assigned to the 314th 
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Army Special Services Band unit that entertained nearby American forces, singing once again 
under his “Joe Bari” stage name. During this time, he performed with many musicians who 
would later have post-war musical careers.

While he was serving in Germany, he was caught dining with an African-American friend 
from his high school days, which broke the Army’s racial segregation rules. This led to his 
demotion and reassignment to Graves Registration Service duties until he was honorably  
discharged in 1946.

Following his discharge, he returned to the United States and avidly pursued his passion for 
singing and performing. He studied at the American Theatre Wing in New York City on 
the GI Bill, where he was taught the bel canto singing method that would preserve his voice 
throughout his entire career. Wherever he was given the opportunity, he would perform,  
including a return to his pre-war stints as a singing waiter. One of his teachers at the Ameri-

can Theatre Wing encouraged him to develop 
an unusual approach to his singing that involved  
imitating, as he sang, the style and phrasing of 
other musicians—such as that of Stan Getz’s 
saxophone and Art Tatum’s piano. This helped 
him to improvise as he interpreted a song. Also, 
in 1949, he made several recordings as “Joe Bari” 
for a small record company, Liberty Records, but 
these records failed to sell. 

It was in 1949, that he received his “big break,” 
Pearl Bailey (left) recognized his talent and asked 
him to open for her in Greenwich Village. She 
had also invited Bob Hope to the show. As Ben-
nett related the story: “Bob Hope came down to 
check out my act. He liked my singing so much 

that after the show he came back to see me in my dressing room and said, ‘Come on kid, you’re 
going to come to the Paramount and sing with me.’ But first he told me he didn’t care for my 
stage name (Joe Bari) and asked me what my real name was. I told him, ‘My name is Anthony 
Dominick Benedetto,’ and he said, ‘We’ll call you Tony Bennett.’ And that’s how it happened. 
A new Americanized name—the start of a wonderful career and a glorious adventure.”

During the Paramount engagement, Bennett’s rendition of “Boulevard of Broken Dreams”  
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went over especially well with audiences, so 
much so, that in 1950 he cut a demo of the song 
which so impressed Mitch Miller, at the time a 
Columbia executive, that he signed Bennett to 
a contract with the major Columbia Records 
label. Miller warned him not to imitate Frank 
Sinatra (who was just then leaving Columbia) 
in his style, advice that Bennett successfully 
followed in developing his own unique style. 

Bennett began his career as a crooner of com-
mercial pop tunes. His first big hit was “Be-
cause of You,” a ballad produced by Miller 
with a lush orchestral arrangement from Percy 

Faith. It started out gaining popularity on jukeboxes, then reached number one on the pop 
charts in 1951 and stayed there for ten weeks, selling over a million copies. This was followed 
to the top of the charts later that year by a similarly-styled rendition of Hank Williams’ “Cold, 
Cold Heart” that helped introduce Williams and country music in general to a wider, more 
national audience. These were followed by chart-topping hits “Stranger in Paradise” (which 
was also a number-one hit in the United Kingdom a year and a half later, and started Bennett’s 
career as an international artist), “Just in Time,” and “Rags to Riches,” which became one of 
Bennett’s signature tunes.

The Miller/Faith tandem continued to work with Bennett on all of his early hits. His record-
ing of “Blue Velvet” was also very popular and attracted screaming teenaged fans at concerts 
he performed at the Paramount Theater in New York (where Bennett did seven shows a day, 
starting at 10:30 a.m.) and elsewhere.

Throughout the 1950s, Bennett released several highly regarded albums that paired him 
with jazz stars, such as Count Basie, Stan Getz, Zoot Sims, Art Blakey, and Bobby Hackett.  
Although he resisted being tagged a jazz singer, his work with jazz artists was always among 
his most critically acclaimed and most popular. 

Once the rock and roll era began in 1955, the dynamic of the music industry changed and 
it became harder and harder for existing pop singers to do well commercially. Nevertheless,  
Bennett continued to enjoy success, placing eight songs on the Billboard Top 40 during the 
latter part of the 1950s, with “In the Middle of an Island” reaching the highest at number 9  
in 1957. With this song, Bennett had his all-time worst disagreement with Mitch Miller,  
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Columbia’s pop music executive at the time, who absolutely wanted Bennett to record a ver-
sion of the song. As the story has been related:  Bennett did not want to go anywhere near the 
song. He had no response to Miller’s question, “Am I going to have you put out a bad record?”  
Having not entirely gotten over his fear of losing his contract with Columbia, Bennett subse-
quently sang a half-hearted version of the song (which was never recorded). After the perfor-
mance, Miller got disgusted and told Bennett to “just give [me] one take all the way through 
and we can all go home.” Bennett thought “To hell with it,”so he took off his jacket and tied it 
around his waist like a hula skirt, started to do a hula dance, and managed to survive the take. 
“That’s all I would do. To my great annoyance, it actually got into the Top Ten. But I’ve never 
received one request for that song in all the years I’ve been performing since. That was the last 
time I sang something I really couldn’t stand.”

Bennett broke into TV for a short period during August–Sep-
tember 1956. He hosted an NBC Saturday night television vari-
ety show, the Tony Bennett Show, as a summer replacement for 
the Perry Como Show (at left with Lena Horne in 1956). In 1959, 
he again returned to TV and filled in for Perry Como, this time 
alongside Teresa Brewer and Jaye P. Morgan as co-hosts of the 
summer-long Perry Presents. 

By the late 1950s, Bennett had become interested in creating 
jazz albums, and he teamed with some of the top talent in the 
business. He worked with the Count Basie Orchestra, becoming 

the first male pop vocalist to sing with Basie’s band. His 1958 album with Basie, Basie Swings, 
Bennett Sings, featured the tracks “Chicago” and “Jeepers Creepers,” which both became 
popular songs in their own right. This was followed by a return collaboration with Basie in 
1959, the album In Person!. Although both albums were well-regarded by jazz experts and 
were more substantive than his earlier recordings had been, they failed to match the popular 
successes of his earlier hits.

The year 1962 was an important one for Bennett’s career. In June he staged a highly promoted 
concert performance at Carnegie Hall, using a stellar line-up of musicians. The concert fea-
tured 44 songs, including favorites like “I’ve Got the World on a String” and “The Best Is Yet 
To Come.” It was a huge success and further cemented his reputation as a star both at home 
and abroad. On October 1st  Bennett appeared and performed on the initial broadcast of The 
Tonight Show starring Johnny Carson.
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i lefT My HearT in San franciSco

The biggest event, though, for Bennett that happened in 1962 was the release of his most  
famous hit that would become his signature song— “I Left My Heart in San Francisco.” The 
song was written in Brooklyn by George Cory (music) and Douglass Cross (lyrics) in late 1953. 
Although it was originally written for Claramae Turner, who often used it as an encore, she 
never recorded it. The song found its way to Tony Bennett through Ralph Sharon, Bennett’s 
longtime accompanist and a friend of the songwriters. Sharon brought the music along when 
he and Bennett were on tour and on their way to San Francisco’s Fairmont Hotel.

Bennett first sang the song in December 1961, in the  
“Venetian Room” at the Fairmont Hotel in San Fran-
cisco. (In the audience that night were San Francisco 
mayor George Christopher and future mayor Joseph 
Alioto). He first recorded the song at CBS Studios in 
New York City on January 23, 1962. CBS released 
it as the “B-side” of the record. The A-side that was 
expected to be a hit, “Once Upon A Time,” received 
hardly any attention. DJs began flipping the record 
over and playing “San Francisco.” It became a hit on 

the pop singles chart in 1962 and spent close to a year on various other charts, achieving 
gold record status. It also led to Bennett’s first Grammy awards: for Best Record of the Year 
and Best Solo Vocal Performance. Bennett has said of the song: “That song helped make me 
a world citizen. It allowed me to live, work and sing in any city on the globe. It changed my 
whole life.”  Its popularity also paved the way for more immediate success, with the subsequent  
releases “I Wanna Be Around,” and “The Good Life” going on to the Top 20 list.

Bennett’s success led to some artistic differences with Columbia Records. His interest in  
singing quality material made him want to try new songs and new styles of music, but  
Columbia for a while wanted him to repeat the style of his early hits. The relationship became 
further strained in the mid- to late-1960s with the popularity of the Beatles and the “British 
Invasion” which brought with them still more musical and cultural attention to rock and less 
to pop, standards, and jazz. Over the next several years, Bennett had minor hits with several 
albums and singles based on show tunes; his last top-40 single was the #34 “If I Ruled the 
World” in 1965, but his commercial popularity was clearly starting to decline.
 
An attempt to break into acting with a role in the poorly received 1966 film The Oscar met 
with middling reviews for Bennett; he did not enjoy the experience and did not seek further 
roles.
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Ultimately, Bennett left Columbia in 1972, and for a time 
had a contract with MGM Records that yielded no hits 
and, at the contract’s conclusion, he was left without a re-
cording job. He soon founded his own label, Improv. He 
cut some songs that would later become favorites, such as 
“What is This Thing Called Love?” and made two well-
regarded albums with jazz pianist Bill Evans, The Tony  
Bennett/Bill Evans Album (1975) and Together Again (1976).  

However, Improv lacked a distribution arrangement with a major label and by 1977, it was out  
of business and Bennett had stopped recording. 

By the late 1970s, Bennett could find only one regular nightclub gig, that in Las Vegas, but 
no recording deals or concert tours. His debts grew to the point of bankruptcy, and the IRS 
was trying to seize his house in Los Angeles. He also suffered from a drug addiction (cocaine), 
and after an overdose in 1979 that almost killed him, he called for help from his son Danny  
Bennett. Danny signed on as his father’s manager, and it turned out to be both a life-saving 
and career-saving move. 

Danny felt that younger audiences who were unfamiliar with his father would respond to 
his music if given a chance. No changes to Tony’s formal appearance, singing style, musical  
accompaniment (The Ralph Sharon Trio or an orchestra), or 
song choice (generally the Great American Songbook) were nec-
essary or desirable. He got his father clean of his cocaine habit,  
brought his expenses under control, and moved him back to New 
York. He began booking him in colleges and small theaters to get 
him away from a “Vegas” image. He also began booking his fa-
ther regularly on Late Night with David Letterman, a show with 
a younger, “hip” audience. This was subsequently followed by 
appearances on Late Night with Conan O’Brien, The Simpsons 
(right), Muppets Tonight, and various MTV programs.

After some effort, a successful plan to pay back the IRS debt was put into place. Bennett also 
reunited with Ralph Sharon, who had broken away from working with him in 1965, as his 
pianist and musical director. (They would remain a team until Sharon’s retirement in 2002.)   
By 1986, Bennett was re-signed to Columbia Records, this time with creative control, and  
released The Art of Excellence, his first studio album in nearly 10 years. This became his first 
album to reach the charts since 1972.
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Tony Bennett was back and with a flourish!!  His albums, nearly all of them Grammy Award 
winners or nominees, began to sell in the millions. Especially noteworthy were several albums 
he made in tribute to other artists, such as Irving Berlin (Bennett/Berlin, 1987), Frank Sinatra 
(Perfectly Frank, 1992), Fred Astaire (Steppin’ Out, 1993), Billie Holiday (On Holiday, 1996), 
and Duke Ellington (Hot & Cool: Bennett Sings Ellington, 1999).

He became a favorite with “Generation X” through his memorable appearance in 1993 on the 
MTV show Unplugged; the album of this performance, MTV Unplugged (1994), went platinum 
and earned the Grammy Award for Best Traditional Pop Vocal Performance and the Grammy 
Award for Best Album of the Year. It remained at the top of the jazz charts for 35 weeks.  
Although there was something of a “camp” factor in Bennett’s popularity with the younger 
generation, he also earned their respect by remaining true to himself and through his undeni-
able and accessible artistry. 

In 2006, he celebrated his 80th birthday with a star-studded 
gala at the Kodak Theater in Los Angeles that featured per-
formances by numerous celebrities, including Barbra Strei-
sand, Elton John, Sting, country songstresses the Dixie Chicks, 
Colombian pop star Juanes, and contemporary crooner Mi-
chael Bublé. The party came to a rousing conclusion with Ben-
nett entertaining his guests by singing two of his best known 
hits: “I Left My Heart in San Francisco” and “What A Good 
Life.” The album recorded at the event was entitled:  Duets: An  
American Classic (2006).

Some 60 years after he broke into the music business, Bennett scored his first #1 album with 
Duets II (2011), which featured “Body and Soul,” a collaboration with Amy Winehouse. At 
age 85 he was the oldest living artist to date to top the Billboard charts. “Body and Soul” won 
a Grammy for Best Pop Performance by a Duo or Group, and Duets II was awarded Best  
Traditional Pop Vocal Album. Cheek to Cheek (2014) was an album of jazz standards from the 
Great American Songbook recorded with pop artist Lady Gaga, who had previously appeared 
on Duets II. That record also won a Grammy for Best Traditional Pop Vocal Album as did 
The Silver Lining: The Songs of Jerome Kern, which he made with jazz pianist Bill Charlap 
in 2015. Tony Bennett Celebrates 90 (2016) is a recording of a star-studded event marking his 
90th birthday.

On August 19, 2016, shortly after his 90th birthday, Bennett was honored by the unveiling 
of an 8-foot tall statue in his likeness in front of the Fairmont Hotel in San Francisco. With  
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Senator Dianne Feinstein, House Minority 
Leader Nancy Pelosi, San Francisco Mayor Ed 
Lee, and several ex- mayors in attendance,  
Bennett was serenaded by a young-adult choir 
singing “I Left My Heart in San Francisco.” He 
had first sung the song at the hotel in 1961.

He continues to record up to the present. In 
September 2018 (at the age of 92), Bennett  
re-recorded “Fascinating Rhythm” by George 
and Ira Gershwin, one of the songs that ap-

peared in Love Is Here to Stay, a collaborative album with Diana Krall that was released on 
September 14. He had made the original recording of this song in 1949, under the name “Joe 
Bari,” for Liberty Records. The 2018 re-recording set a Guinness World Record for “longest 
time between the release of an original recording and a re-recording of the same single by the 
same artist.”  It had been 68 years and 342 days since he had first recorded it!

PainTing

Unbeknownst to many people, Bennett has also had success as a painter, done under his real 
name of Anthony Benedetto or just Benedetto. He followed up his childhood interest in paint-
ing with professional training, work, and museum visits throughout his life. He sketches or 
paints every day, often of views out of hotel windows when he is on tour.

He has exhibited his work in numerous galleries around the world. He was chosen as the  
official artist for the 2001 Kentucky Derby, and was commissioned by the United Nations to do 
two paintings, including one for its 50th anniversary. His painting Homage to Hockney (for his 
friend David Hockney, painted after Hockney drew him) is on permanent display at the Butler 
Institute of American Art in Youngstown, Ohio. His Boy on Sailboat, Sydney Bay is in the per-
manent collection at the National Arts Club in Gramercy 
Park in New York City. Three of his paintings are part 
of the permanent collections of the Smithsonian Muse-
ums:  Portrait of Ella Fitzgerald (right) is in the Smithson-
ian’s National Museum of American History (donated in 
2002); Central Park is in the Smithsonian American Art 
Museum (donated in 2006); and his portrait of his friend 
Duke Ellington is in the National Portrait Gallery’s  
collection (donated in 2009). 
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His paintings and drawings have been featured in ARTnews and other magazines, and sell for 
as much as $80,000-$90,000 apiece. Many of his works were published in the art book Tony 
Bennett: What My Heart Has Seen (1996). In 2007, another book involving his paintings, Tony 
Bennett in the Studio: A Life of Art & Music became a bestseller among art books.

PHilanTHroPy

In honor of his great friend and staunchest supporter, Tony established the Frank Sinatra 
School of the Arts, which opened in September, 2001 as a New York City public high school, 
offering an extensive arts curriculum. In 2009, a permanent site for the school opened in his 
hometown of Astoria, Queens. With his wife Susan, he founded Exploring the Arts Foundation 
(ETA), which supports the Frank Sinatra School of the Arts as well as 13 public high schools 
in New York City and three public high schools in East Los Angeles. ETA connects private 
funders, individual artists, and cultural institutions to partner with schools to achieve greater 
equality of resources and opportunity for youth of all means and backgrounds. ETA programs 
are designed to help school principals and teachers sustain the arts in the face of budget cuts 
and to leverage the arts to strengthen student learning and engagement.

Throughout his career, Bennett has always put his heart and time into humanitarian concerns. 
He has raised millions for the Juvenile Diabetes Foundation, which established a research 
fund in his name. His original paintings each year grace the cover of the American Cancer So-
ciety’s annual holiday greeting card, proceeds from which are earmarked for cancer research. 
He is active in environmental concerns and social justice issues. He marched with Dr. Martin 
Luther King in the historic Selma-to-Montgomery Civil Rights movement, and the Martin 
Luther King Center in Atlanta bestowed upon him their Salute to Greatness Award for his 
multi-decade efforts in fighting racial discrimination.

Bennett’s resilience and successful comebacks are a sensa-
tion in the modern day entertainment industry. His basic style 
changed little throughout the years, although many critics 
feel that his voice and interpretive skills improved as he aged. 
With an immediately recognizable voice, he has mastered all 
genres, from intimate ballads and up-tempo swing numbers to  
contemporary pop.

Adapted by James J. Boitano, PhD from:  Bennett, Tony. The Good Life: The 
Autobiography of Tony Bennett. New York: Atria Books of Simon & Schus-
ter, 1998; Biography.com Website; Encyclopedia Britannica Website; Official 
Tony Bennett Website; Shelokhonov, Steve. Tony Bennett Biography for IMDB  
Website; and Wikipedia.
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