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To Mom and Dad,
Thanks for making jazz a part of my DNA




 


I’ll play it first and tell you what it is later.

MILES DAVIS
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FOREWORD
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There are people who fall in love with certain stages of jazz. When they fall, they’re so deeply in love that when jazz moves to another stage they feel angry and betrayed by that new stage. I guess this is just the way the world works.

Miles Davis’ career was the perfect example of this. He started with bebop; then it was cool jazz; then he moved on to hard bop, modal jazz, and fusion. He faced criticism each time he changed his style. In the fifties, when Miles had his first great quintet, people criticized him for having Red Garland as his pianist and said that John Coltrane played too much. But in the sixties, when Miles moved on to his second quintet, with Herbie Hancock and Wayne Shorter, the people who loved the first quintet got upset. They said they didn’t understand what he was doing; that it didn’t make any sense. They claimed it wasn’t jazz or “real” music. In the seventies, when Miles was playing fusion, one guy said to him, “I love what you did ten years ago, but I can’t get into what you’re doing now. I just don’t get it.” Miles responded, “You want me to wait for you?”

This attitude applies nowadays. It’s hard for certain people to embrace hip-hop or hip-hop influenced jazz. The new forms just don’t have enough of the musical elements that they value. But the one thing that’s kept jazz from disappearing is its ability to embrace new elements and influences and still, somehow, keep its essence. Jazz gets into trouble when it resists this change. If we don’t embrace this change and encourage young musicians to create music that reflects their time, then jazz is going to become another form of classical music. That means nothing new will be created at all, and we’ll end up spending the rest of time glorifying what has happened over the last fifty years. We can’t let this happen. Jazz is, and will always be, different from classical music because it can live on forever continuing to be relevant and vibrant at each new stage.

Of course there will always be musicians who carry the torch of the past. This is necessary, because we don’t want to forget the music that’s been created—after all, jazz over the past fifty years is some of the greatest music ever made in the history of time—but there’s always been another section of musicians who are forward thinking. They love what’s happened in the past, but they absorb and learn from it instead of spending a lot of time trying to recreate it. If I see a young musician whom I think has potential, and he’s trying to figure out what he’s going to do, I tell him, “Listen man, don’t downplay the time you live in, the time you live in is as valuable as any other time in history. It’s up to you to show the world of the future how cool today was.”

We need to glorify the moment we live in. Every culture we admire, every piece of art we admire, glorifies the time in which it was created, which should be the first job of any artistic creation. You’ve got to do this first, and, if you’re lucky, and what you’ve created is good enough, the future will be kind to you. You might last. Your creation might even become classic. But you can’t guarantee that. The job in your hands is to reflect the current world through your lens. Mozart did it; Beethoven did it; King Oliver did it; and Louis Armstrong did it. You can hear the time in their music. Charlie Parker didn’t know his music would become classic; there was no way to know. He just played from the bottom of his heart. He did it the right way. Coltrane didn’t know when he was playing in the Village Vanguard, finding new ways to express himself, that there would be tenor saxophone players trying to imitate him for the rest of eternity. We can’t skip that uncertain, scary phase of not knowing if our music is good enough to last. We’ve got to go through that hard part. This means taking our hits and punches. People are going to criticize us, but if all the critics instantly understand and like what we’re doing, then what we’re doing probably isn’t far-reaching enough.

When my mom would listen to Duke Ellington, she would close her eyes and you could see her remembering those ballrooms in Harlem where she used to dance and do her thing; the music contains those memories for her. Our music has to do that for us. It has to have a beat that reflects the way people walk now, the way people dress now, and the way the city streets sound now. Young musicians can’t worry about the critics. They’ll catch up eventually.

After interviewing several hundred musicians who are in the jazz moment today, Cicily Janus found a common thread. It seems that we’re all living life while reaching to be heard. In each interview in this book you can find musicians asking their listeners to listen. They’re saying, “We’re here. Now. Playing for you. Reflecting our time.” Cicily found there’s a real need for us to have a creative space in our world that is void of the expectations of the past.

By writing this book, Cicily has helped establish a living, collective authority among this jazz community. As artists, we’re allowed to speak for ourselves, instead of letting critics and journalists define our art for us. She found that by doing this, natural leaders will emerge. She wants you to buy into them as people so that you can buy into the reality of their art. This book encourages you to be your own judge and discover the new faces for yourself through their words. Usually the musicians say everything they have to say through their music, leaving others to discuss it in words. Here are their words. The words of the actual music makers who work so tirelessly to show us our world through music, through jazz.

MARCUS MILLER


A WORD FROM WYNTON MARSALIS

As an American, I feel that jazz is a great legacy that has been bequeathed to us. It’s a way of life, a way of looking at the world, and a way of living. I didn’t grow up with the glories of jazz. I only knew it to be about people struggling—the musicians were struggling to earn a living and the audience was struggling to get more meaning from life. The local New Orleans musicians at the time—my father included—were always struggling to feed their families and to get people to understand this music. In the 1930s, the music was popular, but musicians were barely making a living traveling all around the country on buses. Of course this was through the teeth of the Depression, and musicians were doing better than most. These musicians and their music penetrated the consciousness of this country and laid the foundation of jazz as community music. When the big bands became economically unfeasible after World War II, most of these traveling musicians were out of work. Here come Charlie Parker and Dizzy and Monk and Miles and them, and jazz was reinvigorated as chamber music in clubs (even though Phil Schaap says they played a lot of dances). There was a battle between the older and newer music (now we know that all jazz is modern).
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A lot of musicians got involved with dope following Charlie Parker and trying to cope with the pressures of being conscious in an unconscious era. Involvement with dope sucked a lot of love out of the scene and affected the perception of jazz as community. And then rock and roll (a folk version of one small aspect of jazz) became the music of choice in America and a way to exploit younger people by making them think involvement with music could make you hip. It worked and is still working today. Jazz becomes something for a small group of devotees, but it’s really an art, which speaks to and embraces this whole country—the world for that matter. We still struggle for an audience, for recognition of what has happened, for a culture ready to be nurtured by this music. This struggling is something we’ve gotten accustomed to.

We all need this music to penetrate deeper into our way of life. It will make us more thoughtful, creative, and relaxed people. It seems that many in our culture would rather be perceived as something than be that something. We accept a commercial vision of ourselves that is bereft of substance. That’s what wrecked our financial systems. They sell smoke. If someone questions our way of life and tries to seek improvement or create actual change without the right marketing, they risk being misperceived as the enemy.

Our national life would be much richer if we were more culturally informed through our education system. Taking arts out of the education system was a tactical error. We all know that—I should say, people in the arts know this because those who are not in the arts don’t. But I suspect they feel something is wrong and just can’t figure out what it is. They think the arts are important because they can help you compete with other countries’ kids in math and science. That’s so backwards. The arts teach you how to embrace your own creativity and enable you to perceive the creativity of others. That makes global communion and communication much easier. Jazz is the one of the most liberating arts to yet grace our planet. And we choose enslavement to fads and machines. Damn! I guess the arts community is not successful at communicating why this music is important. When we talk it seems to fall upon deaf ears.

If we could only understand that everyone’s mutual interest lies in correcting these problems, they would be addressed. But with this love of the fast buck and the absurdity of what passes for “young people’s music,” no one knows when things will turn around or change.

When this music occupies the central position it has earned in our culture, I believe jazz will make us better as people, as Americans. Musicians create community through their art. In this time, our aspirations are as much about audiences understanding the larger sound of jazz as they are about musical objectives. We want people to understand us. But sometimes following the people is not a way to have them follow you. If you fundamentally alter who you are or misuse your talent, you’ve lost the ability to communicate your true creative perspective. The objective is to come out of this art and life with yourself and with your sense of integrity. This way, we can’t be upset when the world doesn’t go our way. The world has always gone where it’s going to go. It’s too big to mess with. Sometimes in this world we lose faith in “what is” for “what can be projected.” Jazz is very concrete music. It’s just what we do. We have to put our best foot forward with what we have. All we can do is lay it out there for others to hear. If they dig it, great. If not, we have to play better.


AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION

I assumed, as an avid reader and writer, that the best histories were told after a life had already been lived. If you read most jazz books, you would assume the same. Shortly after I began writing this book, I realized that I had to change either my perspective or my chosen genre. I now believe that some observations of the human experience are best made by taking one’s own life and setting it to the soundtrack of others. Age is but a number to mark the time; experience is the true reality.

I guess you would say that I was one of the chosen ones. My experience in this life began when my parents chose to raise me on jazz—modern jazz to be exact. To go into even more detail, Pat Metheny was pretty much the “religious” icon in my house. I knew no different. Later on, I chose trumpet as my instrument of study and made it my life. By the time I left home to begin college, jazz had infused every fiber of my being. Yet four weeks into my freshman year at the University of North Florida, I crashed and burned. I felt as if jazz had gone stale. Of course, this was before iPods and MP3s—I had to actually go to a record store to buy and discover new recordings.

Jazz, it seemed, had failed me. It was mentally exhausting. Even the albums I found the most solace in, such as Kind of Blue, were suffocating my trained ears. At that point in time, my experiences alone were not enough to carry me through this depression. While awaiting my college band rehearsal one afternoon, another band was finishing up their time in the room. The director called one last song. A pianist by the name of Oscar Perez, who is now listed in this book, began to paint a picture through the opening lines of the piece. The music showed me a place I knew I had to find but had never seen. I found myself captured amidst a wordless poem and suddenly I felt I could move on. This isn’t to say I was completely changed, or my depression was permanently lifted, but that moment offered a glimpse into a side of the one art form I thought I knew that I hadn’t seen before.

The tune: “Last Season” by Maria Schneider. In many ways, Maria opened my ears to music again. She painted with subtle colors and textures. She fed my need for change and offered a new dialect of the jazz language. I was forced to resign my preconceived notion of the art form and I had to tell everyone and anyone who would listen about what I had heard.

Since that day, I’ve looked at jazz in a different light. I’ve had to seek out music that suits my ears, and there’s plenty of it. Yet if someone had not shown me that that side of music existed, how would I have known to find it? Too many in our technologically advanced culture, I believe, see and hear jazz as I once did.

This, I believe, is where we are going wrong as a culture. Somewhere along the way, people mistook their notions of jazz for background noise. We dismiss this art as what we once heard in one place or what others tell us it is. We herald the past as if it’s the only way to go when it comes to jazz. But this isn’t what it is. Jazz is the equivalent to musical storytelling. Jazz tells the story about the life we’re living right this very second. The music changes with the moment, and if you hold onto its past, it has already passed you by.

This book is about that moment in time played out by the very best accessible, prolific artists who are enriching our lives. If we as a culture don’t take the time to listen to this moment in this art, we’re going to miss out on it too.

Throughout the past year, I learned a lot by taking time off to hear their stories. Although my professional career as a musician didn’t last much past seven or eight years after college, I am intimately familiar with what musicians do day in and day out: hours spent practicing, odd hours of the night when actual work gets done, lobby calls and that time of the day when you wish silence would take over and calm your mind.

I am also, by far, not the first one to have taken down an oral history of jazz. Although I am certainly continuing the tradition, I believe my time as a musician has allowed me camaraderie with the players and access to the places in their minds that only musicians know to go. Whereas other writers have chased down only the most notable voices among the crowd, I chose to give a broader perspective on the scene. Many of the artists included in these pages are those who live in your community. Some have won major awards, such as Grammy Awards or NEA grants. Some musicians were chosen simply on their merit and sheer talent-filled ambition. But each of them brought a voice to the table that needed to be heard.

Of course, many were excluded, and I’m sure there are those of you who are questioning their exclusion. I can only answer that there will never, ever be enough pages or time to include every important player and their music out there. It’s a big community, and, admittedly, this book barely scratches the surface. I hope the positive effects of spotlighting the artists who are in these pages outweigh the negative effects of the unfortunate but inevitable omissions. Those who were interviewed but unfortunately omitted from the manuscript will be included on our website for the book (www.newfaceofjazz.com) along with reviews and jazz industry news.

As for those that were included, they offered a side of themselves that is rarely seen in method books, trade magazines, or pared-down critiques. They spoke of their fears, hopes, challenges, and reasons for living. Some interviews took ten minutes; for others I spent up to six or seven hours with the subject in a café, in their homes, or on the phone, praying my battery didn’t die while we spoke. More than a few of them said they rarely were asked who they were. Some of them ended in tears, but all of them had laughter peppered throughout, as if they’d been granted the title of a seasoned professional in the emotion of joy. Each artist also selected one disc from their discographies that they thought best represented their career to date. Yet the recurring theme that surfaced in more than four hundred of the interviews over nine months, across racial, financial, generational, and geographical boundaries, was that their needs were the exact same.

The exact same.

They’ve placed a dire call for help, a plea for a very basic human connection. They want for others to listen and reach out to them and hear what they are doing. It’s much easier, in this culture, to stay complacent in our ways. But jazz is a contradiction to that lifestyle. It never stays the same. It reflects the here and now. It’s part of us. Although we’ve all seen and heard the past, I can guarantee that jazz is vastly different now. It’s a new face. Its tradition has sewn its lines in the wrinkle of time while moving ahead and forging a path of its own. And although its face may have changed, the accompanying melody has been sung since the beginning of time. Give jazz a second glance, another listen, another chance, and you too will see that it’s the soundtrack we’re all missing in our lives.


Michael Abene
COMPOSER, KEYBOARDIST, EDUCATOR, PRODUCER

{LIVING LEGEND}

GOT MUSIC? Avant Gershwin, Patti Austin, Rendezvous, 2007


“Just because I’m having fun doesn’t mean I’m not serious.”



BACKGROUND AND SOUND

As a renaissance man walking among the music industry, Michael Abene has done it all. He has produced Grammy Award–winning albums over and over again. He has played side by side with the top musicians as a keyboardist. He also runs the BMI Composers Workshops with Jim McNeely. From Duke Ellington to GRP Christmas Collections and Charlie Brown, his ability to show all sides of his gift is a gift to us all. He homes in on the intent of the song and draws emotional and rhythmic attachments from his life to seal them with his signature.
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HIS STORY

I grew up in Farmingdale, Maryland. It wasn’t until high school that I wrote my first arrangement and it was horrible. I guess improvement was just a matter of writing and writing. Eventually I became interested in the concept of orchestral arranging. I was always listening to music, and I enjoyed playing piano, but arranging was the most interesting to me. To see all the parts come together, et cetera. I tried to transcribe Ellington’s band, but it was like a jigsaw puzzle to me … was fascinating. I would write for all groups, and once I was able to drive I would go out and hear live music like Clark Terry, Oliver Nelson, Jimmy Nottingham, and Papa Jo Jones. Once I began to write for commercials I was put into situations where you write stuff you’d never though you’d write before. They’d ask for piccolos and tubas, and eventually I learned how to write for strings too. I was homing in on my craft then and getting myself together. The fascination with composing and arranging has never stopped. The process of learning is never ending. My experiences have shaped me from where I was to where I am today. I’m like a kid, a workaholic kid and I’ll work until four or five in the morning. As long as I’m working, I’m happy. Sometimes when I’m working on one piece something will click and move me to something else. Regardless, I’m having a great time. Just because I’m having fun doesn’t mean I’m not serious. This business is a business and should be treated as such. But I’ll never retire. The only way to learn is to constantly listen to others. Hopefully I’m doing my thing right and injecting my little pieces in each work so you know it’s me when you listen.


Jamey Aebersold
SAXOPHONIST, EDUCATOR, COMPOSER

{LIVING LEGEND}

HOME BASE www.aebersold.com


“Jazz musicians never give up.”



BACKGROUND AND SOUND

Internationally known saxophonist and educator Jamey Aebersold has been helping musicians of all ages and skill levels learn jazz for more than forty years. He is the authoritative voice on jazz education methods, and his Play-A-Long jazz series and summer camps have quite literally shaped the future of this art form. He has been inducted into the International Association of Jazz Educators Hall of Fame and was awarded the Governor’s Award in Indiana in 2007. His dedication to the future of jazz is simply amazing, and the legacy he is building will most assuredly leave the world of jazz in a better place than where he found it.

HIS STORY

I was born in 1939. There wasn’t television, radio, CDs, nothing. Entertainment was in the home. My parents were musical; my mother would play piano and sing, and my father played banjo. They listened to dance bands while I was growing up. But when I first heard Elvis I said, “he’s never going to make it.” I was raised on much higher standards. When rock and roll came here the only object was to make a record. You didn’t have to get good enough to do anything. Music fell off its cliff at that time. When I look back, it all happened so slowly. But now that I’m sixty-nine, it all seemed to have happened really fast. When I started at twenty or twenty-one years old I had no idea what would come of it. I used to think that in order to teach you had to do something with your creative side at night. But I didn’t think it was possible with jazz education to give people a chance to get out and make a living. I just thought that if we gave kids a dose of it once, twice a week they would learn to seek it out. If it’s not presented to them they’re going to continue on with whatever the media feeds them. I’ve always thought of jazz education as being an uphill battle. There’s a lack of money, lack of teachers, et cetera, and it’s much easier to have a concert band with eighty kids and one teacher then twenty kids with one. You have to break down the barrier, cut that ice, and warm things up. Listen to see who’s connected and what’s being played through the brain. I think Thelonious Monk said it best when he said, “you don’t have freedom unless you’ve been restricted and chained up for a while.” Jazz musicians never give up. They continue to intrigue me. You can’t shut off that fire once it’s ignited. Sometimes it takes a long time to acquire the freedom through that uphill battle in order to be satisfied with your playing and not be so critical. I just try to make jazz sound as inspiring as possible so others can go back enthused. My own journey has allowed me to do this.


Toshiko Akiyoshi
COMPOSER, PIANIST, NEA JAZZ MASTER

{LIVING LEGEND.}

HOME BASE www.toshikoakiyoshi.com

GOT MUSIC? Toshiko Akiyoshi—Lew Tabackin Big Band (Box Set), Mosaic Select, 2008


“Because I love what I do, I keep going.”



BACKGROUND AND SOUND

Manchurian-born pianist Toshiko Akiyoshi has made waves throughout the jazz world for more than fifty years. Her uniquely woven compositions echo the rich tradition of such greats as Duke Ellington and Oscar Peterson. Over time she has recorded more than eighteen albums with her big band and earned four Grammy nominations. She has also been named as the number one pick for Best Arranger/Composer in DownBeat magazine’s readers poll. This was the first time in the history of this award that a woman had been named at the top. In 2007 she was awarded the most prestigious of jazz awards, the title of NEA Jazz Master. As of today, her accolades and awards are too numerous to list. Akiyoshi continues to produce a prolific amount of work that exemplifies her heritage and experience into a mastered body of work.

HER STORY

I was born in Manchuria, which today is China. I was there for sixteen years and then I was in Japan for ten years and then came here in 1956. I guess I’ve been here for some fifty years now. People always ask me where I’m from. Although my birthplace is China, I consider Japan as my homeland and America as my workplace.

Jazz is sort of a fusion of European and African art that was born in this country. So the Japanese culture was never a part of it. I began studying jazz when I was about sixteen years old, around 1946. Back then being Japanese and playing jazz was considered a handicap. Many people saw it that way. I’m not sure how it is today but Lew always jokes saying that I’m demographically challenged.

Around 1974 Duke died. There was a memoir written around that same time by Nat Hentoff. This talked about how proud Duke was that he was black and how much of the music was based on his race. I dealt with the same issues. I remember one of the jazz journalists around then saying, about me, “I question her authenticity.” Sometimes you just don’t think about it until someone points it out. Because of Duke, I began to look into my own heritage. It’s taken me a long time but once I did I realized I was heavily influenced by it, still am. It’s helped me be totally different than anyone else playing jazz. I had to look at this as a positive asset instead of a negative one while I tried—and perhaps still do—to repay something to jazz history and the jazz world through this knowledge. Since Duke’s death I’ve been deliberately doing this. All of my writing comes from my experiences as a player and my heritage. I want to show people that this jazz world has been very kind to me. Because I love what I do, I keep going. I have no choice. This is why I’m alive. I think anyone who finds jazz will find that there’s a soul in it that will stay with you throughout your life.


Ben Allison
COMPOSER, BASSIST

HOME BASE www.benallison.com

GOT MUSIC? Think Free, Ben Allison, Palmetto Records, 2009


“Jazz is defined daily by the people who make it.”



BACKGROUND AND SOUND

Ben Allison is more than the sum of the usual parts. He is one of the most industrious and profuse composers working today. Ben has made it his job to reshape the way jazz is felt and heard and because of this his works are in demand around the world. His unique sound can be heard on television, film, radio, live performances, recordings, and theater venues. At the young age of twenty-five he helped create the Jazz Composers Collective. One of the first of its kind, this was a nonprofit organization based in New York and run solely by musicians. Through this group Ben and the other composers produced more than one hundred special events and concerts that featured compositionally based jazz. The continued critical and international acclaim are icing on his cake. The significant weight of each of his works combined with his visionary goals prove all too well that he is an exceptional and brilliant leader in jazz today.

HIS STORY

Jazz is an evolutionary music that will continue to be vital only if it changes and develops. In order for it to remain relevant as an art form it has to reflect the lives and convictions of the musicians who make it today. In 1992 I helped form the Jazz Composers Collective, a nonprofit, musician-run organization that presented new music and helped to build audiences for jazz. During its twelve-year run, the Collective presented more than one hundred concerts featuring more than 250 musicians and premiering more than three hundred new works. The Collective published a newsletter written by musicians, organized an annual festival in New York City, commissioned new pieces, and produced or helped to produce many CDs by its composers-in-residence and guest artists. The Collective was the organizational force behind a lot of what I did for the first twelve years of my career and provided me support—creatively, financially, and socially—in my drive to be a bandleader.

One of the goals of the Collective was to inspire musicians to see composition as an extremely powerful and effective way to get to something musically personal. Composing gives you the chance to “improvise in pencil.” You can revisit and rework ideas—and erase if necessary. You can take time to craft a mood and create a sonic world that musicians are then free to explore. However, I also like to leave a lot of room for spontaneous improvisation in my music. I believe improvisation is a truly indispensable part of jazz and without it we might as well not use the word. At its best, composition becomes a springboard for musicians to develop their improvisation language.

It was through the Collective that I learned how vital it is for artists to reach out to audiences and do what they can to build their fan base over time. Many of us don’t have the luxury of a corporate machine behind us to help get the word out about our music. This music exists somewhat on the fringe and is not thrust in people’s faces in the way that much of mainstream pop music is. We’re required to be more grassroots about audience development. I work hard to build my audiences by touring and working with technology to make sure they know what we’re doing.

The good news is that jazz audiences of today, at least the people who follow my music, tend to be open-minded and thoughtful people. They’re not afraid to go in search of something new and tend to share what they find with other like-minded music enthusiasts. I’m gratified that, although my music has changed a lot over the years, I still have a lot of the same fans I had ten years ago. I also have a lot of young people discovering my music for the first time with every new CD that comes out. In fact, the younger generations seem to represent the largest percentage of people who listen to my music these days.

Jazz is defined daily by the people who make it. It’s also a totally international music now. There are great jazz musicians all over the world. They each have their own style and approach. In a sense, jazz can be described as a language with a very large lexicon. And each geographic area has its own dialect that reflects that community. I’m optimistic about the future of jazz.


Karrin Allyson
VOCALIST, PIANIST

HOME BASE www.karrin.com

GOT MUSIC? By Request: The Best of Karrin Allyson, Karrin Allyson, Concord Records, 2009


“Music is a worthwhile endeavor to find truth and humor and exercise my intellect.”



BACKGROUND AND SOUND

Three-time Grammy-nominated Concord Records artist Karrin Allyson has produced an impressive body of work. Her interpretations of standards and added tenderness to original works have enchanted audiences for over fifteen years. She has performed with groups ranging from small jazz quartets all the way up to symphony orchestras throughout the world, including Carnegie Hall. Her style and belief in this art is not only about the music; it’s about forging the way for future generations in jazz to find their own voices and strengths.

HER STORY

I was a classical pianist to begin with and loved it. I still love classical music. Maybe if I’d had patience for sight-reading, who knows what would have happened. Classical piano was my major in college. I thought that’s what I was going to do. I got a bachelor’s in piano performance and a minor in French. I was interested in music all along. Then I started to sing along with and play a lot of my favorite pop tunes of the day and loved that aspect of making music. I think it came rather easily to me. I’m not saying by any means that it’s easy, because I don’t feel that I have the kind of voice or ease of voice that others do. It’s just different. I’ve always found the performance aspect of singing to be less harrowing than classical piano. Then again, I love both so very much. Music is a worthwhile endeavor to find truth and humor and exercise my intellect. The people involved with jazz, the players themselves, are fabulous people as a rule. It’s like they’re your instant family. There’s an understanding, a basic understanding. In my view, it’s important for me to become a “musician who sings,” not just a singer. To make music interesting you have to be engaged in a conversation with your players; you can’t just do your own soliloquy. This is a constant learning process. There’s always a carrot dangling in front of you to strive for excellence in your art form.

But life itself is a constant teacher. What you choose to do with your life is how you choose to learn, or at least one avenue you choose to learn from. It’s been the same for me in that it’s always changing. I wouldn’t even separate nowadays or most days from when I first started as a musician. For musicians the unknown is the norm. I seldom feel like, “oh my God, what’s going to happen?” Maybe it’s that I’m somewhat secure or used to the unknown. Jazz, however, is a very worthwhile pursuit and endeavor. I feel like any art form is. Jazz just keeps me interested like no other music can. I’m in constant pursuit of excellence and am very serious about it. But, I also have a good time doing it. When I sing, I’m singing to you. And “you” is whoever is reading this sentence or hearing our music. I truly am singing to you as an individual … my experience, my hopes, and my dreams are out there and if you listen, you might see that they’re very akin to yours.


Stephen Anderson
PIANIST, COMPOSER, EDUCATOR

HOME BASE www.artiststephenanderson.com

GOT MUSIC? Forget Not, Stephen Anderson Trio, Summit Records, 2008


“I’m very passionate … a warrior for my craft.”



BACKGROUND AND SOUND

Living in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, which he calls mini-New York because of its emphasis on culture, Stephen Anderson has ensured his success through molding and shaping the way music is heard not only by today’s audiences but also by future generations. Named outstanding classical composer at both the University of North Texas and Brigham Young University, he now holds a position among the jazz faculty at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. Recording with the likes of Lynn Seaton and peers at UNT has taught him the dense textures, rhythms, and resonating lessons that now coordinate his hands with his heart to create a balance in both home and career.

HIS STORY

Jazz is a tradition, a history, and a culture. An emphasis on groove—all sorts … it means sacrifice to the people who were enslaved. If you dig deep enough with the culture, pain, and sorrow, you see how people transcended. You then begin to see yourself as a part of the musical tradition. We’re in a totally different time with new challenges, but we’re still a part of that legacy. We should keep this music alive, but when people only want to hear the same things again we’ll never learn to appreciate the new. As a composer, my music is constantly evolving. I draw upon my influences and react to them. Why not do what very few people do and merge it with jazz and blues and make it your own? Progressive, not assaulting, not elitist. I’m very passionate … a warrior for my craft. I’ll fight to do the very best I can. It’s important to keep this balance in life. If things get out of balance inspiration stops flowing. It’s very sensitive and delicate and if it suffers so do the beautiful things in life.


Darcy James Argue
COMPOSER

HOME BASE www.secretsociety.typepad.com

GOT MUSIC? Infernal Machines, Darcy James Argue, New Amsterdam Records, 2009


“There was just a real desire on my part … to try to create something that had shape, narrative, and continuity to it.”



BACKGROUND AND SOUND

Darcy James Argue is a very visible and outspoken new voice in composition. He has been the recipient of numerous grants and commissions from organizations including Chamber Music America, the Aaron Copland Fund for Music, and the American Music Center. Darcy is also one of the founding members of Pulse, a federation of six New York–based composers that collaborates with guitarist John Abercrombie, trumpeter John McNeil, and vocalist Joy Askew. His big band has collaborated with groups such as the Frankfurt Radio Big Band. Darcy has not only the drive and tenacity to have his voice heard, but also music that reflects his surroundings and charismatic personality. This is a gift he uses with an unabashed fervor to bring new music and original use of sound to the world.

HIS STORY

There’s a certain type of person who’s drawn to being a jazz musician. When you’re in high school, the social benefits of starting your own garage band are obvious, in terms of gaining popularity or attention, being perceived as cool by your peers. But for kids who are into jazz or classical, there’s clearly not the same cachet. With a couple of exceptions, the jazz musicians I’ve encountered tended to be the freaks and weirdos of their high school. Most of us didn’t really feel like we belonged to the mainstream culture where we grew up, or to the hip types of alternative culture that other kids our age were into. We found a certain escape in music that wasn’t in any way tied to the culture we were living in.

Growing up on the West Coast of Canada, I always thought of jazz as this incredibly exotic thing. I would have felt differently had I lived in a city where there was a real history and community built around jazz. But in Vancouver, jazz was on the extreme fringe. Maybe this was part of the appeal for me … certainly my attraction to this music, especially the big band thing, has always placed me a little bit on the outside, even among other jazz musicians.

There was just a real desire on my part, even then, to try to create something that had a shape, narrative, and continuity to it. That’s what the best improvisers do, consciously or not. You listen to a classic Sonny Rollins album and his playing always has this real storytelling vibe. This is the hardest thing to do as a player. I always struggled with my ability to create this sense of story in real time, especially on a standard. But when I played my own compositions, I was more successful. I wrote tunes in a way that made it easier for me to be able to construct the kind of musical narrative I was interested in when I improvised on them. Eventually, I realized that composition was where my own voice was strongest. Writing music was the most distinctive and identifiable thing I did, and it’s where I feel I belong.


Patti Austin
VOCALIST, COMPOSER

{LIVING LEGEND}

HOME BASE www.pattiaustin.com

GOT MUSIC? Avant Gershwin, Patti Austin, Rendezvous, 2007


“If you want to call jazz, jazz, fine … as for me, I call it music.”



BACKGROUND AND SOUND

Grammy Award winner Patti Austin’s voice has wrapped its fingers around the ears of the music world since she was a little girl. Quincy Jones raised her through the industry with the help of Dinah Washington sitting in as her godmother. Since then, her voice has laid down the beat with such great artists as James Ingram, Michael McDonald, James Brown, Bette Midler, and Paul Simon. Yet this did not keep her back. She now has a tight hold of the reins that allow her to follow the light into the lead.

HER STORY

My dad was my primary influence. He was a trombone player and hung around with Father Hines, Dinah Washington, Billy Eckstein, and Quincy Jones. It was because of him that the house was constantly filled with music. I could get up in the mornings and anything from Stravinsky to Duke Ellington would be on the stereo. This is probably why I grew up thinking that music had no category. And just like my father’s taste in music, my influences came from anywhere and everything. This is also why I’ve never taken on a purist approach to jazz. If you want to call jazz, jazz, fine … as for me, I call it music.

But it’s unfortunate that the ones who created this form are gone and we don’t have the ability to talk to them about what they did. They had tremendous classical, blues, folk influences and could play all forms and created jazz that borrowed from every imaginable place, even politics. Their music made a statement as to these eclectic influences. Bebop came from black musicians who were tired of being pushed out of the system. First time you play a tune through, you played it as written. Second time, you played it with embellishment. Third time, you played it out there, as if it was a part of the racial and political revolution. This is where my background came from. Jazz has a connection and relationship with people in the past and now. The influence it can have in your life is very personal. You just have to turn this music around to go your way so you can take it and make it your own. A strong component of your personality has to be there. Unlike classical music, which is all about the composer’s vision, jazz is all about the artist’s vision. This is what jazz represents: individuality. Because of this, jazz is the perfect form for me.


Kevin Bales
PIANIST, COMPOSER, EDUCATOR

HOME BASE www.kevinbales.com

GOT MUSIC? Experiment in Truth, Rene Marie, Independent. Label, 2007


“It’s been a great bridge for understanding things about the world and life; it’s taught me how to be a better person.”



BACKGROUND AND SOUND

Winner of the Biennial American Jazz Piano Competition in 1994, pianist Kevin Bales has unlocked the door to success using eighty-eight ivory keys. Bales is not only a top call player and educator in Atlanta, he is internationally known for his work as a soloist and sideman with artists such as vocalist Rene Marie. He has taught in the critically acclaimed jazz studies program at the University of North Florida in Jacksonville and is now one of the top piano teachers in Atlanta, Georgia. With a sound and personality that burns a quiet fire into each note, Kevin Bales has proven that his command of the language of jazz is strong and will endure.

HIS STORY

My relationship with music has been a little more unique than most of my peers. I never remotely considered music as a career. I came to music late. When I was seventeen, I would have never said I was going to be a professional musician. I was primarily interested in computers, things that make money. When I started college my mom wanted me to go somewhere I really didn’t want to go and the only place I could get into was Georgia State. At that point I had a job programming computers, and I was only going there to appease her. But it was during those years that I met Marcus Printup. This is when I discovered jazz and really fell in love with it. But I also discovered the role this music plays in people’s lives. It wasn’t a commodity; it was more important, a real healing force in my life. It still is. It’s something that’s made me a much better person. Up until then I had been this guy who was deeply involved in computers and was extremely, painfully shy and introverted. I couldn’t communicate well. For whatever reason music became this place were I could express and let things out.

I didn’t know, when I quit my job as a computer programmer, what doing this meant other than it had nothing to do with money. When I went to my boss and my family to tell them I was quitting my job to be a jazz musician they looked at me like I was crazy. My families offered to have professionals help me. I might as well have told them I was going into interpretive dance. From my point of view, I could always go back and become a programmer any day. Just like every other musician though, you want to quit one day but then you realize you can’t. It’s not an option, being a musician is hard but doing anything is hard. I can’t imagine being a good father, husband, or human being if I didn’t have the music in my life.

As musicians we forget what a privilege it is to be doing what we’re doing. I teach a large number of private students right now and I feel like I’m teaching life enrichment instead of music on most days. These people are guys who own their own companies, financial officers and surgeons, and are at the top of their game in the world. But all they want to do is make music. This music, as it is for my students and others, became and still is a force that heals me. It’s been a great bridge for understanding things about the world and life; it’s taught me how to be a better person. When I play, there’s a certain amount of nakedness. You’re really listening to an expression of a person’s story. I’m being honest, transparent in that moment, and it’s a very intimate thing. I’m not interested in what category or genre I’m playing in; I’m just trying to be Kevin Bales. The fact that I’m able to do this and that it ever reaches any person at all is a real measure of my success.


Wayne Batchelor
BASSIST, EDUCATOR

HOME BASE www.waynebatchelor.com

GOT MUSIC? Blueprint of a Lady, Nnenna Freelon, Concord Records, 2005


“We have to communicate in a real way in order to get anything of real value that’s ever going to last.”



BACKGROUND AND SOUND

Internationally known bassist Wayne Batchelor began his career at London’s Guildhall School of Music. He has since toured, performed, and recorded with greats such as Nnenna Freelon, Take 6, Jonathan Butler, Will Downing, and George Benson. His kind demeanor and solid talent have only complimented his already firm grasp on the jazz world.

[image: ]

HIS STORY

I was born in London and my family is Jamaican, so both these cultures were big influences on me as a child. I was often taken to reggae parties where I would see grown-ups dancing, and everyone, especially when I was really small, looked like trees. They were tall, moving to the music in the background. I took it for granted that Bob Marley was all I was listening to during those parties, and I remember being enchanted by his music. When I was older I got into Weather Report, then Wayne Shorter through them, and then Miles through Wayne, and then Monk through Miles. I thought Monk, who was a huge influence on me, sounded like the quintessential jazz musician. He didn’t sound like anyone else I knew, and I learned that the great musicians have a distinctive sound. I realized that I had to have my own unique sound that has intent behind it and is true to who I am. I needed to follow the beat of my own drum. When I find myself listening to music, I really like those who have a song for everything they do, the ones that tell stories in their music and transcend genre. This music stands the test of time. Words aren’t enough to explain music. We have to communicate in a real way in order to get anything of real value that’s ever going to last. Anything that’s lasting has to be real, tangible, and grounded in reality. I believe in objective reality and anything that’s been of value has this objectivity. It seems we have so much crap running through our heads that’s been forced on us. We get lazy, and into bad habits of not focusing. I’m not just speaking about musicians; in general, our culture has a problem with art. In ancient Greece everyone was educated in a broad range of philosophy, art, and the world around them. Now we educate people to make as much money as they can. This is a very specific education and doesn’t leave you open to investigate what’s going on in the world. When that’s forced on you, the arts go out the window. We have to revamp our thinking and introduce the arts in a different way. There are all sorts of mediums though which people can express themselves. If you take arts out of the schools, your tastes and judgments are not developed independently. You are left at the mercy of companies that force commerciality upon you. Take a step back from this and look at it with a much more holistic view and you’ll see what’s wrong. There is a problem with the dumbing down of culture in general from the arts and education to heath and finances. Consequently America buys and digests seventeen billion dollars of legal pharmaceuticals a year, and we’ve been conned into credit card scams by large corporations. You have to ask what they’re asking … how do you control three hundred million people? You dumb them down. It is up to us as artists to communicate things that are of value.

I don’t believe in forcing art on someone, and I won’t force my art on anyone. I’m just going to play with intent and meaning. Things are not always what they seem to be and I’m definitely not what I appear to be on the surface—you just have to listen to me play to hear what I’m saying.


Jim Beard
KEYBOARDIST, COMPOSER, PRODUCER, EDUCATOR

HOME BASE www.jimbeard.com

GOT MUSIC? Revolutions, Jim Beard, Sunnyside Records, 2009


“There’s an insatiable curiosity that found its way into me early on, and it’s still there.”



BACKGROUND AND SOUND

Internationally acclaimed pianist and composer Jim Beard walks among the very best musicians of our time. He has toured the world time and again with heavy hitters such as Pat Metheny, Steely Dan, and Wayne Shorter. He has won multiple Grammy Awards for solos on albums, including his work on Some Skunk Funk with the Brecker Brothers. His work as a producer and composer can be found on albums by such cats as Mike Stern, Bill Evans, Eliane Elias, Chick Corea, and Al Jarreau, and in books (such as The New Real Book), on radio, on television, and in movie scores. Jim has also taught at esteemed schools of music such as the Aaron Copland School of Music and the Sibelius Academy in Finland. His five solo albums have received international acclaim and top ten status within the jazz charts. His music narrates his story by providing a lush harmonic ride throughout each tune and this is what defines the story of his success.

HIS STORY

A long time ago I decided that when I’m taking part in any music project, I have to be involved with the people I’m playing or working with on a personal level. Whoever I’m writing with, performing with, or whatever, I’ve got to know who they are. I have to respect them, tolerate them, and learn what buttons they have installed on them really quick. It’s important to know which ones you can push and should not push. It’s essential—critical even—that you know these things. You can hear someone’s style of music just by listening to something they’ve done but … this doesn’t mean you can work with them. I can work with a musician for just a little bit and feel that I know them. By learning this lesson through music, I feel it’s helped me be a better father to my kids and helped me learn about cultures, places, and history. The first time I played with a group and it really clicked, I was fairly young and it was in Indianapolis back in the early eighties, a club gig for five nights. There was real communication going on and it felt extremely purposeful. It seemed that a lot of the things I was curious about regarding decision making prior to that all of a sudden made sense. I had made the proper ones and I was going to stick with them. Unfortunately, not all musicians are lucky to have these experiences.

Playing with musicians that want to communicate raises the bar a certain level. Communication, empathy, and bonding with other musicians are essential to jazz, but it’s not always about those things for me. It could be about doing your job correctly and taking care of business. Sometimes, the last thing you want is someone who’s mimicking everything you do and (musically) saying … “look at me and communicate with me.” That’s when you want to say, “shut up and do your job.” Restraint doesn’t seem to play a big role in a lot of players I come across these days. I find that unfortunate. When you work with someone who’s doing his or her job fabulously, it’s great. Music can conk you over the head and make you fall in love with it. It’s this that makes me want to keep going. There’s an insatiable curiosity that found its way into me early on, and it’s still there. I haven’t asked it to leave, and as long as it’s there, I’m going to keep doing what I do.
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