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when I made my first record,” Mark recalls. “I didn’t feel like I
was ready to start a band, but I also wasn’t ready to starve.
So I made a demo tape with George Benson’s help and got a
record deal that I never really felt I was ready for. I was
nowhere near as prepared as my sons are now — or as
advanced or as knowledgeable.”

Davis initially studied classical piano in Hoboken, New
Jersey, before Mark began bringing him along to jazz summer
camps where he was teaching, exchanging his salary for full
camp scholarships for his son. As Davis grew up, he received
invaluable tips from pianists Billy Childs and Rachel Z and from
other colleagues of his father. Meanwhile, Mark Jr. sat in with his
father’s band at age 2, appeared with Mark on Good Morning
America at 4, and subsequently studied the rudiments of jazz
drumming with several of his father’s peers. Both brothers even-
tually attended Berklee College of Music, where Davis studied
with Joanne Brackeen and Mark Jr. studied with Ralph Peterson.

“I’ve been threatening to do this for a long time,” Mark Sr.
says of his Whitfield Family Band. “And I finally felt like they
were ready to actually play in this situation without either lean-
ing on me or feeling like they weren’t able to make a worthy
contribution. And so I waited just long enough for them to feel

mature enough to get involved. I think it’s great. I couldn’t
be happier than when I’m standing on stage

with them.” —Bill Milkowski

During the 1990s, guitarist Mark Whitfield would take his two
young boys, Davis and Mark Jr., to his gigs around town. They
would sit on his amp during sound checks, hang out in dressing
rooms after sets and generally make themselves comfortable at
storied New York jazz clubs like Birdland, the Blue Note and
Small’s. Two decades later, the guitarist’s sons are now mature
musicians — pianist Davis is 23, drummer Mark Jr. is 26 — 
making their way in the jazz world and playing alongside their
proud father in the newly formed Whitfield Family Band (which
includes honorary family member Yasushi Nakamura on bass).

The group’s debut recording, Grace, on Whitfield’s Marksman
Productions label, is an eclectic affair with material that ranges
from uptempo burners like “Double Trouble” and “The Socrates
Curse” to the relaxed and shuffling “Blue D.A.” to the graceful 

ballad “Space Between Us” and the funky “Fortress.” The
sons play authoritatively throughout and solo with the
same audacious streak their father demonstrated on

his own debut as a leader, 1990’s The Marksman,
recorded when he was 23.

“I was a young, struggling 
guitar player in New York

All in the Family Band
Mark Whitfield and his sons release their sparkling debut.

Mark Jr. and Davis Whitfield

JZSP17_Prelude_16_29  2/6/17  2:50 PM  Page 17

JAZZIZ   The Top Jazz Artist    3



Photo by John Rogers

A Fair and  
Just Reward

pr
elu

de

In April, Henry Threadgill was awarded the 2016 Pulitzer Prize for 
music for In For a Penny, In For a Pound, the 2-CD set the composer 
and multi-instrumentalist released last year with his longstanding 
Zooid quintet on the Pi Recordings imprint. The five-person jury 
characterized the album as a “highly original work, in which 
notated music and improvisation mesh in a sonic tapestry that 
seems the very expression of modern American life.” The 72-year-
old flutist and alto saxophonist, who was born and raised in 
Chicago — where he was an early member of the Association for 
the Advancement of Creative Musicians — and who now resides in 
Manhattan’s East Village, received $10,000 as part of the prize. 
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Drawing the in�uences of
modern electronica art-
ists like Aphex Twin,
Deadmau5 and Boards

of Canada into his �ery jazz
sound, DONNY MCCASLIN has
been steadily obliterating genre
bound- aries with his quartet over
the last several years. So it’s no
wonder the band attracted the atten-
tion of an inveterate de�er of expecta-
tions like David Bowie, who enlisted 
the quartet — McCaslin, keyboardist 
Jason Lindner, bassist Tim Lefebvre 
and drummer Mark Guiliana — to 
be the backing band for what turned 
out to be his �nal album, Blackstar. 
The in�uence of those sessions and 
the rock icon’s passing made a signi�-
cant impact on McCaslin’s new album, 
Beyond Now (Motéma), recorded just 
three months after Bowie’s shocking 
death. 

What was your relationship with Bowie’s 
music prior to working with him?

“Let’s Dance” was part of the 
soundtrack to my youth. I was also 
familiar with what he’d done with 
Pat Metheny and generally familiar 
with some of his hits, but that’s about 

In the spirit of the Thin White  
Duke, DONNY MCCASLIN presses on. 

BY SHAUN BRADY 
PHOTO BY JIMMY KING

I think that deepened our musical con-
nection. So I wanted that to really be 
documented on this record. 

You also cover songs by Deadmau5 
and Mutemath on the record. Why 
has electronica been such a compel-
ling in�uence?

I’m really attracted to that sonic 
landscape. I love the challenge of com-
ing up with a different language to play 
on the saxophone that feels appropri-
ate in this context. It’s pushed me to get 
deeper into different ways of express-
ing sound on the horn, which has been 
fun. I just turned 50 but there’s still a 
lot there to explore.

Bowie was also someone that con-
tinually searched for new sounds and 
ways to evolve.

I was thinking about him a lot in the 
recording studio and wanted to repre-
sent his fearlessness as an artist, the 
way that he was constantly changing 
and pushing boundaries and going for 
it musically. Seeing someone at that 
stage of his career, where he could just 
be doing greatest hits records, was 
profoundly inspiring to me. To see 
him living that art — that’s the way I 

 On Beyond Now, Donny McCaslin and 
his band cover David Bowie’s “A Small 

Plot of Land” and “Warszawa.”

LIFE  
AFTER BOWIE

the extent of it. Once it looked like
the recording was going to happen, I 
started to really delve into his discog-
raphy, but at a certain point I realized 
I didn’t want to get too wrapped up in 
it because he was hiring us to do what 
we do — so I stopped. 

What impact did working with him 
have on Beyond Now?

I wrote these songs a couple of 
months after we recorded Blackstar, so 
the music was still fresh and �oating 
around in my subconscious. His in�u-
ence was partly in the compositional 
structure. But also the band went 
through that experience together, and 

JZv33n12(012-025)prelude.indd   17 11/8/16   6:45 AM

Winter 2017 JAZZIZ 17 

Drawing the in�uences of 
modern electronica art-
ists like Aphex Twin, 
Deadmau5 and Boards 

of Canada into his �ery jazz 
sound, DONNY MCCASLIN has 
been steadily obliterating genre 
bound- aries with his quartet over 
the last several years. So it’s no 
wonder the band attracted the atten-
tion of an inveterate de�er of expecta-
tions like David Bowie, who enlisted 
the quartet — McCaslin, keyboardist 
Jason Lindner, bassist Tim Lefebvre 
and drummer Mark Guiliana — to 
be the backing band for what turned 
out to be his �nal album, Blackstar. 
The in�uence of those sessions and 
the rock icon’s passing made a signi�-
cant impact on McCaslin’s new album, 
Beyond Now (Motéma), recorded just 
three months after Bowie’s shocking 
death. 

What was your relationship with Bowie’s 
music prior to working with him?

“Let’s Dance” was part of the 
soundtrack to my youth. I was also 
familiar with what he’d done with 
Pat Metheny and generally familiar 
with some of his hits, but that’s about 

In the spirit of the Thin White  
Duke, DONNY MCCASLIN presses on. 

BY SHAUN BRADY 
PHOTO BY JIMMY KING

I think that deepened our musical con-
nection. So I wanted that to really be 
documented on this record. 

You also cover songs by Deadmau5 
and Mutemath on the record. Why 
has electronica been such a compel-
ling in�uence?

I’m really attracted to that sonic 
landscape. I love the challenge of com-
ing up with a different language to play 
on the saxophone that feels appropri-
ate in this context. It’s pushed me to get 
deeper into different ways of express-
ing sound on the horn, which has been 
fun. I just turned 50 but there’s still a 
lot there to explore.

Bowie was also someone that con-
tinually searched for new sounds and 
ways to evolve.

I was thinking about him a lot in the 
recording studio and wanted to repre-
sent his fearlessness as an artist, the 
way that he was constantly changing 
and pushing boundaries and going for 
it musically. Seeing someone at that 
stage of his career, where he could just 
be doing greatest hits records, was 
profoundly inspiring to me. To see 
him living that art — that’s the way I 

 On Beyond Now, Donny McCaslin and 
his band cover David Bowie’s “A Small 

Plot of Land” and “Warszawa.”

LIFE  
AFTER BOWIE

the extent of it. Once it looked like 
the recording was going to happen, I 
started to really delve into his discog-
raphy, but at a certain point I realized 
I didn’t want to get too wrapped up in 
it because he was hiring us to do what 
we do — so I stopped. 

What impact did working with him 
have on Beyond Now?

I wrote these songs a couple of 
months after we recorded Blackstar, so 
the music was still fresh and �oating 
around in my subconscious. His in�u-
ence was partly in the compositional 
structure. But also the band went 
through that experience together, and 

JZv33n12(012-025)prelude.indd   17 11/8/16   6:45 AM

want to keep living. J

JAZZIZ   The Top Jazz Artist    7



Spring 2017  JAZZIZ28

Prelude

JZSP17_Prelude_16_29  2/6/17  2:50 PM  Page 28

8  The Top Jazz Artist   JAZZIZ



JAZZIZ  Spring 2017  29

Trumpeter and composer Wadada Leo Smith has spent 
much of this decade creating works that deal with uniquely
American topics, from the civil rights movement to the Great
Lakes. As such, it’s fitting that he chose the country’s national
parks as the subject for his latest masterpiece, America’s
National Parks (Cuneiform).

Beyond the natural beauty of the parks, Smith strove to
find deeper connections. “I wanted to make a work that was
not based on how the parks looked, but based on the concept
of common grounds for the American population,” he says.
For Smith, that meant expanding the definition of a national
park. Of the album’s six pieces, only three refer to officially 
recognized landmarks. One composition honors African-
American musicologist Eileen Southern, founder of the journal
The Black Perspective in Music, as a literary national park.

Smith’s focus on common ground is a welcome corrective
to a lot of ugliness that marks contemporary America, though
he always tackles his subjects with a critical eye and moral
conviction. He’s not pleased that Congress is responsible for
oversight of the national parks, calling that arrangement 
“a disaster.” For Smith, the natural beauty of the world is a
human birthright that should be beyond politics and 
commercial interests. “I think the whole planet is a national
park,” he says. “Our problem is that we’re afraid to protect it.
And the reason we’re afraid is because we bargain away our
rights for privileges and positions and all kinds of things that
will only last for a little while.”

Smith worked on the music for two years, eventually 
yielding a 28-page score for his Golden Quintet. Along with
longtime collaborators — pianist Anthony Davis, bassist John
Lindberg and drummer Pheeroan akLaff — Smith added 
cellist Ashley Walters for “a renewed sonic feel.” Smith’s 
compositions mix chamber-like serenity with atonal 
improvisation. Totaling more than 90 minutes, the work 
never loses its sense of drama.

At 75, Smith is in the midst of an especially productive peri-
od. He’s currently working on a large-scale project based on
W.E.B. DuBois’ classic text The Souls of Black Folk. He’s also
been ruminating on a work that will tackle the legacy of the
Black Panthers, another uniquely American creation. “They’ve
survived, and they are still functioning,” Smith says. “To me,
that is the spirit of America.” —John Frederick Moore

Natural Wonders
Wadada Leo Smith turns an eye toward America’s national parks.

Photo by Scott Groller
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Like 2014’s Grammy-nominated Beautiful Life, saxophonist/composer
Jimmy Greene’s latest recording, Flowers — Beautiful Life, Volume 2 (Mack
Avenue), is dedicated to the memory of his daughter, Ana Márquez-Greene,
who was murdered at age 6 along with 19 other children and six educators at
Connecticut’s Sandy Hook Elementary School in 2012. But this time around,
Greene says, “I really wanted to go in a different direction. I wanted the music
to be really lively and have a lot of the joyful expression Ana did when she
sang and danced.”

A mixed review offered by a young friend of Ana’s at a Beautiful Life
album-release concert helped inspire this shift. According to Greene, “She was
sitting next to my wife, and she leaned over and said, ‘This music is very nice,
but it’s slow and very sad. Ana would have loved something she could have
danced to.’”

Greene’s initial reaction to this critique was, “Wow, we’re trying our best
up here,” he recalls. “But I reflected on what she said and I thought to myself,
she’s right; Ana would have loved some music to dance to. And for the next
album, that’s what we tried to do.”

With the help of two separate combos (Love in Action, featuring key-
boardist Renee Rosnes, bassist John Patitucci, drummer Jeff “Tain” Watts and
percussionist Rogerio Boccato, and a quartet that includes keyboardist Kevin
Hays, bassist Ben Williams and drummer Otis Brown III), Greene created a
slew of tunes with effervescent interplay and unmistakable grooves reflected
in song titles such as “Fun Circuits” and “Stanky Leg.”

As for the title track, it alludes to a book of flower drawings labeled “from
Ana to Dad” that Greene found after his daughter’s death — but the resulting
song, which includes vocals by Sheena Rattai, is buoyant and lovely rather
than mournful. “I was really trying my best to capture the joy and the love
she was trying to express through this gift,” he says. “That’s why I believe the
track has as much life as it does — because I was trying to see it through her
eyes, not through my eyes after the fact.”

“My daily experience is still painful,” says Greene, who oversees anagrace-
project.org, a family foundation created in Ana’s names. “I ache because my
daughter’s not here. But if she was here, she’d want to dance and have a good
time. And that’s exactly what I wanted to convey.” —Michael Roberts 

With Ana
In Mind
Jimmy Greene dedicates a second album 
to the memory of his late daughter.

Photo by Jimmy Denakatz
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 & 
As anyone who’s traveled outside the country in recent months can tell you, people 

overseas are more than a little concerned about what’s happening in the United 
States. The tenor of a particularly nasty presidential race — and the rise of candidate 

Donald Trump — has piqued anxiety levels around the world, especially as Europe faces its 
own existential crises brought on by horrific acts of terrorism and tragic waves of refugees. 

“Ahhh … I’m hearin’ it,” singer Gregory Porter confirms in March, conversing by phone 
from a hotel in Le Havre, France, during a months-long, multi-country European tour. With 
his new album, Take Me to the Alley — a typically ardent tribute to the triumph of love and 
compassion and his second for Blue Note — slated for release in May, Porter planned to return 
to the United States for shows in June before jetting back across the pond. That hopscotch 
pattern repeats throughout the summer. 

In countries such as France, Germany and England, where Porter has built a devoted 
following during the past several years, fans have looked to him for answers about the 
American zeitgeist. “Some of my fans know I’m kinda [socially] conscious,” he continues. “So 
people are asking me how I feel about Donald Trump and the way his conversation has been 
and his political rallies and the protests and everything like that. If you’re just there to sign 
autographs, people ask you, ‘What do you think? What will happen?’ And I do feel this, from 
my gut, that Trump will say pretty much anything to appeal to the lowest common denomi-
nator. In a way, it breaks my heart, because words have power.”

Certainly, Porter’s do. During a 2014 performance at the Joy of Jazz festival in 
Johannesburg, South African fans packed the enormous Sandton Convention Center and sang 
along with tunes from his recordings, including the then-recent Liquid Spirit. But Porter’s 

Photo by Shawn Peters
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Gregory Porter solidifies his standing 

as one of the jazz world’s most talented 

and popular singers. 

By Bob Weinberg
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highly charged “1960 What?,” from his 2010 release Water, seemed to 
have the greatest resonance with this audience. The song’s imagery 
of Civil Rights struggles in the United States — the streets of Detroit 
ablaze following the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. — con-
jures parallels of the anti-apartheid struggle in South Africa. “Ain’t 
no need for sunlight,” the South African audience sang in avid 
call-and-response with Porter. “Ain’t no need for moonlight/Ain’t no 
need for street light/It’s burning really bright.” 

“In many places around the world, but in South Africa in particu-
lar, I think they feel a connection to the Civil Rights history, as well 
they should,” Porter says. “And so that song struck a chord. ... But 
that was amazing to me. I had done shows in South Africa before, 
but I was unaware of the energy and the strength that I had in the 
South African market. The audiences were very large. And they were 
singin’ all my songs.”

Porter’s soulful music and message — and genuinely amiable 
persona, which comes packaged in a linebacker’s frame capped by 

his signature face-framing balaclava and Kangol hat — have been 
embraced worldwide. With a voice equally informed by the church 
and Soul Train, and songwriting sensibilities rooted in the introspec-
tion and emotion of the ‘70s singer-songwriters he reveres, Porter 
seems to transcend the labels listeners and industry moguls seek to 
paste on any performer in the public arena.  

Of course, recording for the legendary Blue Note label comes with 
its own set of preconceptions. And while Take Me to the Alley is cer-
tainly informed by jazz and performed, for the most part, on acoustic 
instruments — trumpet, saxophone, piano, bass and drums  — it’s 
by no means a straight-jazz album. Nor was its predecessor, Porter’s 
Blue Note debut. Listeners didn’t care and neither did the industry. 
The former bought a million copies of Liquid Spirit and streamed the 
album 20 million times. The latter handed Porter Grammys for Best 
Jazz Vocal Album and Best Traditional R&B Song (for his charming 
old-school number “Hey Laura”). Both Water and its follow-up, Be 
Good — which he recorded for the Motéma label — had also earned 
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Grammy nods. Market segmentation be damned, Porter had gotten 
over. But the success of Liquid Spirit, the singer admits, did take him 
by surprise.

“In a way, the lyric of ‘Liquid Spirit’ came true,” he says of the 
hand-clapping gospel-influenced title track. Referencing the line, 
“Watch what happens when the people catch wind, when the water 
hits the banks of that hard dry land,” Porter explains, “That meant 
that if you give people a chance to hear the music, they’ll dig it. 
They’ll enjoy it and they’ll consume it. I wrote the lyric, but I didn’t 
know that it was true. But it was. So, yeah.”

The presence of Porter’s mother is prominent throughout much 
of his music, and Take Me to the Alley, his most personal album 
yet, is no exception. In fact, he sings about her quite movingly 

on a couple of the songs here, including the title track. “Take me to 
the alley/Take me to the afflicted ones/Take me to the lonely ones 
that somehow lost their way,” he sings in his honeyed baritone, 
suffused with an ache that remains with him more than 20 years 
after her passing. A minister and a nurse, as well as a single mother 
of eight children, Porter’s mom still managed to register compassion 
for the poor souls on the streets of Bakersfield, California, where he 
was raised, and where he recently relocated from Brooklyn. 

“That’s he way my childhood was,” Porter explains. “I mean, 
if we were drivin’ down the street and she just happened to see 
somebody who was in need, then the trip was detoured, whether it 
was somebody who needed clothes or whatever. If you just imagine 
the human condition, if there was a need and she drove past it, she 
would stop and give hand.”

The song, and its Biblical imagery, were also inspired by another 
figure, Pope Francis, whose visit to New York City left a profound 
impression on the singer. Eschewing the regal trappings of the 
papacy, Francis has made it a point not to shrink from society’s 
least-fortunate, washing the feet of prisoners and serving food in 
homeless shelters. “The humility of that struck me,” Porter says. 
“It just fit hand-in-hand with this energy that my mother put into 
me. You know, if you have some wealth or some focus or attention 
or energy that you can deflect to somebody who would be helped, 
it’s a positive thing. So, yeah, I was definitely inspired by both my 
mother’s energy and the Pope’s.”

Then, with a chuckle, he adds, “I mean, I’m not ... you have to be 
careful about saying things about the Pope. ‘You’re equating your 
mother to the Pope!’ In a way I am and in a way I’m not.” 

Just about any listener with a mom will mist up on hearing 
Porter’s “More Than a Woman,” a celebration of motherhood that’s 
as poignant and eloquent as it is plainspoken and simple. He at 
once elevates his subject to a “modern-day deity” and recognizes 
her humanity in the lovely refrain: “She never walked on water/
She never turned that water to wine/But being ‘round her made my 
blind eyes see.” 

As he does frequently, and deftly, Porter expands upon the 
specifics of his own biography to craft a universal message. While he 
acknowledges that the song is about filial love, it also encompasses 
romantic love. “It’s [about] the women in my life,” he says. “The love 
for them has been so strong. Sometimes they can bring you to a 
[higher] level; they’re above normal, supernatural. It’s like, ‘Wow, 
does she make me feel that way?’ And Mama always does it first, but 
you know ...”

Porter also references his 3-year-old son, Demyan, on a couple of 
tracks. On the lilting “Day Dream,” the singer affectionately observes 
his son engaged in imaginative play, riding magic cars made of 
broomsticks or fighting galactic wars with toy rocket ships. And 
on the energetic “Don’t Lose Your Steam,” he offers fatherly advice 
while also relaying his hopes for his offspring. Either song would 
have fit nicely on an album by Oscar Brown Jr. or Bill Withers, two 
singers with whom Porter shares a musical affiliation. These tracks, 
as well as Porter’s “Painted on Canvas,” from his Be Good album, are 
spiritual heirs to Brown’s lyrical take on Bobby Timmons’ “Dat Dere” 
and Withers’ gospel-like reminiscence “Grandma’s Hands.”  

If there are thematic echoes, or resonances, carried over from 
one album to another, that’s only natural, Porter says. The singer 
does explore new territories here, say, the skewering of high couture 
and celebrity on the jaunty “In Fashion” or the touching afterworld 
affirmation of “In Heaven,” penned by Porter’s sightless cousin, 
Darlene Andrews. But he also revisits fertile grounds, with “French 
African Queen,” the jazziest tune on Take Me to the Alley, harking 
back to the exotic “Pretty,” from Water, and the intense “Fan the 
Flames” strongly recalling the churchy “Liquid Spirit” and the urgent 
“1960 What?”

“I feel like it happens in a good way, the thinking of a similar 
theme in a different way or with different words or a different 
melody,” he says. “The themes of mutual respect, the ups and downs 
with love, the appreciation for my mother and my family — you 

“The themes of 
mutual respect, 

the ups and 
downs with love, 
the appreciation 
for my mother 
and my family 

— you know, I’m 
thinkin’ about 
these things.”
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know, I’m thinkin’ about these things.”
 “Fan the Flames” proves that issues of social justice have 

weighed on his mind, as well. The song’s powerful imagery 
juxtaposes an urgent call to action with a commandment to 
do so with love, not violence. Porter had watched the protests 
in Ferguson, Missouri, and in Baltimore on television last 
year, following the deaths of young black men by police. 
“Sometimes I was watching them from Germany or the U.K., 
and my heart was heavy,” he says. “Especially when some of 
the protests would turn violent, even though it would be some 
small faction that would lash out violently. But you can lose 
the energy of your message if there’s violence, because [oppo-
nents] will claim the whole thing was about violence anyway.”
Porter figured the world could use a reminder of Dr. King’s 
insistence on nonviolent protest. So “Fan the Flames” advocates 
breaking a window, but only to let the sun in; breaking open 
a sack of rice, but only to feed the hungry; raising a fist in the 
air, but only in unity with a joyful purpose. Be resolute, but 
“be sweet,” Porter admonishes throughout. “Fan the flames 
of love,” he says, directly quoting the tune. “I’m talking about 
the things of protest. ‘Stand up on your seat with your dirty 
feet, with your fist in the air, but be sweet.’ It’s nonviolent. 
The ‘dirty feet’ reference is stuff that you’ve been walking 
through, that’s been put down by politicians and leaders, 
and, to some degree, your government. You’ve been walking 
through bullshit. So stand up on your seat, have an uprising. 
But be sweet. That’s the most effective, I think.”

Gregory Porter first appeared on the radar of many jazz 
lovers when he sang on Hubert Laws’ 1998 album 
Remembers the Unforgettable Nat “King” Cole. Before 

that, he had mightily impressed instructors in the music 
department of UC-San Diego, namely trombonist and modern-
jazz innovator George Lewis and saxophonist/arranger Kamau 
Kenyatta, the latter of whom has produced or co-produced all 
of his recordings. 

   Featuring the 12-1/2-minute epic “1960 What?,” complete 
with lengthy horn solos, Water seemed to indicate that Porter 
might lean toward the straightahead end of the soul-jazz 
spectrum. The album also contained a few jazz standards, as 
did Be Good and Liquid Spirit. Take Me to the Alley does not. 
It’s not that Porter is distancing himself from his association 
with jazz — his versatile backing band includes jazz ringers 
such as trumpeter Keyon Harrold and tenor saxophonist Tivon 
Pennicott, as well as his usual sidemen, pianist Chip Crawford, 
alto saxophonist Yosuke Sato, bassist Aaron James and 
drummer Emmanuel Harrold. Rather, he’s developing his own 
synthesis of jazz with the singer-songwriter and soul/R&B 
traditions on which he was raised. Promoters and presenters 
in Europe are much more willing to just let him do his thing 
than those in the United States, and audiences have responded 
enthusiastically, to say the least.

“They never categorize the music, in a way,” Porter says. 

Sweet Inspiration
In both style and 
substance, Gregory 
Porter’s music brings to 
mind ’70s superstar Bill 
Withers (pictured here), 
an artist who combined 
soul, gospel, funk and jazz 
in a radio-friendly blend. 
Withers produced hit 
after hit, from “Ain’t No 
Sunshine” to “Lean on Me” 
to the Grover Washington 
Jr. team-up “Just the Two 

of Us.” Like Porter, he tapped into family and church roots, 
possessed an instantly engaging voice and had an ear for 
unshakable hooks.
 Porter also sees the matrix of Withers’ songwriting 
in his own. Lyrics may be extremely moving, but they’re 
unfussy and straightforward. “I think that plainspoken 
approach is something that comes out of strong mothers 
and the gospel experience,” he says.
 Withers’ music was in the mix at the Porter 
household. On Saturdays, Porter, the seventh of eight 
siblings, and his brothers and sisters would have to 
clean the house before their mom would allow them to 
watch Soul Train. So they would turn on the radio as they 
mopped and dusted. To this day, Porter says, when he 
hears songs by touchstones such as Donny Hathaway, 
Curtis Mayfield and Withers, “the scent of pine comes to 
my nose.” The grooves and melodies proved irresistible, 
but the positive messages stayed with him, as well. 
 Several songs on Porter’s new release, Take Me to the 
Alley, bear Withers’ imprint. And that’s no coincidence. 
While Porter was recording the album in New York City, 
he was also getting ready to participate in an all-star Bill 
Withers tribute at Carnegie Hall. Porter sang the Withers 
love song “Let Me Be the One You Need” in duet with 
Valerie Simpson. 
 Withers also visited Porter in the studio. “So, 
definitely his energy was there. His handshake was on 
mine,” he says. “He had some great encouraging words, 
and he recited some lyrics from the Liquid Spirit record, so 
I was blown away. To have Bill Withers listen to the music 
was really extraordinary.”
 The music Porter absorbed as a boy is threaded into 
his musical DNA. “I think sometimes you can’t help what 
comes out of you. It’s just in you,” he says. “It’s what I’ve 
consumed and what I’ve been nurtured on.” —BW 
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“[The BBC] just put me on the stage with Coldplay and One Direction 
— I found myself on television shows and award shows with those 
people. And they never said, ‘OK, this is a guy we plucked out of the 
jazz ghetto.’ It was just like, ‘This is good music.’ I have to say, the BBC 
was instrumental in making me a household name [in the U.K.].”

In the United States, however, preconceptions about jazz are 
difficult to overcome. On one side are the jazz purists who expect 
all male vocalists to sound like Joe Williams or King Pleasure — of 
which Porter is more than capable, although he’s chosen to travel in 
another direction, at least on his own recordings. (Dig his versions 
of “Afro Blue” and “The Man From Hyde Park” on Harold Mabern’s 
2015 release Afro Blue.) Comprising a much larger number of people 
are those to whom listening to jazz is like eating their vegetables or 
doing their math homework — they know it’s supposed to be good 
for them, but they’re not predisposed to like it. 

“People [in the United States] think they know what jazz is before 
they even listen to it,” Porter posits. “And a singer like Adele, she’ll do 
a song with acoustic instrumentation, just a piano, and it’s well-
accepted. But with a jazz artist, if it’s just a piano and vocal, it’s like, 
‘Well, there’s not enough backbeat there!’ Just give people the music. 
Put it out there and see what happens. And they did that in the U.K. 

and Germany and France, and different parts of Europe, and we had 
success because there wasn’t this bar against acoustic instruments 
or a particular sound.”

Jazz was definitely in the mix of tunes Porter heard while grow-
ing up, particularly on his mother’s Nat “King” Cole and Joe Williams 
records. And when he first heard certain jazz horn players, the sound 
wasn’t foreign to his ear; it reminded him of the spiritual moan-
ing he heard in church and from his mother and grandmother as 
they worked around the house. This depth of emotional expression 
contributes to Porter’s deep affinity with the blues, which brought 
him to the stage production It Ain’t Nothin’ but the Blues early in his 
career, as well as to the New Orleans Jazz and Heritage Festival in 
April, where he was invited to perform during a tribute to B.B. King. 
And no question, blues is at the heart of much of what he sings on 
Take Me to the Alley, although his palette encompasses many other 
hues.

“You can find some singer-songwriter there,” he says. “There’s 
definitely some jazz there. And there’s some soul music there. And 
part of it leans towards gospel. So, I think that’s just where I’ve been. 
And if left to my own devices,” he concludes, laughing, “that’s where 
I’ll stay.”.
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B efore a recent move took him out of its immediate orbit, Aruán 
Ortiz was a regular at Pilar, a small but stylish Cuban eatery in 
the Bed Stuy section of Brooklyn. The owners were so excited 

to see him return on a recent, unseasonably warm late-February 
day that they instantly pulled his name up on Pandora.

The streaming radio service didn’t turn up any of Ortiz’s music, 
but the restaurant was soon filled with the sounds of classic Miles 
Davis and John Coltrane — associations that seemed to please the 
pianist far more than hearing his own tunes through the bar’s 
speakers might have. Growing up in working-class Santiago de 
Cuba, Ortiz was unfamiliar with Davis, Coltrane and other jazz art-
ists. As a young child studying violin in school, he became versed 
in the European classical tradition even as he encountered the 
island’s indigenous rhythms while traveling back and forth from 
home. “Just walking to the conservatory you’d hear a lot of bands 
playing popular music and folkloric groups playing Afro-Cuban and 
Yoruban music,” Ortiz recalls. “You’re not codifying it or checking 
out what they do, but you’re absorbing it.”

Jazz came later, once Ortiz relocated to Havana to study at the 
Instituto Superior de Arte, but those early influences never left him. 
The various lynchpins of his musical education have combined in 
different ways over the course of his career, but they coalesce in star-
tlingly bold and lucid fashion on Hidden Voices, his new release on the 
Swiss label Intakt. The album combines the free-roaming invention of 
modern jazz with the compositional rigor of contemporary classical 
music and abstracted traces of Ortiz’s Cuban-Haitian heritage.

The pianist is joined for the session by two musicians who share 
the unique ability to combine blues-rooted earthiness with heady 
conceptual intricacies: bassist Eric Revis and drummer Gerald 

Cleaver. As a trio they construct dazzling, daringly complex struc-
tures on the foundations of Ortiz’s wide-ranging influences, often 
obscuring the traces of that source material under densely layered, 
vigorously fractured forms. 

Along with Ortiz’s own music, the trio offers a frenetic interpreta-
tion of a pair of Ornette Coleman compositions, a deconstructed Monk 
classic, and a kaleidoscopic perspective on traditional Cuban rhythms. 
The disc ends with Ortiz alone, playing the traditional song “Uno, Dos 
y Tres, Que Paso Más Chevere.” Typically associated with carnivals and 
festivals, the song takes on a pointed, wistful quality in Ortiz’s hands, 
finally fading like a faint wisp of bittersweet memory. 

As the great trumpeter/composer Wadada Leo Smith, with whom 
Ortiz has recently begun performing in a duo setting, explains, 
“Influences can be the most deceptive quality of an artist. Normally 
I don’t look to see whether someone comes from some kind of blues 
background or Afro-Cuban or whatever. What’s more important is 
how you find your way in a space where ethnicity matters not at all. 
And Aruán has powerful ideas for a young man his age.”

Listening to Hidden Voices, it’s unsurprising that the album grew 
out of a Revive Music-sponsored concert series called “Music 
& Architecture” that Ortiz curated in 2013. The series took its 

name from the book by Iannis Xenakis, but Ortiz was less inter-
ested in the composer’s theories than by the basic idea contained 
in that title. “I liked the idea of music and architecture, how to 
translate patterns,” Ortiz says. “I wasn’t really getting into architec-
ture and analyzing buildings. I was trying to unify patterns that 
you find in architecture.”

Once started down the path of patterns and music, Ortiz 
bursts forth with ideas in conversation much the same way that 

ROOTS 
MUSIC

Pianist Aruán Ortiz reckons with the formative years 
he spent in Santiago de Cuba. 

By Shaun Brady
Photos by Jimmy Katz
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he does at the keyboard. Within minutes of being asked 
about the subject, he’s brought up mathematician Benoit 
Mandelbrot’s work in fractal geometry, the geometrical 
arabesques decorating the Alhambra palace in Spain, 
fractal patterns discovered in traditional African textiles, 
visiting Manhattan’s Museum of Mathematics with his 
kids, and Lalibela, the Ethiopian town renowned for its 
churches, hewn into its rocky hills.

Those fascinations echo throughout the titles of the 
pieces on Hidden Voices — “Fractal Sketches,” “Analytical 
Symmetry,” “Arabesques of a Geometrical Rose” — but 
the feverish playing belies the math-textbook ideas. It’s 
obvious that Ortiz finds extremely visceral inspiration 
in these seemingly intellectual concepts. “You can find 
fractals everywhere,” he says with an infectious sense 
of wonder. “In cells, in clouds, in mountains. Everything 
starts from a very minimal form and grows from there. 
Sometimes you don’t even see where all those big forms 
come from unless you look at it on a micro level.”

That notion is, perhaps, also key to the way in which 
Ortiz’s influences manifest in his music. The title Hidden 
Voices is, he suggests, a tribute to all of the sounds that 
the young musician soaked up in the streets and schools 
of working-class Santiago de Cuba. “For me, the album is 
a tribute to my hometown and the people who were very 
important in my formative years but who never became 
famous,” he says. “They’re not successful or international 
musicians, but their contribution to my career is so essential. 
Those voices can be heard.”

In the Cuban school system, students are required to 
choose an instrument at an early age, prompting 
Ortiz’s suggestion that he “got into music by accident.” 

He opted for the violin, taking to it so strongly that his 
path naturally bent in a musical direction. After a few 
years, a dearth of violists led him to swap out stringed 
instruments, while a required class called “Piano for 
Non-Pianists” provided his first formal exposure to what 
would become his primary instrument. “Even before 
taking those classes I was fooling around on the piano,” he 
recalls. “I was very curious because it was a very beautiful 
and challenging instrument. It still is today.”

By his early teens Ortiz was playing Cuban popular music 
with friends while strictly studying classical music in school. 
The only jazz that had permeated his consciousness at that 
point was Cuban in origin — Irakere, Emiliano Salvador, 
Arturo Sandoval and especially Gonzalo Rubalcaba. “Gonzalo 
was very popular because he had that contemporary vision, 
mixing contemporary classical music and jazz, traveling and 
signing with Blue Note, coming here and playing with Freddie 
Hubbard and Dizzy. So he had a lot of followers, me included. 
For musicians from my generation, he was big time.”

One American exception broke through: Chick Corea’s 
“Night Streets,” a Latin/fusion hybrid from the pianist’s 
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Along with the hidden voices that gave Aruán Ortiz’s latest album 
its name, several well-known artists and educators have provided 
crucial lessons and mentorship to Ortiz over the course of his life. 

In Spain he came under the tutelage of Cuban-born piano maestro 
Cecilio Tieles, which he calls “a turning point in my life.” Ortiz spent 
three years with Tieles, bearing down on the classical studies that 
he’d begun in Cuba.

Upon arriving in Boston, Ortiz studied with educators Charlie 
Banacos and Hal Crook, who he credits with giving him much of the 
grounding for his jazz abilities. “They taught me how to listen,” he says. 
“Once you have the tools to do that, you can play anything, anywhere, 
with anybody. That was crucial. That blew my mind.”

Since arriving in New York City, Ortiz has become a student of 
the great pianist and composer Muhal Richard Abrams, founder of 
Chicago’s hugely influential Association for the Advancement of 
Creative Musicians (AACM). Not that Abrams would refer to their 
relationship that way; he famously recoils at the suggestion that he 
be considered a teacher or that those who benefit from his wisdom 
be called “students.”

Ortiz recognizes that distaste, but insists on using those terms 
nonetheless. “For me, it’s kind of offensive to not call him my 
teacher,” Ortiz says. “He’s a very wise man, and he shares a lot of 
information. He changed my approach to composition, what to look 
at and what to search for. He taught me that the only limit is your 
imagination, that you can go as far as your imagination allows. He 
always says, ‘Be who you are.’ That’s very powerful for me. I was 
trying to find my way, and through Muhal I started to expand my 
horizons.” —SB

Muhal Richard Abrams

Guides Along the Way
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1976 album My Spanish Heart, was used 
as the interstitial music on a local radio 
station. “It was very popular,” Ortiz says. 
“I got obsessed with it and learned the 
whole thing. I used to play it at school, so 
I officially became ‘the jazz guy.’ I didn’t 
have any understanding of jazz history, 
I didn’t know who anybody was, I just 
played those licks over and over. But I 
believed it, having no information about 
American jazz.”

That reputation persisted until the 
moment that Ortiz arrived in the more 
cosmopolitan Havana to further his stud-
ies at the Instituto Superior de Arte. “It was 
a shock,” he says, still shaking his head 
more than 20 years later. “The level was 
extremely high, and I realized that I wasn’t 
what people said I was. I didn’t know 
anything. In Havana you have access to 
more information, jazz clubs were running 
there, and all those guys were top musi-
cians. I realized that if I want to play piano, 
I have to cut everything else out. I couldn’t 
fool around. And if I wanted to play jazz, I 
needed to learn what that was about.”

Out went the viola and back to Santiago 
de Cuba went Ortiz, determined to commit 
himself to jazz piano with a renewed 
focus. He made frequent excursions to 
Havana to check out the current state of 
the art in the capital city while studying, 
composing and gigging at home. When he 
was 22, the Spanish-owned record label 
Magic Music arrived in Santiago on a 

talent search to find Cuban musicians for 
a series to be titled “La Isla de la Musica,” 
which would release diverse recordings 
from across the island. 

Ortiz auditioned and so impressed the 
label that he was invited to Spain to record 
his debut album, the solo-piano outing 
Impresión Tropical. The blend of influences 
that would come to mark Ortiz’s mature 
style are all present in nascent form — 
Cuban rhythms formalized into contem-
porary classical structures and refracted 
through a modern jazz lens. His approach 
to that combination would become 
exponentially more complex in the coming 
decades, but Ortiz’s self-assessment is 
fairly accurate: “That’s a wild album. You 
can hear a lot of Cuban sound, but you can 
hear other things, too.”

The opportunity provided by the Magic 
Music recording as well as meeting the 
woman who would become his first 

wife led Ortiz to settle in Spain for the next 
six years. While there he studied with the 
Cuban pianist Cecilio Tieles and furthered 
his formal studies at L’AULA de Música 
Moderna i Jazz in Barcelona. That school’s 
ties to Berklee College of Music then led to 
a move to Boston — another cultural shift, 
but one that didn’t prove quite as seismic 
as his comeuppance in Havana. “I was in 
school with a lot of cats that knew jazz from 
the womb,” Ortiz says of his Berklee experi-
ence. “So I had to catch up.”

In 2003 Ortiz recorded his second CD, 
Aruán Ortiz Trio Vol. 1, with bassist Peter 
Slavov and Francisco Mela, his last trio 
recording until Hidden Voices — and a 
radically different, more straightforward 
one. In Boston he also formed a vital 
friendship with saxophonist Antoine 
Roney, who recommended the pianist to 
his brother, trumpeter Wallace Roney, 
leading to a six-year association that 
would prove to be Ortiz’s introduction to 
a wider jazz audience. It was during his 
tenure with Roney that he made his move 
to Brooklyn, where he now lives with his 
second wife and two young sons.

Ortiz’s ensuing releases trace his evolu-
tion: the albums Alameda, Orbiting, and 
Banned in London reveal an increasing 
sophistication and fire through work with 

forward-thinking collaborators like David 
Gilmore, Michael Janisch, Greg Osby and 
Rudy Royston. He also created Latin-tinged 
arrangements for flutist Mark Weinstein’s 
jazz/charanga project El Cumbanchero 
and ventured into the realm of electronic 
experimentation alongside Bob Gluck on the 
adventurous Textures and Pulsations. 

He continues to forge new relationships 
with some of the music’s most progressive art-
ists. The coming months will see Ortiz featured 
on releases by drummer/composer Francisco 
Mora Catlett’s AfroHORN ensemble, flutist 
Nicole Mitchell, drummer Nasheet Waits, and 
Norwegian vocalist Grete Skarpeid, whose CD 
Ortiz also produced and arranged. 

A turning point for the composer 
came in 2011, when the José Mateo Ballet 
Theater commissioned Ortiz to compose 
music for its 25th anniversary celebra-
tion. A fellow native of Santiago de Cuba, 
Mateo wanted a piece that would trace the 
evolution of Afro-Cuban popular dance in 
the Oriente province. To write the music, 
Ortiz embarked on a research project that 
would connect him more directly with his 
Cuban-Haitian heritage as well as provide 
a key to combining his Cuban and classical 
influences in profound new ways.

The resulting music was released by 
Sunnyside in 2012 as Santiarican Blues 
Suite, featuring Ortiz in conjunction with 
the Camerata Urbana Ensemble. “When I 
started to do research, it sent me to Haiti 
and the revolution and its impact on the 
cultural life of Cuba,” Ortiz explains. “I have 
a Haitian heritage, but it’s not something I 
ever really paid attention to. I ended up with 
so much information and knowledge and 
raw material that I can use. Everything goes 
through my filter.”

The album is a stunning leap forward 
for Ortiz as a composer, a stark, haunt-
ing and powerful work of new music 
that evokes the pain and suffering of 
displaced, enslaved peoples, revolutionary 
eruptions and the enduring traditions 
that survive and thrive in the face of 
cultural transformation.

Hidden Voices can be seen as a direct 
result of the work that Ortiz put into the 
Santiarican Blues Suite, but it again finds 
him restlessly reinventing his inspirations 
and allowing them to lead him down 
diverging paths..
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1. Yellowjackets  “Eddie’s in the House” Co-
hearence (Mack Avenue)

2. Esperanza Spalding “Noble Nobles” Emily’s 
D+Evolution (Concord)

3. Albare “Goldfinger” Dreamtime (Alfi) 

4. Bill Frisell “You Only Live Twice” 
    When You Wish Upon a Star (Okeh/Sony)

5. Jason Miles “Sassy Stew” 
To Grover with Love - Live in Japan (Whaling 
City Sound)

6. Guilherme Dias Gomes “Leste” Leste Brasil 
(Tratore)

7. Ernie Watts Quartet “A Distant Light” Wheel 
of Time (Flying Dolphin)

8. Axel Tosca Laugart “Fulani in Love” Axel 
Tosca (Alfi)

9.Steve Kuhn Trio “Carousel” At This Time … 
(Sunnyside)

10. Javon Jackson/Ron Carter/Billy Drummond 
For Toddlers Only “Three’s Company: We’ll Be 
Together Again” (Chesky)

11. Oleg Kireyev and Keith Javors “Inwardly” The 
Meeting (Inarhyme)

12. B.D. Lenz “Karmalectro” Manifesto (Jade 
Buddha)

13. Myles Wright “Choose Your Own Adventure” 
The LA EP (self-released)

JAZZIZ ON DISC 
is available on CDs and streaming 
for subscribers-only by logging onto 
jazziz.com/discovery

Contemporary-jazz powerhouse the 
Yellowjackets have always had more 
substance than the smooth-jazz/R&B 
contingent with which they are some-
times associated. Their recent release 
Cohearence(Mack Avenue) showcases the 
skills and compositions of the core group, 
comprising keyboardist Russell Ferrante, 

saxophonist Bob Mintzer and drummer 
William Kennedy. The album also marks 
the Yellowjackets recording debut of 
bassist Dane Alderson, who hits the ground 
running. Ferrante’s “Eddie’s in the House,” 
included here, nods to saxophone innovator 
Eddie Harris. The keyboardist cites Harris’ 
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1. Dick OaWtts/Mats Holmquist New York Jazz 
Orchestra “Stevie R.” A Tribute to Herbie + 1 
(Mama)

2. Anthony Wilson “The Geranium” Frogtown 
(Goat Hill Recordings)

3. Grace Kelly “Lemons Make Lemonade” Trying 
to Figure it Out (Pazz)

4. Dobrek Bistro with David Krakauer “Ade 
Efgisa” Arava (Dobrecords)

5. Nancy Harms “I Got it Bad (and That Ain’t 
Good)” Ellington at Night (Gazelle)

6. Fabrizio Sotti Trio “Forty” Forty (self-released)

7. Marika Hughes  “A Kiss is Just As Sweet as it 
Gets or For the Last Time” New York Nostalgia 
(DD)

8. Bob Baldwin “Teardrop” The Brazilian-Ameri-
can Soundtrack (City Sketches/Red River)

9. Luba Mason “Freedom” Mixtura (Kobalt)

10. Peter Kavanaugh “Poinciana” Whisper Not 
(self-released)

11. Antonio Adolfo “Cascavel” Tropical Infinito 
(AAM)

12. Jack Perla “Swimming Upstream” Enormous 
Changes (Origin)

13. Michael Lington “Beale Street” Second Na-
ture (Copenhagen )

14. Jartse Tuominen “Time to Go” Untold Stories 
(SledgeHammer)

15.. Geoffrey Gee “Pursuit” I’ll Be There With You 
(Vidal Arts Media)

live recording with pianist Les McCann, 
Swiss Movement, as a particularly strong 
influence. And it’s not hard to believe when 
listening to the cut, which features a deep 
groove from Alderson, a slippery backbeat 
from Kennedy, heated tenor work from 
Mintzer and bluesy piano from Ferrante.

Successful musicians can continue mak-
ing the same kind of music that brought 
them acclaim, or they can challenge 
themselves and listeners by following 
their muse. Bassist, vocalist and composer 
Esperanza Spalding has chosen the latter 
path. While she came to prominence as a 
highly skilled jazz bassist, at home playing 
bebop or Latin jazz, she had no desire to 
remain in the straightahead bag. Albums 
under her own name have combined 
contemporary jazz, jazz fusion, chamber 
music and neo-soul. Spalding’s most-recent 

release, Emily’s D+Evolution (Concord), is her 
boldest yet. The album title hints at rein-
vention, as does the bespectacled persona 
she’s adopted, which trades her signature 
Afro for cornrows. The singer/bassist 
seems to be channeling Joni Mitchell in 
her vocal delivery, as well as in her poetic 

Disc Two

Illustration by Benjamin Urkowitz

“The album is 
a tribute to my 

hometown and the 
people who were 

very important in my 
formative years but 
who never became 

famous. They’re 
not successful 
or international 
musicians, but 

their contribution 
to my career is so 

essential.”
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It’s safe to say that Michael League doesn’t get as much sleep 
as he’d like. But that’s what happens when the band you 
lead, Snarky Puppy, is constantly touring — and attracting 

increasingly larger crowds — and recording. This year, the 
group had released two albums by the middle of spring. Family 
Dinner Volume Two, which features several guest artists, 
including folk rocker David Crosby and jazz guitarist Charlie 
Hunter, came out in February; Culcha Vulcha, the band’s 11th 
album, was released in April. Both are on the band’s own 
GroundUP label. 

For those unacquainted, Snarky Puppy is a Brooklyn-based 
collective with a lot of moving parts. The website lists 13 official 
members, but many others come and go to augment the band 
on any given night. Led by 32-year-old bassist and principal 
composer League, the group covers such a vast terrain of 
musical styles that it’s impossible to put a label on it. Jazz, funk, 
rock, reggae, New Orleans parade, Brazilian, Middle Eastern folk 
music and other genres all have a place in the Snarky Puppy 
universe.

 “They are the exception to every rule,” says singer-
songwriter Becca Stevens, who appears on Family Dinner 
Volume Two. “You see the kind of success that they’re getting, 
and it just doesn’t make sense with the way we think things 
have to work in order to be successful.”

The road began at the University of North Texas College of 
Music, where League and several other bandmates — including 
trumpeter Justin Stanton and guitarist Bob Lanzetti — were 
students in the school’s famed jazz studies program. They 
played gigs in basements and small clubs. League eventually 
moved to Dallas, where he studied with R&B keyboardist 
Bernard Wright. For roughly four years in Dallas, League 
and his friends played gospel music in local churches. Those 
experiences proved critical to League’s musical development.  

“It totally reshaped the way I think about music,” he says 
from Wellington, New Zealand, where, in June, Snarky Puppy 
was in the early stages of a two-month tour that would also 
take them through Asia, Australia and Europe. “It kind of helped 
to wash the jazz school off of me, if that makes any sense. To 
get back to a state of mind that’s kind of innocent about music, 
that’s just simple and practical and not about the notes you’re 
playing or the scales you’re using or how much the musicians in 
the audience know what you’re doing. It’s more about playing 
something that means something to the audience and each of 
the guys onstage — just being all one together in a communal 
act. That was so, so opposite of jazz school [laughs].” 

Snarky Puppy’s first record, The Only Constant, came out 
in 2006 while the members were still at North Texas. It’s 
the mellowest and jazziest of their records. While their 

sound grew increasingly complex and varied over the next two 
records, it still remained recognizably within the electronic jazz 
realm. All the while, they slowly built a following. 

But it wasn’t until 2010’s Tell Your Friends that things 
started to take off. For that record, League came up with the 

idea of recording the album in-studio with a live audience 
— and documenting the process on video. You can sense the 
difference in the music’s energy level, but it was the videos the 
group posted to YouTube — as polished and engaging as their 
music — that drew bigger crowds. They recorded their next six 
records this way, with collaborators including the Netherlands’ 
Metropole Orkest and Burundian musician Bukuru Celestin.
Before Tell Your Friends, Snarky Puppy did the typical things 
struggling bands do to try to drum up attention — distributing 
printed handbills on the street, social networking and so 
forth. But League always wanted the music to be central to the 
promotional aspect, and a series of videos documenting the 
recording process — and showing the audience as part of that 
process — turned out to be a stroke of genius.

A couple of Grammys haven’t hurt either. The group won for 
Best R&B Performance in 2014 for “Something,” a collaboration 
with singer Lalah Hathaway on the first Family Dinner record. 
Earlier this year, Sylva earned the band its second Grammy, for 
Best Contemporary Instrumental Album. 

 “It’s been a very, very slow climb,” League says. “The first 
time we posted a video to YouTube from Tell Your Friends, that’s 
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when we started reaching a national audience slowly but 
surely. Whenever we post videos from each new record, there’s 
always been a little bump for us.”

Those little bumps have evolved over time into a rabid fan 
base. How often do you hear crowds sing along to instrumental 
songs? Check out YouTube for their performances of “Lingus” 
and listen to fans spontaneously sing the opening melody, or 
to the closing anthemic refrain of “Shofukan.” And it’s not as 
if this is easy listening. Yes, the grooves are deep and make 
you want to move, but the melodies are often intricate and the 
musical influences are literally all over the map.

Snarky Puppy may be the perfect example of why genre 
classifications are often meaningless. Nonetheless, they’re 
frequently tagged with the “jazz” label for lack of anything else 
to call them. League doesn’t mind, although the band doesn’t 
use that term. And the hodgepodge of genres, along with 
the group’s electronic sensibility, naturally leads to the term 
“fusion” as well. That one doesn’t sit well with League. 

“Labels are what they are, and I understand that people need 
to put labels on something just to get in the ballpark,” he says. 
“I don’t like us being called a fusion band because I associate 
that work with music that I don’t enjoy — music that’s super 

 “Nobody [here] thinks that this band is a jazz 
band. We’re just doing something that we 
really like to do that we’ve developed over 

13 years, and we’re having fun doing it.”
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athletic and more about chops and virtuosity than it is about 
melody and groove.”

While the critical response to the band has been generally 
positive, there are the occasional detractors. League is 
unruffled by most of the criticism, though there is a particular 
charge that gets under his skin. “What does bother me,” he 
says, “is when people criticize us based on this idea that we’re 
supposed to be jazz. You read this criticism that’s like, ‘Oh, 
yeah, well, if they really were jazz they would be X, Y and 
Z.’ And we’re like, ‘We’re not calling ourselves jazz.’ Nobody 
[here] thinks that this band is a jazz band. We’re just doing 
something that we really like to do that we’ve developed over 
13 years, and we’re having fun doing it.”

Also, what Snarky Puppy’s detractors seem to dislike about 
the band — that its diverse repertoire supposedly leaves it 
without an authentic voice — is exactly what fans appreciate. 
“I think people expect us to mix things together,” League 

says. “The expectation of our audience is to just surprise 
them, which is a really cool place to be because it kind of 
pushes you to always be challenging yourself and searching 
for something new. They come to see the band go in new 
directions and discover new things, and they’re kind of there 
with us. It’s an amazing feeling to know that’s what the 
audience wants.”

That might explain why the two Family Dinner albums 
have proven to be especially fruitful. Working with 
established artists like Crosby and Hathaway certainly 
helped expose the band to a wider audience. But collaborating 
with lesser-known musicians such as Swedish folk trio 
Väsen, Malian singer-songwriter Salif Keita and American 
underground soul singer N’Dambi allowed Snarky Puppy to 
expand its sound.  

“We look for artists we love and respect,” League says. “The 
second criteria are artists that are cool people who are good 
to deal with, not divas. The third criteria is whether this is a 
combination that could lead to something cool musically.”

 Culcha Vulcha was a return of sorts. There’s still a wide 
range of styles, from the blissed-out soul of “Gemini” to the 
reggae-inspired “The Simple Life” (though, as always, there’s 
rarely just one thing going on). But in this case there are no 
guest artists, no live audience. The nine instrumental tracks 
were recorded in the studio with the core band. League 
confesses that the conventional approach was strange for the 
band at first, but they brought what they learned from the live 
recordings into the studio.

“I think there was a noticeable difference,” he says. “We 
developed this relationship with the studio that we can play 
like we play live. Even though the Culcha Vulcha sound is very 
studio-produced, it still feels very live. The players now think of 
the studio the same way they think of the stage. There isn’t that 

“You see the kind of 
success that they’re 
getting, and it just 

doesn’t make sense 
with the way we think 
things have to work in 

order to be successful.”
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From left: Justin Stanton, Michael League, Jay Jennings
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stress about perfectionism. It’s an attitude of just play the songs 
and enjoy ourselves, and I think that comes across.”

Aside from Snarky Puppy making its own way up the musical 
food chain, the band is creating its own ecosystem of like-
minded musicians. In 2007, League founded the GroundUP 

label as a home for the group. Since then, the label has signed artists 
such as Michelle Willis, Lucy Woodward (both Family Dinner guests) 
and Cory Henry, who’s a keyboardist in the group. 

“The impetus was the idea that we have a fan base of people 
who are hungry for really good music no matter what kind it is,” 
League says. “We know a lot of artists who are amazing but kind of 
unknown. We thought, why don’t we just plug them into our fan 
base and see what happens?”

That communal spirit has inspired Stevens to work on her own 
with other Snarky Puppy collaborators. She’s been writing songs 
with David Crosby, one of which will appear on a new record he’s 
recording with League. The Snarky Puppy universe just keeps 
expanding.

And that means even less time for League to rest. He’s the group’s 
chief composer but never has any time to write because they’re 
usually touring. That, he says, is the nature of the business today. 
“I wrote five tunes on the new record, and two or three of them I 
wrote once we had already showed up at the studio,” he says. “It’s 
hard, especially right now because nobody makes money from 
records, because the streaming thing has just destroyed artists. You 
just work so much harder to make money. You have to play more 
shows, you have to come up with alternate revenue streams. It’s 
putting a strain on the artists.”

That’s why the band’s work ethic and unique approach are 
so impressive to guitarist Charlie Hunter, whose latest record, 
Everybody Has a Plan Until They Get Punched In the Mouth, was 
released on GroundUP in July. “I think what is unique about these 
guys is they have managed to create such a great cooperative that 
really works,” he says. “They most likely have created a blueprint 
that can work in this new world of trying to make a living as a 
musician.”

Snarky Puppy’s tour ended in August. Aside from League’s 
collaboration with Crosby, things should be fairly quiet for the rest 
of the year. Then it’s back on the road next year before making what 
he calls “this really crazy record.” 

“It’s kind of going back to the way it worked for us, the video-in-
studio kind of thing,” he says. “Musically each record has to go in 
a different direction or the band will go crazy. But in terms of the 
overall package and the concept, it’s going to be really different.”

If Snarky Puppy’s history is any indication, its fans are no doubt 
looking forward to hearing (and seeing) what’s next. For now, 
League enjoys being an overnight sensation more than a decade 
in the making. “It’s been kind of a slow, steady trajectory, which is 
nice,” he says. “I think that’s a better way to do it than having to 
deal with the culture shock of going from being someone no one 
cares about to being someone that everybody cares about pretty 
quickly. It was like one person at a time had begun to care about us 
over 13 years.”.

 
Snarky Puppy’s tactic of recording albums with a live 
audience in a studio setting, and documenting that 
process on video, has become the band’s signature. It’s 
how they’ve built a loyal and growing following. And it 
all started as an offhand response to a criticism.

“We had been told by a lot of our fans that they 
really dug our live shows, but they were not so into the 
studio recordings,” Michael League says. “So I just kind 
of made a joke that if we ever do a live record it’ll be in a 
recording studio. And we thought about it and said, ‘We 
can make that happen.’”

League acknowledges that the process can be a bit 
strange at first for guest collaborators. But for Becca 
Stevens, who recorded a version of her song “I Asked” 
on Family Dinner Volume Two, it was a revelation. “It 
was maybe the best recording experience of my life. It’s 
really the best of both worlds. Oftentimes when you’re 
performing live you’re like, ‘I really wish I could control 
the mix of this so that I’m comfortable.’ To be able to face 
the other musicians but have the audience in the middle 
is genius, because you can see each other but you also 
have that audience energy inside of the circle.”

When you watch the videos, one of the more 
noticeable aspects is that everyone in the audience 
is also wearing headphones. “Seeing the band in the 
recording studio where they’re making a record, I think 
that’s cool,” League says. “I would love to do that with 
my favorite bands. I think they’re a bit awkward at first, 
like they’ve broken into somebody’s house. But by the 
end of the session, I think they’ve warmed up to it.”

Many of Snarky Puppy’s recording sessions are on 
GroundUP’s YouTube page, at www.youtube.com/user/
groundUPmusicNYC.  —JFM

Michael League

Live in Front of a 
Studio Audience
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Singer René Marie releases Sound of Red, her most 

personal album to date. 

By Bob Weinberg

 In Living Color
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A year had nearly passed since the deadly shootings at the 
Emanuel AME Church in Charleston, South Carolina. 
Performing at the city’s annual Spoleto Festival in 

May, René Marie and her sextet took the stage at the newly 
unwrapped Gaillard Center. The singer launched the concert 
with “Be the Change,” a new work she had written that had 
been commissioned by the festival to commemorate the racially 
motivated church killings. She began the piece on a haunting 
note, intoning the names of the nine victims a cappella.

Marie recognized the significance of premiering the song 
to this particular audience, in this particular city, where the 
June 2015 shootings had been preceded by a long history of 
slavery, segregation and Jim Crow. In fact, during excavations 
of the grounds for the Gaillard’s renovation, the remains of 36 
slaves — including a 6-year-old boy — were unearthed; in May, 
plans were being discussed to re-inter them in the garden of the 
neighboring St. John’s Episcopal Church. And while Marie has 
addressed racism in song before, the four-time Spoleto headliner 
does admit to having had mixed emotions about performing 
this new song in Charleston. 

“I was just a bundle of nerves,” she says, talking by phone in 
June from her home in her native Virginia. “Because I don’t live 
there. And part of what I told audiences afterwards was that it 
felt a little bit presumptuous, thinking that I could write a song 
about what had happened to them. But in a way, it happened 
to all of us. I said, ‘You guys were not in a vacuum. The whole 
country, our hearts were with you. I hope you felt that, because 
I know that was the outpouring from the majority — by far — 
of people in this country. And around the world.’”  

The change that Marie urges in her song had been inspired 
by the actions of an African-American woman who climbed 
a flag pole and took down a Confederate banner, as well 
as by South Carolina Governor Nikki Haley, who signed 
a bill officially removing the flag from the state’s capitol 
building. Reverberations from those actions are still being 
felt throughout the South and beyond, even as gun violence 
continues to take a tragic toll on the country and relations 
between races remain strained and mistrustful. 

Racism is no abstraction for Marie, who was born in 1955. She 
spent the first 10 years of her life in Warrenton, Virginia, the 
white citizenry of which she describes as “intractable” when 
it came to obeying civil rights legislation. When her parents 
divorced, she and her siblings moved with her mom to Roanoke, 
where life was marginally better for black residents, although 
integration was still only grudgingly accepted. “I’ve heard 
people say, ‘Well, it’s not like that anymore. Why can’t y’all just 
move on?’” she relates. “That’s like saying, ‘Hey, your parents 
don’t abuse you anymore. Just move on. Why do you have to 
keep talking about it?’ Well, it forms your personality and your 
worldview and your community view and family view. We all 
belong to the family of mankind, and there’s just no sweeping it 
under the rug.” 

In her own life, Marie has witnessed a fair amount of 
tragedy and triumph. She threads her experiences — and 

the changes they’ve wrought upon her and her family — 
throughout her profoundly personal songcraft, nowhere more 
so than on the 11 autobiographical tracks she penned for her 
new recording, Sound of Red (Motéma). It’s her first release 
comprising entirely original material. 

Of course, not all the songs are rooted in pain. The music, 
performed with her regular backing trio — pianist John Chin, 
bassist Elias Bailey and drummer Quentin E. Baxter — and 
guests, for the most part simmers with jazzy élan. The spark of 
new romance, the delight of wandering cobblestoned streets 
or sharing a canoe with a lover, even the sheer exuberance 
of experiencing a jazz festival in South Africa all inspired 
songs on Sound of Red. The title track itself is a finger-snapping 
celebration of life that actually includes the cheer “Hip Hip 
Hooray!”

 And yet some of her songs spring from less-than-pleasant 
childhood circumstances and their lifelong consequences. 
One song references a brother and an aunt who struggled 
with homelessness. Another was inspired by a troubled sister 
seemingly immune to her siblings’ attempts to help her. 
Even an idyllic reminiscence of growing up in the country is 
freighted with the sadness of relationships cut short by death or 
dysfunction. Marie uses it all to make indelible art. 

But her goal goes beyond simple catharsis. “There is some ... 
release, or connection, I feel with the audience while I’m singing 
these songs,” she says. “Because I know I’m not the only one 
who has experienced [these situations]. It’s like when you’re in 
a conversation with a group of people, and everyone’s talking 
about shit that’s happened to them, and you start hearing their 
stories and nodding your head — it’s like those conversations, 
the best ones you’ve ever had in your life. It feels like I’m having 
that conversation with the people who are listening. And I can 
tell by looking into their faces which ones have experienced 
which things.

“That is the true joy that I find as a singer being on the 
stage,” she continues. “I get to see when a certain topic, or a 
certain lyric, touches someone in the audience. That’s what I 
live for. I just want that connection. It’s so easy to forget that 
that’s what it’s all about.”

René Marie was 40 years old when she embarked upon the 
course that has earned her popular and critical acclaim, 
placing her among today’s jazz elite. While she sang 

with R&B bands as a teenager, she married young and put 
her ambitions on hold to raise a family. Many years later, her 
then-college-age sons urged her to pursue her dream of singing 
professionally, even as her husband forcefully attempted to 
keep her at home. The dream won out, the husband became an 
ex-, and in 1997 she recorded her debut album. In 2000, Marie 
released the first of a string of albums for the now-defunct 
MaxJazz label, establishing herself as a gifted interpreter, an 
emotionally rich performer, and a songwriter with a singular 
point of view, the last strongly reinforced by songs she penned 
for 2004’s Serene Renegade.  

JZv33n09.indb   23 8/30/16   11:44 PM

JAZZIZ   The Top Jazz Artist    31



102   Fall  2016   JAZZIZ                                                                                                                                                                                                     Photos by Michael Schmidt

Marie recorded her first album for Motéma in 2011. On the 
wide-ranging all-covers album Voice of My Beautiful Country, 
she nodded to rock and R&B influences as well as to traditional 
Americana. So, when later that same year she released the 
bracingly personal Black Lace Freudian Slip, it came as a 
revelation to many listeners. Comprising all but two original 
songs, the album sounded like a declaration of independence, 
a manifesto of individuality. For the first time, she eschewed 
standards. “Please don’t compare me to Ella or Sarah, magnolias 
won’t stay in this hair,” she sang on “This for Joe,” a breezy 
samba with a pointed message. And the title song, a clever 
play on words, got right to the crux of the matter, discussing 
the complex relationship between the heart-on-her-sleeve 
performer and her audience: “You done come and paid your 
money to be entertained/Seeking some kinda inspiration from 
my pleasure and my pain.” 

Although she detoured with 2013’s Grammy-nominated I 
Wanna Be Evil, a slinky salute to Eartha Kitt, Marie has returned 
to the seemingly bottomless well of emotions at the foundation 
of her being, dipping even deeper than before. Certainly the 
events of recent years found their way into her music. The 
prayer-like “Blessings,” for instance, came to her while sitting 
at the bedside of her oldest brother, Claude, who had been 
hospitalized following a stroke and who died three months 
later. 

“I was sitting in a chair beside him and stroking his arm and 
crying and telling him, ‘Wow, I almost lost you.’ And he said, 
‘Well, you still might,’” she relates in a whisper. “And I started 
humming this melody that was running through my head and 
these lyrics: ‘May wisdom guide you and hope sustain you/May 
the wind be always at your back/May your faith make up for 
any confidence that you lack.’ And I just kept singing that, and 
I said, ‘Where did I hear this song before?’ So I Googled it, and 
I didn’t find those lyrics anywhere. I thought, ‘Am I writing a 
song?’ It didn’t get any further than that while he was living, 
but after he transitioned, it was like two weeks after that, the 
whole thing came to me. And it was very easy to write. It just 
flowed out of me.” 

In his classic novel You Can’t Go Home Again, Southern writer 
Thomas Wolfe cautioned about the risks of cutting too close to 
the bone. Yet the Richmond, Virginia-based Marie hasn’t fled 
far from the environs of her tumultuous upbringing or from 
the issues that have long shadowed her psyche. “Don’t hide 
them — be proud of your battle scars,” she sings on the scrappy 
“Stronger Than You Think,” a tune that neatly explains her 
philosophy.

Marie is hardly callous toward loved ones she mentions in 
her music. The opening verses of “This Is (Not) a Protest Song,” 
a heartfelt plea for compassion for those living on the street, 
describe a brother and a late aunt who were homeless. “Now, 
I do have to say,” she admits, “when [my brother] is in the 
audience, which he has been once or twice when I’ve sung that 
song, I found it very hard to do. I talked to him before it came 
out and said, ‘Look, I’ve written this song. You inspired me to 

“That is the true joy that I 

find as a singer being on 

the stage. I get to see when 

a certain topic, or a certain 

lyric, touches someone in 

the audience. That’s what 

I live for. I just want that 

connection.”
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write it, and I hope it’s OK.’ And he said, ‘Yeah, go ahead. It’s the 
truth. So if it’ll help anybody ...’ And I told him how Motéma 
agreed that 100 percent of the proceeds of the song’s downloads 
go to the National Coalition for the Homeless. So he’s cool with 
it. But I know that it causes him pain. And yet he’s given his 
blessing.”

Marie’s not so certain about receiving the blessing of a 
younger brother from whom she’s long been estranged. A 
devout Jehovah’s Witness, he’s clashed with her for leaving 
the religion. The longing for connection — with her brother, 
with the simpler life they once lived — permeates the song 
“Many Years Ago,” a wistful if ultimately futile attempt to 
put her arms around the past. Marie doubts that her brother 
has listened to the song — which she first recorded on Serene 
Renegade — or to any of the music she’s sent his way. She says 
she constantly struggles to keep the chip off her shoulder and 
unconditional love in her heart. “We were very, very close,” she 

 “When I started singing 

and writing my own stuff, 

people would say, ‘Oh, you 

must have listened to a lot 

of Betty Carter.’ But then, 

when I did listen to her, I 

said, ‘Oh, I can see why they 

said that.’”
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says. “We were a poor family, so we did a lot of stuff together. Took baths 
together, slept in the same bed. We’re not as estranged as we were two 
years ago. There’s still a rift there, but it’s closing.”

If listeners detect the strains of country music in songs such as 
“Many Years Ago” and “Blessings,” that’s no accident. Bluegrass and 
country were the soundtrack of Marie’s youth. Her dad loved it, tuned 
it in on the radio. One of her brothers, she says, plays the spoons. Claude 
kept a stack of country and western CDs in his truck. Marie’s songs 
might not ring with pedal-steel or fiddles — in fact, the preponderance 
of music here is sizzling straightahead jazz, her trio bolstered by 
saxophonist Sherman Irby and trumpeter Etienne Charles — but a few 
tunes bear echoes of the Appalachians.

As a child of the 1960s and ’70s, Marie also found inspiration in 
singer-songwriters such as Carol King, Roberta Flack and the late Nina 
Simone, most of all. Simone’s bold performances set a high bar, and even 
her non-political songs came across as powerful statements of identity. 
“She was such a huge influence,” Marie says. “I was just this angry 
teenager in the ‘70s. I would love to hear what Nina’s thoughts are now.”

Shirley Horn, with her hushed, intimate delivery, and Betty Carter, 
whose vocal daring just about created its own genre, would seem 
like easy analogues for Marie’s performance, as well. However, the 
singer came to jazz somewhat late in the game, and admits to a bit of a 
learning curve in the beginning. “It’s funny,” she says. “I didn’t really 
know any Betty Carter songs; I just knew her name. But especially when 
I started singing and writing my own stuff, people would say, ‘Oh, you 
must have listened to a lot of Betty Carter.’ But then, when I did listen 
to her, I said, ‘Oh, I can see why they said that.’ Because some of her note 
choices are notes I would sing. Of course you would sing it like that!”

One Betty Carter-esque track on Sound of Red, “Lost,” finds Marie and 
her bandmates in swirling freefall, as the singer describes a wild-child 
sister who was inextricably bound to negative lifestyle choices. Despite 
the hurtful and frustrating situation that Marie relates in her lyrics — 
“she was always reaching out, but no one could ever reach her” — her 
delivery captures the devil-may-care insouciance of this tortured soul. 
She actually sounds as if she were enjoying inhabiting this persona, at 
least in song. “Yeah, that is a fun song to play,” she corroborates. “Oh, 
my God. The whole band loves it. When it’s time to do ‘Lost,’ it’s just like, 
‘Yeah,’ [she cracks up] “oh, boy!”

Marie’s home and heart may be in Virginia, but she’s certainly 
not tethered to it. Jazz has taken her to exotic locations around 
the world, many of which have left lingering impressions. On 

Sound of Red, she celebrates a couple of destinations that have added 
more than just another stamp to her passport.

 Brazilian guitar maestro Romero Lubambo lends his pristine 
strings to “Certaldo,” an impossibly romantic tune Marie penned about 
finding love in the charming Tuscan hilltop town for which it’s named. 
Invited to take part in a weeklong jazz-festival workshop, Marie eagerly 
returned to Certaldo for a third time, anticipating the heady wine, the 
sumptuous food and the fairy-tale ambience of a town that slopes 
down from a centuries-old castle. The setting could not have been more 
perfect for a romantic encounter.

“The earth shook beneath me, the full moon blazed above,” she sings. 
“The cobblestones, the narrow streets; of course I fell in love/Every 

Even for a singer as audacious as René Marie it 
was a bold move. But there it was, amidst a set 
that encompassed standards from Rodgers and 
Hammerstein to Lennon and McCartney — a 
mash-up of the Southern-pride anthem “Dixie” 
with “Strange Fruit,” the anti-lynching treatise 
immortalized by Billie Holiday. Marie had 
performed the medley before recording it on her 
2001 MaxJazz album Vertigo, notably in a club 
in Mississippi where she received a standing 
ovation.

But not everyone was thrilled by the concept. 
When Marie went into the studio to lay down 
the track, she recalls drummer Jeff “Tain” Watts’ 
initial reaction. “He saw the charts that said 
‘Dixie’ and he put his drumsticks down,” she 
says, laughing. “He folded his arms and said, 
‘Whaaat? I’m not playin’ that shit.’”
 She explained to Watts that she’d first 
sing “Dixie” a cappella, then the rest of the 
band would come in on “Strange Fruit.” The 
Pittsburgh-born drummer remained skeptical. 
“He said, ‘Mmm-hmm. Sing it.’ I totally 
understood. If that was me, I’d be sayin’ the 
same thing. So I sang it, and when I finished, I 
looked at him like, ‘OK?’ And he picked up his 
brushes and he said, ‘OK, let’s go.’”

Certainly Marie understands the 
connotations of “Dixie.” Although the lyrics are 
fairly innocuous — and her heartbreaking vocal 
leaves no doubt as to her intention — the song’s 
long been used as a rallying cry for nostalgic 
white Southerners. She’s seen firsthand the 
affects the song can have on audiences. One 
particularly memorable instance was during 
a performance at a church in Northern Florida 
for a primarily white audience. “There was one 
woman of color — I’ll never forget this — and 
she was in a back pew,” Marie says. “She was 
late coming in, but she was there when I started 
singing ‘Dixie,’ and I could see her, slinking 
down in her seat, trying to melt out of sight.”

“And so I got out the first [few words], ‘I wish 
I was ...,’” she continues, “and this deep male 
voice sings, ‘in the land of cotton.’” The memory 
of a clueless audience member rousingly singing 
along elicits a hearty chuckle from the singer. 
“I never expected to touch anyone that way. I 
think the guy was thinking, ‘Wow, I haven’t 
heard this song in a long time!’” — BW

Dixie Redefined
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cliché that you could imagine happened while we were there.” 
Add the sound of a strumming guitar echoing through the 
ancient alleys, and it was almost like being on a movie set. “I 
was thinking, ‘Come onnn! Is this The Truman Show?’” Marie 
says with a laugh. “Nobody’s gonna believe this.” No question, 
she says, travel has broadened her horizons. “My viewpoint of 
life changed when I realized, ‘Hey, it’s possible to actually live in 
a place like this. You don’t have to just read about it.’”

Marie was also deeply affected by her trip to South Africa. 
She had been invited to perform at the Joy of Jazz festival in 
Johannesburg, the event that inspired her song of the same 
name. The living history of the anti-apartheid struggle was 
everywhere, although the toll of that struggle had finally 
caught up with Nelson Mandela, who was in the hospital 
during her visit, and who died in late 2013. Having seen the 
bullet-scarred walls of his former home in Soweto, which is 
now a museum, the singer says she was profoundly moved by 
the ways in which Mandela’s leadership had changed the world. 
His compassion is exemplified by the concept of ubuntu, which 
Marie said she witnessed firsthand in the kindness of the South 
Africans she encountered. 

And then, of course, there was the thrill of seeing familiar 
faces everywhere she looked. “When we were driving to the 
[festival] venue, I’d look out the window and see people that 
looked like my family,” she says with amazement. “‘Oh, that 
looks like Aunt Mariah! And there’s Uncle Ben! Wow!’ It was so 
unreal.”  

The roots of Marie’s family tree may have been planted in 
Africa, but its seeds were carried in the dank hold of a slave ship 
to America, where it flowered and bore fruit in Virginia, really 
the only home she’s known. When her father died 20 years ago, 
Marie found among his belongings a poem he had written 
titled “The South Is Mine.” In it, he related how his brothers and 
sisters had moved North and urged him to do the same. But 
he steadfastly refused to leave the land where his parents and 
grandparents, his ancestors, had lived, loved, worked and died. 
Marie, as is her wont, borrowed the title and the sentiment for a 
track on 2004’s Serene Renegade. She also sang it to the audience 
at the Gaillard Center in Charleston. 

Marie’s fearlessness, her willingness to “go there,” has 
become a hallmark of her artistry; it reaches an apex on Sound 
of Red. In her view, honest and open communication could solve 
many of the world’s ills. “I just thought of the ‘Sound of Red’ 
as being these emotions that we tend to cover over for fear of 
being vulnerable,” she explains. “And we fear being vulnerable 
because we don’t want to be hurt or taken advantage of. So 
day after day, year in and year out, those feelings just get 
tamped down and covered over. And we say we’re fine when 
we’re not. And I think that’s the cause of a lot of problems that 
people have. ... The whole idea for these songs was just to touch 
someone and allow them to open up a little bit themselves. As 
I’ve said, ‘How can I expect someone else to open up if I’m not 
willing to do it myself?’”.
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THE WORLD 
ON A STRING

 It’s all coming together for 13-year-old  
pianist JOEY ALEXANDER.

 BY SHAUN BRADY
PHOTOGRAPHY BY JOHN ABBOTT

I
n September, Jazz at Lincoln
Center opened its 2016-17
season with a pair of con-
certs titled “Handful of Keys:
A Century of Jazz Piano.”

The all-star event tied into the
current season’s theme, which
celebrates 100 years of recorded
jazz along with the centennial
birthdays of several of the music’s
icons, including Dizzy Gillespie,
Ella Fitzgerald, Thelonious Monk
and Buddy Rich. With the Jazz at
Lincoln Center Orchestra joined
by an array of stylistically diverse
pianists, the idea was to explore
the evolution of approaches to the
ivories over the last 10 decades.

ALEXANDER FEATURE
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Joey Alexander wasn’t born until the
waning years of that century, but he 

was nonetheless one of the pianists cho-
sen to represent it. As Dick Hyman, who 
at 89 has lived through most of that span, 
sat nearby reading that day’s New York 
Times, Alexander watched an afternoon 
rehearsal the day before the �rst concert, 
attentive as an honor student, waiting 
his own turn at the keys. As Larry Willis 
charged through a big-band arrange-
ment of Monk’s “Rhythm-a-Ning,” 
he sat rapt and animated, his hands 
clasped together, occasionally glancing 
at his mother in reaction to a particularly 
sharp turn of phrase. As Myra Melford 
slammed her forearm on the keys in a 
cubist clamor, Alexander perched on 
the edge of his seat, lips pursed, though 
whether in amazement or displeasure it 
was impossible to say.

When Alexander took his seat at the 
piano, the �rst tune on the bill was a 
full-band arrangement of Bill Evans’ 
“Very Early,” which they initially tried 
at a gentle mid-tempo lope. The young 
pianist seemed uneasy with the �rst 
run-through. After discussing the mat-
ter for a few minutes with Marsalis, 
they made a second, slower pass at the 
tune. This time Alexander’s playing was 
more assured, eliciting whoops and hol-
lers from Marsalis and drummer Ali 
Jackson, Jr.

A little later, over lunch at a sushi res-
taurant across the street, Joey’s father, 
Denny Sila, revealed that he’d inter-
vened, discreetly passing along word 
that the band’s �rst version of the Evans 

piece was a touch too brisk. “You don’t 
play ‘Very Early’ that fast,” Sila insisted.
In a dressing room back at Jazz at 
Lincoln Center after lunch, Alexander 
admitted that being a freshly minted 
teenager in a room full of older, vet-
eran jazz players can be “a little bit” 
intimidating. “Sometimes it’s hard 
for me to make a decision,” he said. 
Working with Jackson and bassist 
Carlos Henriquez on his second fea-
tured number, a trio rendition of “Who 
Can I Turn To,” Alexander became 
more assertive, constantly interrupting 
to ask Jackson to try a different meter 
or hit stronger accents on certain beats.

Away from the piano, Alexander’s rela-
tionship with the musicians makes it 
seem like he’s got a big band’s worth of 
uncles. Hugs abound, while Marsalis 
throws playful punches at his shoulder 
whenever he walks past. As Alexander 
wrapped up his rehearsal slot, the trum-
peter sat on the piano bench next to 
him, uttering a few soft-spoken words of 
encouragement. “Sometimes I get advice 
from Mr. Marsalis,” Alexander said 
afterwards. “He’s a great mentor to me 
and all of the musicians. I thank God to 
have him in my life and my family.”

It’s been a little over three years since 
Marsalis discovered Alexander — 
then 10 and still living in his native 
Indonesia — in a YouTube clip and 
invited him to play at the annual Jazz 
at Lincoln Center gala. The prepubes-
cent wunderkind became an instant 
sensation and has since performed at 
the White House and the Grammys. 

“I think  
everything I’m 

doing is all 
from God. … 

Of course  
I’m inspired by 
the musicians 

that I listen 
 to, but  

sometimes  
there doesn’t 

have to be  
inspiration 

from someone; 
sometimes it 

just comes  
from myself.”

FEATURE ALEXANDER
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He’s been featured on 60 Minutes,
and he’s played around the world with 
his trio. Freshly returned from a West 
Coast tour, Alexander complained 
about jet lag with a world-weariness 
that’s other-wise absent from his gener-
ally shy and playful demeanor.

I’d last seen Alexander 18 months
before, when he opened for Dr. 
John at the Exit 0 Jazz Festival in 
Cape May, New Jersey. He’s grown 

since then, in both the literal and �gur-
ative senses: He’s not quite so dwarfed 
by the piano these days, and his voice 
has lowered from its former piping lilt.

His maturation is further evident on 
Countdown (Motéma), his newly 
released second album. Where his 
debut, My Favorite Things, was the 
work of a talented prodigy with an 
ear open to his in�uences, its follow-
up shows him interacting con�dently 
with trio mates Larry Grenadier and 
Ulysses Owens, Jr., both of whom 
play with their usual sophistication. 
He traverses dif�cult compositions 
like the John Coltrane-penned title 
track and “Maiden Voyage,” comp 
osed by his hero Herbie Hancock, not 
only with technical pro�ciency but 
with nuanced dynamics and harm- 
onic intelligence well beyond his years. 
“I always love those challenging tunes 
because they push me to get better,” 
Alexander says. “Of course I always 
try to better myself, but these songs 
make me wiser as a musician.”
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The young pianist says that he’s been
increasingly focused on composing his 
own music. Countdown includes three 
of his originals, including the brisk 
“City Lights,” which opens the album, 
and the meditative “Soul Dreamer,” 
which closes it. The third original, the 
gospel-tinged “Sunday Waltz,” evi-
dences Alexander’s upbringing in the 
church, as well as his love of Mahalia 
Jackson and Aretha Franklin. “I think 
everything I’m doing is all from God, 
especially ‘Sunday Waltz’,” he says. 
“When I compose it just comes into 
my head. It just �ows. Of course I’m 
inspired by the musicians that I listen 
to, but sometimes there doesn’t have 
to be inspiration from someone; some-
times it just comes from myself.”

The material on Countdown was chosen 
by Alexander through discussions with 
his father. As the earlier back and forth 
over “Very Early” spotlighted, Denny 
Sila and his son’s tastes are inextricably 
intertwined. The two seem to be incred-
ibly close. Crossing the street after lunch, 
they run a few steps ahead, Joey’s arm 
�ung around Denny, his head resting 
on his father’s side. Walking through 
the upscale mall on the ground �oor 
of the Time Warner Center, the build-
ing that houses Jazz at Lincoln Center, 
they croon a wordless, mocking falsetto 
together to accompany the smooth jazz 
playing in the background.

It was Sila who passed a love of jazz 
onto his son (whose full name is Josiah 
Alexander Sila). Sila’s own father, who 
was in the Indonesian navy, returned 

from an oceanographic conference 
in New Orleans with a pair of cas-
settes: one featuring Louis Armstrong, 
the other a compilation of Dixieland 
music. Sila tried his hand at playing 
guitar (“not very well,” he says) and 
soaked up more jazz while studying in 
New York City in the early ’90s.

Sila and his wife, Fara, played jazz for 
Joey from the time he was born, and the 
music became a strong bond between 
father and son. Joey took to the piano on 
his own, instinctually picking out a mel-
ody from one of his dad’s records. “I play 
guitar and a little piano in church,” Sila 
says. “So when I saw Joey playing some-
thing that he’d listened to, I thought it 
was interesting, and I kept digging to see 
what else he could do. So I introduced 
him to basic chords just as a fun thing 
to do. He could play a simple tune, then 
a 12-bar blues, and I could see that he 
enjoyed improvising.” The family moved 
from Bali to Jakarta, where Alexander 
spent nearly three years honing his craft 
in jam sessions with older musicians. It 
was there that 8-year-old Joey �rst met 
and played music for Herbie Hancock, 
who was visiting the Indonesian capital 
as a UNESCO goodwill ambassador. 
The next year Alexander won the grand 
prize at the 2013 Master-Jam Fest, an 
all-ages jazz competition in Odessa, 
Ukraine. Not long after, a clip of Joey 
playing “’Round Midnight” caught 
Marsalis’ attention.

While his father’s fandom is undoubt-
edly a strong in�uence, Joey’s own pas-
sion for jazz and its history are 

“It’s that 
feeling of 
swing that
really got into 
me. It’s the 
groove. 
It just made 
me want to 
dance.”
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Joey Alexander wasn’t born until the
waning years of that century, but he 

was nonetheless one of the pianists cho-
sen to represent it. As Dick Hyman, who 
at 89 has lived through most of that span, 
sat nearby reading that day’s New York 
Times, Alexander watched an afternoon 
rehearsal the day before the �rst concert, 
attentive as an honor student, waiting 
his own turn at the keys. As Larry Willis 
charged through a big-band arrange-
ment of Monk’s “Rhythm-a-Ning,” 
he sat rapt and animated, his hands 
clasped together, occasionally glancing 
at his mother in reaction to a particularly 
sharp turn of phrase. As Myra Melford 
slammed her forearm on the keys in a 
cubist clamor, Alexander perched on 
the edge of his seat, lips pursed, though 
whether in amazement or displeasure it 
was impossible to say.

When Alexander took his seat at the 
piano, the �rst tune on the bill was a 
full-band arrangement of Bill Evans’ 
“Very Early,” which they initially tried 
at a gentle mid-tempo lope. The young 
pianist seemed uneasy with the �rst 
run-through. After discussing the mat-
ter for a few minutes with Marsalis, 
they made a second, slower pass at the 
tune. This time Alexander’s playing was 
more assured, eliciting whoops and hol-
lers from Marsalis and drummer Ali 
Jackson, Jr.

A little later, over lunch at a sushi res-
taurant across the street, Joey’s father, 
Denny Sila, revealed that he’d inter-
vened, discreetly passing along word 
that the band’s �rst version of the Evans 

piece was a touch too brisk. “You don’t 
play ‘Very Early’ that fast,” Sila insisted.
In a dressing room back at Jazz at 
Lincoln Center after lunch, Alexander 
admitted that being a freshly minted 
teenager in a room full of older, vet-
eran jazz players can be “a little bit” 
intimidating. “Sometimes it’s hard 
for me to make a decision,” he said. 
Working with Jackson and bassist 
Carlos Henriquez on his second fea-
tured number, a trio rendition of “Who 
Can I Turn To,” Alexander became 
more assertive, constantly interrupting 
to ask Jackson to try a different meter 
or hit stronger accents on certain beats.

Away from the piano, Alexander’s rela-
tionship with the musicians makes it 
seem like he’s got a big band’s worth of 
uncles. Hugs abound, while Marsalis 
throws playful punches at his shoulder 
whenever he walks past. As Alexander 
wrapped up his rehearsal slot, the trum-
peter sat on the piano bench next to 
him, uttering a few soft-spoken words of 
encouragement. “Sometimes I get advice 
from Mr. Marsalis,” Alexander said 
afterwards. “He’s a great mentor to me 
and all of the musicians. I thank God to 
have him in my life and my family.”

It’s been a little over three years since 
Marsalis discovered Alexander — 
then 10 and still living in his native 
Indonesia — in a YouTube clip and 
invited him to play at the annual Jazz 
at Lincoln Center gala. The prepubes-
cent wunderkind became an instant 
sensation and has since performed at 
the White House and the Grammys. 

“I think  
everything I’m 

doing is all 
from God. … 

Of course  
I’m inspired by 
the musicians 

that I listen 
 to, but  

sometimes  
there doesn’t 

have to be  
inspiration 

from someone; 
sometimes it 

just comes  
from myself.”
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obvious. Strolling through the lobby 
at Lincoln Center, he peels off from 
his family as if drawn by a powerful 
magnet to study a wall of black-and-
white portraits of jazz icons. He searches 
out his favorites: Monk, Miles, Herbie. 
Talking about his own love of the music, 
Alexander says, “It’s that feeling of swing 
that really got into me. It’s the groove. It 
just made me want to dance.”

After a performance on NBC’s Today show, 
Lester Holt gushed that Alexander was “on 
his way to becoming one of the greatest 
jazz artists of our time.” More than once, 
Alexander has been hailed as “the future 
of jazz,” though similar prognostications 
in the past have often proven to be 
unreliable harbingers of eminence. 
While other prodigies have found mature 
success — Julian Lage and Aaron Parks, 
both making forward-thinking music 
long after the taint of precociousness has 
worn off, come immediately to mind — 
others have failed to smoothly navigate 
the transition to adulthood.

“I think Joey has a greater opportunity 
than anybody else does to sustain this,” 
says drummer Ulysses Owens, Jr. After 
having recorded on both of Alexander’s 
albums, Owens began touring with 
Alexander early in 2016, soon becoming 
a key part of the pianist’s team. “When I 
first met him, I thought he was talented,” 
Owens continues. “But growing up in 
church, witnessing really young talent 
is normal to me. What really continues 

to move me about Joey is his level of 
musicality. There are other pianists who 
can probably play faster than him, other 
pianists that may have certain skills that 
he may not have, but what he has that I 
think a lot of people don’t have access to 
at his age is his ability to paint pictures 
musically.”

For the time being, Alexander’s parents 
are focused on furthering his career while 
ensuring that he enjoys a relatively normal 
childhood. “We’re so thankful that he’s 
into all these things that kids love,” says 
Sila, while his son ticks off a list of non-
musical interests: movies, video games, 
action figures. Of course, unlike most 13 
year olds, Joey can reminisce about the 
time he dropped by the White House and 
shook hands with President Obama or 
jamming with Wayne Shorter — which, in 
Alexander’s telling, seems to have made 
the greater impression. 
 
“Mr. Shorter is always so free, so he could 
do anything,” he recalls. “It was quite a 
journey to play with him. It was exciting 
to meet the president, too. He was really 
a great gentleman.” Having achieved 
so much at such a young age, Alexander 
demurs bashfully when asked what 
dreams remain for him to accomplish. 
“I’m really thankful,” he finally says. 
“I think I just want to reach my goals 
musically and to make people happy. I 
want to be a good force for people. I want 
to make people feel the joy of this music 
every time I play.” J

THE DRUMMER’S POV
ULYSSES OWENS, Jr. has worked extensively 
with established artists like CHRISTIAN 
MCBRIDE and Kurt Elling, as well as leading 
his own projects. These days, nearly half 
his professional life is occupied by Joey 
Alexander’s trio, an unusual circumstance for 
such a renowned drummer.

“In some ways I feel bad for Joey,” Owens 
says. “On the bandstand he’s one of the guys. 
It’s his band, we play his music, and we have a 
great time. But then before and after the show, 
he’s a kid. He’s 13, and I’ll be 34 at the end 
of the year; he could be my son. It’s a really 
interesting dynamic.”

While Owens enjoys playing under Alexander’s 
leadership, he’s joined the chorus of voices who 
have urged the young pianist to gain precious 
experience by playing in other artists’ bands. 
“I think that would take him to another level, 
because right now I feel like he’s making things 
happen from his perspective. Playing with other 
musicians on their terms is an important part of 
jazz that really informs your playing.”

Owens is unabashed in praising Alexander’s 
success, however. He marvels at the reaction 
to their performances, another way in which 
playing with the young pianist differs from 
other gigs. “People line up and we sign CDs 
and take pictures for hours,” he says. “We 
have kids coming to concerts in ways that I’ve 
never seen before. It’s funny because I hear 
the jazz community speaking two ways about 
it. Some people love it, some people hate it. 
I’m on the side of, ‘What this is doing for the 
music is unbelievable.’ For that reason alone, 
God bless it.” —SB 

The young pianist says that he’s been
increasingly focused on composing his 
own music. Countdown includes three 
of his originals, including the brisk 
“City Lights,” which opens the album, 
and the meditative “Soul Dreamer,” 
which closes it. The third original, the 
gospel-tinged “Sunday Waltz,” evi-
dences Alexander’s upbringing in the 
church, as well as his love of Mahalia 
Jackson and Aretha Franklin. “I think 
everything I’m doing is all from God, 
especially ‘Sunday Waltz’,” he says. 
“When I compose it just comes into 
my head. It just �ows. Of course I’m 
inspired by the musicians that I listen 
to, but sometimes there doesn’t have 
to be inspiration from someone; some-
times it just comes from myself.”

The material on Countdown was chosen 
by Alexander through discussions with 
his father. As the earlier back and forth 
over “Very Early” spotlighted, Denny 
Sila and his son’s tastes are inextricably 
intertwined. The two seem to be incred-
ibly close. Crossing the street after lunch, 
they run a few steps ahead, Joey’s arm 
�ung around Denny, his head resting 
on his father’s side. Walking through 
the upscale mall on the ground �oor 
of the Time Warner Center, the build-
ing that houses Jazz at Lincoln Center, 
they croon a wordless, mocking falsetto 
together to accompany the smooth jazz 
playing in the background.

It was Sila who passed a love of jazz 
onto his son (whose full name is Josiah 
Alexander Sila). Sila’s own father, who 
was in the Indonesian navy, returned 

from an oceanographic conference 
in New Orleans with a pair of cas-
settes: one featuring Louis Armstrong, 
the other a compilation of Dixieland 
music. Sila tried his hand at playing 
guitar (“not very well,” he says) and 
soaked up more jazz while studying in 
New York City in the early ’90s.

Sila and his wife, Fara, played jazz for 
Joey from the time he was born, and the 
music became a strong bond between 
father and son. Joey took to the piano on 
his own, instinctually picking out a mel-
ody from one of his dad’s records. “I play 
guitar and a little piano in church,” Sila 
says. “So when I saw Joey playing some-
thing that he’d listened to, I thought it 
was interesting, and I kept digging to see 
what else he could do. So I introduced 
him to basic chords just as a fun thing 
to do. He could play a simple tune, then 
a 12-bar blues, and I could see that he 
enjoyed improvising.” The family moved 
from Bali to Jakarta, where Alexander 
spent nearly three years honing his craft 
in jam sessions with older musicians. It 
was there that 8-year-old Joey �rst met 
and played music for Herbie Hancock, 
who was visiting the Indonesian capital 
as a UNESCO goodwill ambassador. 
The next year Alexander won the grand 
prize at the 2013 Master-Jam Fest, an 
all-ages jazz competition in Odessa, 
Ukraine. Not long after, a clip of Joey 
playing “’Round Midnight” caught 
Marsalis’ attention.

While his father’s fandom is undoubt-
edly a strong in�uence, Joey’s own pas-
sion for jazz and its history are 

“It’s that 
feeling of 
swing that
really got into 
me. It’s the 
groove. 
It just made 
me want to 
dance.”

ALEXANDER FEATURE

Winter 2017 JAZZIZ 55 

JZv33n12(050-057)Fea_Alexander.indd   55 11/8/16   8:01 AM

42  The Top Jazz Artist   JAZZIZ



Photo by Rebecca Meek JAZZIZ   The Top Jazz Artist    43



Short StorieS 
big planS

JZv33n12(098-103)Fea_Farinacci.indd   98 11/8/16   9:26 AM



SHORT STORIES 
BIG PLANS

On the heels of releasing a winning new album,  
DOMINICK FARINACCI turns an eye toward a couple  

of ambitious new projects.

BY MICHAEL ROBERTS

FARINACCI FEATURE

JZv33n12(098-103)Fea_Farinacci.indd   99 11/8/16   9:26 AM

JAZZIZ   The Top Jazz Artist    45



“
I love seeing how we have
the ability to affect peo-
ple through our music
and our art,” says trum-

peter and composer DOMINICK
FARINACCI. “That helps fuel
my artistry — and makes me
think maybe I can do something
bigger than just, ‘Come see me,
me, me!’”

Such pronouncements go far beyond
mere lip service. Short Stories (Mack 
Avenue), Farinacci’s latest album, is 
a vibrant musical tapestry featuring 
his ripe, robust soloing and contribu-
tions from some of jazz’s best players, 
including Christian McBride, Steve 
Gadd, Larry Goldings and others, all 
under the supervision of legendary 
producer Tommy LiPuma. But it also 
exempli�es his commitment to music 
education and outreach. The record-
ing was cut at Cuyahoga Community 
College in Cleveland, the hometown 
of both Farinacci and LiPuma, as 
part of a groundbreaking project that 
allowed Tri-C students to observe and 
learn from the entire procedure.That’s 
only the beginning of Farinacci’s 
musical activism. Inspired by his ver-
sion of “Soldier’s Things,” a deeply 
felt re-imagining of a Tom Waits com-
position that’s one of Short Stories’ 
most memorable tracks, he’s collabo-
rating with Cleveland’s Jaymes Poling, 
a onetime staff sergeant who served 
three tours of duty in Afghanistan, 
on a conceptual venture focusing on 
veterans in battle and back home. 
And he’s also birthed “Spirit of the 
Groove,” an initiative that brings 
together jazz musicians in Cleveland 
with members of the local gospel com-
munity, including young talents who 
may not have heard the music before.

“Looking 
back at all 

those bands 
playing 

classic Italian  
romantic 

songs, it kind 
of relates to 

my music now. 

I’ve always  
loved 

vocalists like 
Dean Martin 

and Al Martino  
and songs 

with beautiful, 
soulful  

melodies.”

“I think it’s really important to �nd
these kids and expose them to jazz,” 
Farinacci says. “If they become jazz 
musicians, that’s great, but that doesn’t 
really matter. It’s just part of the learn-
ing process. And through the discipline 
of learning to play the music, you can 
go in all kinds of different directions. 
That helps set a standard of excellence 
in your everyday life.”

Farinacci’s openness to music of every 
description is one of his best qualities, 
LiPuma says. “You ask this guy to play 
any Clifford Brown solo, and he’ll do it 
verbatim. I’ve heard him do it in a class 
with a bunch of kids — so it’s not like 

he doesn’t know his ABCs, so to speak. 
But he’s not hung up with all of these 
‘isms.’ One minute, I can play him a 
Jimi Hendrix track that I have and the 
next I can play him Johnny Hodges, 
and he’ll understand the sense of musi-
cality in both of them. To me, some-
thing is either qualitatively good or it 
isn’t; it doesn’t matter what the idiom 
is. And he gets that.”

In Farinacci’s view, his eclecticism 
pays dividends on multiple levels. “I 
see music as the link connecting peo-
ple of different cultures and walks 
of life,” he says. “And that directly 
translates to the audience.”

Farinacci is good-natured when it
comes to jokes about Cleveland, 
“but I’ve always loved the place,” 

he says. “It’s soulful in its own way, 
and I’m really grateful for the training 
I had early on.”

Some of the instruction Farinacci 
received was formal; he credits a  
music teacher who encouraged him at 
age 11 to listen to Louis Armstrong’s 
“A Kiss to Build a Dream On” with 
helping him �nd his career path. 
But he began soaking up music even 
earlier. His uncle Mario was a jazz 
drummer whose credits included 
playing with the Sammy Dee Quintet, 
a band that also featured LiPuma — 
one of several connections between 
the Farinacci clan and the Grammy-
winning producer. “Dom’s grand-
mother and my sister were very close 
friends, too,” LiPuma points out.

As for Farinacci’s own family, “They 
were in the restaurant business, and 
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they’d have bands come in,” he recalls.
“I grew up listening to music there.“

He has particularly fond memories 
of a gig by Sam Butera, who played 
saxophone for Louis Prima. “He was 
so funny onstage, so charismatic, and 
the music was great and swinging. 
And looking back at all those bands 
playing classic Italian romantic songs, 
it kind of relates to my music now. 
I’ve always loved vocalists like Dean 
Martin and Al Martino and songs 
with beautiful, soulful melodies.”

At 17, Farinacci, already a demon-
strably talented instrumentalist, was 
named to a local high school all-star 
band — an honor that led to his �rst 
big break. “We got to open for Wynton 
Marsalis when he came through as part 
of the Tri-C JazzFest,” he remembers. 
“During the day they did some work-
shops and Marcus Printup, who was in 
the trumpet section, heard me play and 
told Wynton about me. After the show, 
Wynton invited me backstage, and I got 
to play the song ‘All the Things You 
Are’ right there in his dressing room.”

This impromptu audition made 
Farinacci “extremely nervous,” he 
admits. “But Wynton and everyone in 
his band have a way, like great edu-
cators, to make kids feel comfortable 
around them. They have so much love 
for what they do that it translates to 
younger musicians.” Farinacci wound 
up jamming with Marsalis and com-
pany at an area club until 6 o’clock 
the next morning.

domestic debut, 2009’s Lovers, Tales &  
Dancers, made for the E1 imprint, 
with Dawn of Goodbye following 
two years later.

In the meantime, Marsalis named 
Farinacci the global ambassador 
for Jazz at Lincoln Center, a title he 
earned by way of an extended stay 
in Qatar. “Jazz at Lincoln Center 
Doha opened in 2012, and I was the 
third or fourth band to go over there 
and perform at the club,” he says. 
“It went really well, and I loved it. 
And when I got a call to go back with 
my band about a year later, and saw 
more and more people my age com-
ing out, I put a whole thing together 
to try to do more education things 
and events outside of the club. It was 
an incredible opportunity to present 
our music to a group of people who 
really had no association with jazz 
before. It opened up a world of musi-
cal possibilities.”

This experience is commemorated 
on Short Stories by “Doha Blues,” a  
Farinacci original that blends a 
Middle Eastern vibe with jazz in ways 
that shouldn’t coalesce but somehow 
do. For him, the song re�ects the 
experience of “being in one of the 
most conservative Islamic countries 
on the planet and �guring out how 
to make the music work in the con-
text of what’s going down there. And 
luckily, it did.”

Bringing “Doha Blues” and the rest of 
Short Stories to life took more than a 

“There  
were almost 
a thousand 

students in the 
whole 

recording 
process. … We 

created  
a whole inter- 

disciplinary  
program 

around the  
recording.

  
I think it’s  

the first time 
this kind of 

thing has been 
done with  

this caliber  
of artists.”

Knowing Jazz at Lincoln Center artis-
tic director Marsalis was in his cor-
ner played a big part in his decision 
to attend Julliard, and once there, 
he says, “Todd Barkan, who used to 
run Dizzy’s [a Jazz at Lincoln Center 
club], offered me this cool oppor-
tunity to record some albums for a 
record label in Japan [Pony Canyon]. 
I walked into the studio without 
rehearsing, and Mulgrew Miller was 
there at the piano, and he was with 
Joe Farnsworth and Chip Jackson. It 
was overwhelming, for sure.”

Nevertheless, Farinacci held his 
own and eventually went on to cut 
�ve recordings for the Japanese 
label, laying the groundwork for his 
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they’d have bands come in,” he recalls.
“I grew up listening to music there.“

He has particularly fond memories 
of a gig by Sam Butera, who played 
saxophone for Louis Prima. “He was 
so funny onstage, so charismatic, and 
the music was great and swinging. 
And looking back at all those bands 
playing classic Italian romantic songs, 
it kind of relates to my music now. 
I’ve always loved vocalists like Dean 
Martin and Al Martino and songs 
with beautiful, soulful melodies.”

At 17, Farinacci, already a demon-
strably talented instrumentalist, was 
named to a local high school all-star 
band — an honor that led to his �rst 
big break. “We got to open for Wynton 
Marsalis when he came through as part 
of the Tri-C JazzFest,” he remembers. 
“During the day they did some work-
shops and Marcus Printup, who was in 
the trumpet section, heard me play and 
told Wynton about me. After the show, 
Wynton invited me backstage, and I got 
to play the song ‘All the Things You 
Are’ right there in his dressing room.”

This impromptu audition made 
Farinacci “extremely nervous,” he 
admits. “But Wynton and everyone in 
his band have a way, like great edu-
cators, to make kids feel comfortable 
around them. They have so much love 
for what they do that it translates to 
younger musicians.” Farinacci wound 
up jamming with Marsalis and com-
pany at an area club until 6 o’clock 
the next morning.

domestic debut, 2009’s Lovers, Tales &  
Dancers, made for the E1 imprint, 
with Dawn of Goodbye following 
two years later.

In the meantime, Marsalis named 
Farinacci the global ambassador 
for Jazz at Lincoln Center, a title he 
earned by way of an extended stay 
in Qatar. “Jazz at Lincoln Center 
Doha opened in 2012, and I was the 
third or fourth band to go over there 
and perform at the club,” he says. 
“It went really well, and I loved it. 
And when I got a call to go back with 
my band about a year later, and saw 
more and more people my age com-
ing out, I put a whole thing together 
to try to do more education things 
and events outside of the club. It was 
an incredible opportunity to present 
our music to a group of people who 
really had no association with jazz 
before. It opened up a world of musi-
cal possibilities.”

This experience is commemorated 
on Short Stories by “Doha Blues,” a  
Farinacci original that blends a 
Middle Eastern vibe with jazz in ways 
that shouldn’t coalesce but somehow 
do. For him, the song re�ects the 
experience of “being in one of the 
most conservative Islamic countries 
on the planet and �guring out how 
to make the music work in the con-
text of what’s going down there. And 
luckily, it did.”

Bringing “Doha Blues” and the rest of 
Short Stories to life took more than a 

“There  
were almost 
a thousand 

students in the 
whole 

recording 
process. … We 

created  
a whole inter- 

disciplinary  
program 

around the  
recording.

  
I think it’s  

the first time 
this kind of 

thing has been 
done with  

this caliber  
of artists.”

Knowing Jazz at Lincoln Center artis-
tic director Marsalis was in his cor-
ner played a big part in his decision 
to attend Julliard, and once there, 
he says, “Todd Barkan, who used to 
run Dizzy’s [a Jazz at Lincoln Center 
club], offered me this cool oppor-
tunity to record some albums for a 
record label in Japan [Pony Canyon]. 
I walked into the studio without 
rehearsing, and Mulgrew Miller was 
there at the piano, and he was with 
Joe Farnsworth and Chip Jackson. It 
was overwhelming, for sure.”

Nevertheless, Farinacci held his 
own and eventually went on to cut 
�ve recordings for the Japanese 
label, laying the groundwork for his 
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little ingenuity, admits LiPuma, who
Farinacci � rst phoned as a teenager at 
his uncle’s suggestion; he kept reach-
ing out over several years until they 
hooked up for real.

After the pair decided to work 
together on  an album, LiPuma says, 
“We attempted to go with a major 
and got messed around for seven or 
eight months — and � nally realized 
it wasn’t going anywhere. So I said to 
him, ‘Dom, why don’t we try to raise 
the money and do it ourselves?’ I was 
thinking of Kickstarter and so forth, 
but then he called and said, ‘We’ve 
got this center of yours in Cleveland’” 
— Tri-C’s creative-arts center is 
named for LiPuma — “‘and it’s got 
a state-of-the-art studio. Why don’t 
we approach the school about doing 
the album there, bring in all these A1 
musicians, and the students will have 
a chance to see an album being made.’ 
And I thought it was a great idea.”

With the school putting up half the 
money and the rest generated in 
part by a fundraising luncheon at 
which, in LiPuma’s words, “Dom 
and I gave our spiel,” plans for the 
album went ahead in earnest. The 
numbers Farinacci and LiPuma chose 
didn’t conform to a single genre. “I 
wanted to � nd songs that have great 
melodies and that also translate in a 
special way to the horn,” Farinacci 
points out. “And I love all differ-
ent kinds of music. I love the Gipsy 
Kings and Celia Cruz, and when I 
heard her sing ‘Bamboleo,’ I was like, 

‘Man, I really want to do that.’ I love 
Horace Silver, which is why we did 
‘Señor Blues.’ And Tom Waits is one 
of my favorite artists of all-time, 
and when Tommy introduced me to 
‘Soldier’s Things,’ the song reminded 
me of a Miles Davis kind of melody.”

After supplementing these tunes with 
the likes of Dianne Reeves’s “Tango,” 
Cream’s “Sunshine of Your Love” and 
the original “Afternoon in Puebla,” 
Farinacci, LiPuma and their cast, which 
brought stars such as Dean Parks, Gil 
Goldstein and Jacob Collier together 
with local talent, gathered in Cleveland 
for an intense three-day period dur-
ing which plenty of eyes were on 
them. “There were almost a thousand 

students in the whole recording pro-
cess,” Farinacci says. “We did clinics 
and workshops, we involved the jour-
nalism side of the program, and every-
thing was documented on camera. We 
created a whole interdisciplinary pro-
gram around the recording. I think it’s 
the � rst time this kind of thing has been 
done with this caliber of artists.”

Once everything was in the can, 
Farinacci put together a clip for “Soldier’s 
Things” featuring Poling, a Clevelander 
he met through a friend. “He was � ght-
ing the Taliban up-close for years, and 
the stories in terms of combat were just 
unimaginable,” Farinacci says. “Then, 
when he came back, he had a particu-
larly dif� cult time transitioning back 
into civilian life — and that story is just 
as compelling. So we launched a music 
video that’s meant to serve as a snapshot 
of Jaymes’ journey. And what’s going 
to come out of it is a whole production, 
with Jaymes documenting his journey 
and me writing a suite of music around 
each chapter — and we’re going to pres-
ent it live on stage.”

Between the Poling project and the 
jazz-gospel undertaking, “Spirit of 
the Groove,” Farinacci has plenty of 
fresh challenges ahead, which is just 
the way he likes it. “Many of my favor-
ite artists, like Duke Ellington, have 
done wonderful things for the culture 
beyond just, ‘Come buy a ticket and 
see me play,’” he says. “That’s what I 
want to do — to do something that’s 
going to be longer-lasting than just see-
ing a show and then going home.” J
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Darcy James Argue’s remarkable new album, Real Enemies
(New Amsterdam), is far more prescient and relevant to current
events than the 41-year-old composer would prefer. The 13-chap-
ter, 78-minute suite, performed by Secret Society, Argue’s 18-
piece big band, depicts a century’s worth of nefarious activity
portrayed in historian Kathryn Olmsted’s Real Enemies:
Conspiracy Theories and American Democracy, World War I to
9/11. Each chapter is associated with a particular conspiracy.
Some are real — J. Edgar Hoover, COINTELPRO, and the develop-

ment of the present-day surveillance state; Iran Contra and
cocaine smuggling; the Bay of Pigs and the Cuban Missile Crisis;
the CIA’s covert Project MKUltra mind-control experiments on
unsuspecting housewives; the doomsday cults of David Koresh
and Jim Jones. As the piece progresses, Argue addresses harder-
to-sell propositions — that 9/11 was an inside job; that the
Apollo moon landing was staged; that reptilian beings from
Alpha Centauri shape-shift into human form and control the
government at the highest levels.

THINGS REAL AND IMAGINED
Darcy James Argue ponders conspiracy theories and the politics of paranoia.
By Ted Panken   Photos by James Matthew Daniel
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“All these are things that people in the world actually
believe,” Argue said nine days after Donald Trump was elected
President behind a conspiracy-fueled campaign kindled by,
among other things, birtherist bluster that challenged Barack
Obama’s citizenship and aspersions on the legitimacy of the
vote when the polls appeared not to be going his way. “This is
a non-fictional work, because we are presenting ideas that
individuals have seriously evinced as ways of explaining the
world around them.”

To grasp the full scope of Real Enemies, which premiered in
November 2015 at Brooklyn Academy of Music’s Harvey Theater
— staged to a visual narrative assembled by Isaac Butler and
directed by Peter Negrini — it’s helpful to view an archival per-
formance video. Argue, attired in the Edwardian-era suit that is
his performance uniform, stands in the center of a large clock,
whose 12 subdivisions represent the portentous 12-tone lan-
guage that he deploys rigorously throughout the work. The band
is arranged in a semi-circle around him. Looming above them, on
the back wall, are 15 large monitors, on which some 54,000 sepa-
rate video clips synchronize with the musical flow. These include
ghostly videos of protagonists delivering voiceovers that punctu-
ate the score. Ex-Idaho Senator Frank Church describes how the

CIA manipulates the news. John F. Kennedy orates, “We are
opposed around the world to secret societies.”

Argue was not thinking of conspiracies when he
named his ensemble. “I didn’t want to call it The Darcy James
Argue Jazz Orchestra or Big Band,” Argue says. “Jazz big band is
an insular club, and the people who are addicted to this totally
economically and logistically unreasonable way of making
music are eccentric, to put it in the kindest way. Having it be a
‘secret society’ felt like a nod to the insularity of that world, this

tradition that is being
kept alive by, honestly, a
bunch of fanatics.”

Secret Society first
performed publicly in
2005, fortified by two
years of rehearsals that
began soon after Argue
transplanted to Brooklyn
from Boston, where,
from 2000 to 2002, he
studied at New England
Conservatory with Bob
Brookmeyer, who had
previously mentored the
likes of  Maria Schneider
and John Hollenbeck. In
2009, the band recorded
Infernal Machines, a
Grammy-nominated
seven-piece recital that
introduced Argue’s sin-
gular vision to the
broader public.

We sat in Momofuku
Milk Bar, a New York
bakery chain that’s as

good a symbol as any of the gentrification that has transpired
during Argue’s years living in the once insular Italian enclave of
Carroll Gardens. Gentrification was the subject of Argue’s 2011
Brooklyn Academy of Music commission, Brooklyn Babylon, a
fable created by Argue and graphic artist Danijel ÎeÏelj about “a
carpenter, his granddaughter and the destruction of their com-
munity.” Asked by BAM two years later to create another piece,
Argue started looking for a “non-narrative and non-fictional sub-
ject, based in our contemporary reality.” As he pondered what
that subject might be, his girlfriend loaned him Olmsted’s book.

“Olmsted brought into sharper relief the circularity of how,
over time, people in power have used the politics of paranoia to
advance their own ends,” Argue says. “It’s a compassionate book.
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You understand why people are attracted to these types of con-
spiracy theories. But in the past, the reach of conspiracy theories
was tempered by gatekeepers who function as a limiting valve.
There was a greater trust in the institutions of the press. Isaac
Butler and I saw that this trust was rapidly eroding. It was clear
that the Right desired to have people in positions of power traffic
in conspiracy theories and discredit mainstream news organiza-
tions for short-term political benefit with the base. They
believed, ‘We know we’re flirting with dangerous trends, but we

know how to control them, because the Party decides, after all.’
Well, it turns out that the Party does not decide. As we were
writing Real Enemies, it seemed clear this was a very real possi-
bility that ought not to be discounted.”

As Argue immersed himself in the subject, he was intrigued
by the narrative use of 12-tone language in the soundtracks to
1970s conspiracy noirs like Klute and The Parallax View (com-
posed by Michael Small), and The Conversation and All the
President’s Men (by David Shire), in contrast to the drier
approach of “establishment” 12-tone composers like Milton
Babbitt. Indeed, Argue says, conspiratorially minded insiders,
with some justification, accused Babbitt and his circle of leading
“a secret cabal who controlled all the performances and academ-
ic appointments and grants,” forcing non-believers like Aaron
Copland and Samuel Barber “to write in this creepy style,
because this was what you had to do to be a serious composer.”

Feeling no such pressure himself, Argue decided to frame the
majority of the soloing over blues progressions. “The blues has an
earthiness and connection to jazz that counterbalances all the 12-
tone-matrix devices,” Argue says. “It was important for me to try
to keep it grounded.” He cites as an example the program opener,
“You Are Here,” on which trumpeter Ingrid Jensen and clarinetist
Sam Sadigursky solo over piano accompaniment comprised of 12
notes in every bar, following a suite-launching episode where,
Argue explains, “five Harmon-muted trumpets play into the belly
of the piano with the sustain pedal down, and use that massive
metal frame and all those strings as a resonating device for those
trumpets.” The musical gesture, he continues, “gives a sense of
almost a coded transmission, like a teletype machine, with
spooky ambient reverb from the resonating strings of the piano.”

More deceptively traditional is “Dark Alliance,” which traces
the ’80s connection of crack cocaine in California to the
Nicaraguan Contras by juxtaposing a funky opening groove
drawn from contemporaneous funk-flavored L.A. hip-hop to a
mambo-ized adaptation of Nicaraguan composer Luis Enrique
Mejía Godoy’s “Un Son Para Mi Pueblo.” The latter section,
Sadigursky observes, contains a saxophone soli that channels
1950s Machito, “but in this weird 12-tone language; it’s incredible
that he could bring those two things together.”

By Argue’s estimate, he and engineer Brian Montgomery  —
who mixes for Schneider and Hollenbeck, and has worked with
Paul McCartney and Donald Fagen — spent about 200 hours on
the Real Enemies mix. “It’s so expensive to get everyone in the
studio, you might as well take the time to really do it right,”
Argue says. “There were so many different sonic worlds to con-
sider.” He adds, “‘Dark Alliance’ is very dry and influenced by
1980s Los Angeles hip-hop production,” while “Casus Belli,”
another mambo with commentary from Dick Cheney and Bill
Clinton on appropriate responses to terrorism, “sounds more like
a 1950s studio record but with a couple of room mics and a wet,
roomy sound. Trying to make both make sense on the same
record is quite a challenge. When I’m writing these 12-tone
chords, I want people to be able to hear every single note in the
chord. Invariably that takes a lot of digging through every indi-
vidual microphone.”

Argue describes himself as a “control freak,” and his intense
meticulousness inspires admiration and affectionate ribbing from
his band members. “His tour itineraries are a thing of beauty,”
tenor saxophonist John Ellis jokes before discussing Argue’s granu-
lar attention to detail. “Darcy is very specific and precise. He’s a
deeply researched, personal composer, as much a classical compos-
er as a jazz composer in his level of detail and rigor, but using a
jazz language. It’s super-challenging to play his music, particularly
from a doubling standpoint. It’s hard to overstate how committed
he is to what he does. If you play in his band, you have to accept
that his concept isn’t as loose as you find in other jazz projects,
where the band might discover some stuff together.”

Sadigursky first rehearsed with Argue in 2003. “I’d never
seen such meticulously written parts,” he says. “The pieces were
long and sweeping and unusual, in the tradition of Maria
Schneider and Bob Brookmeyer, but bringing in other influences.
He’s evolved so much. He uses a very advanced, specific rhythmic
language, a lot of mixed meter and odd time signatures, and
unusual note placements. He looks for unconventional ways to
use each instrument — the total extremes of the instrument
you’re playing, notes that aren’t often called for. Much of his lan-
guage comes from classical minimalism, and you have to be able
to physically handle this demanding repetitiveness. Each piece
typically is a vehicle for one person, and the solos are never for

“You understand why people are
attracted to these types of conspiracy
theories. But in the past, the reach of
conspiracy theories was tempered by
gatekeepers who function as a limiting
valve. There was a greater trust in the
institutions of the press.”
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the sake of just extending something, but
are always well-thought-out, placed with-
in a real narrative.”

“I often tell composition students
that harmony is a lie, that we freeze a
moment in time and analyze where
everyone is in their horizontal journey,”
Argue says. “But it’s really all about those
horizontal journeys, about counterpoint,
lines, simultaneous melodies. Dealing
with these crazy 12-tone sonorities on
Real Enemies, the musicians often had to
play unusual individual lines; even the
top melodic line is outside what I would
naturally gravitate towards. I tried to
make each one as musical as I could. …
When I’d hear the techs at BAM whistling
melodies from the show as they were
packing up afterwards, it was like, ‘OK,
mission accomplished.’”

In his focus on the tonal personalities
of his bandmates, multiple lines, and
unorthodox instrumental juxtapositions,
Argue reveals the abiding influence of
Duke Ellington, a lodestar since his under-
graduate years at McGill University. He
pays homage to Ellington on “Tensile
Curves,” a half-hour long “drastic reinven-
tion” of “Diminuendo and Crescendo In
Blue.” Commissioned by the Hard Rubber
Orchestra in Vancouver, Argue’s home-
town, it hasn’t been commercially record-
ed, but NPR’s broadcast of Secret Society’s
performance at the Newport Jazz Festival
in 2014 can be heard online. “It’s one of
my all-time favorites,” Sadigursky says.
“It’s incredible to see what Darcy does
when he takes on styles he normally
might not gravitate to.”

Argue was just getting to work on
Real Enemies in Fall 2013, when Carnegie
Hall’s educational division placed him in
charge of its Arranging Ellington project,
wherein young composers write arrange-
ments of Ellington works. With character-
istically thorough preparation, he system-
atically devoured Ellington’s corpus, read
biographies and acquired Ellington’s
manuscript for “Diminuendo.” Then he
extracted several “signature licks,”

sequenced one of them into a 12-tone
row, and created a series of metric modu-
lations that gradually reduced the tempo,
“allowing us to have dynamic ebb-and-
flow and storytelling within a larger arc
of the piece getting slower and slower,
until we reach this languid 41-beats-a-
minute blues with a 12-tone bassline at
the end.”

Even more than Ellington’s “stunning
harmonic choices, sonorities you won’t
see again until Herbie Hancock,” or the
way “‘Diminuendo’ loops through the
keys, so it’s not always exactly apparent
where one chorus of the 12-bar blues
begins and the next one ends,” Argue
admires “the way Duke is able to explode
the blues material, while still feeling very
earthy and true to the spirit of blues.” On
both “Tensile Curves” and Real Enemies,
he says, “I tried to grapple with blues har-
mony and blues form and do something
explicit with that information in a way I
haven’t really done previously. As a white
guy, you can feel it’s appropriative, that
you’re treading on territory you don’t
own. It’s taken this long to process it and
figure out how to put my own stamp on
it in a way that felt real.”

Sadigursky says that Argue is “the
most stubborn person” he’s ever met, and
Argue doesn’t disagree. “It’s probably fair
to say that most people in my life would
describe me that way,” he says. “I hope
that I pick the right battles. This determi-
nation or stubbornness, or however you
want to put it, needs to be coupled with a
sense of perspective. Some things are non-
negotiable, and I fight hardest for them.

“There is probably nothing more
humbling than running a big band. If
someone screws up their part, well, they
just screwed up their part. If I screw up in
conducting or cuing during the perfor-
mance of a piece, that affects everybody
who is playing it. Mistakes in the copying,
typos in the parts, have consequences for
everybody. So you try to be as prepared as
you can and as perfect as you can. Those
are good habits to have.”•
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the windowless, intimate basement room of
New York City’s Jazz Standard, warmly lit by
tabletop candles, it was easy to forget the rainy
February day outside. As Theo Bleckmann point-
ed out near the beginning of his set, “Down here

we can block out the world” — a reference not only to the
inclement weather but also to the torrent of distressing news
that had been pouring out of the nascent Trump administration,
a topic that Bleckmann explicitly promised the audience he
wouldn’t broach during his hour-long set.

Not that the music was exactly designed to offer a sunnier
alternative. The vocalist’s CD-release show consisted almost
entirely of songs from his ECM leader debut, Elegy, which dwells
on themes of mortality and transcendence. Featuring restrained,
delicate playing from longtime collaborators Ben Monder and
John Hollenbeck as well as more recent acquaintances Shai
Maestro and Chris Tordini, the show, like the album, shrouded
Bleckmann’s alternately stark and soaring vocals in Monder’s
piercing guitar swells, the subtle pulse and whispered crackle of
Hollenbeck’s drums, the heartbeat-like throb of Tordini’s bass and
pianist Maestro’s glistening surges and shimmers.

While Elegy is the first of Bleckmann’s releases to focus 
primarily on his own compositions, perhaps the key to the album
can be found in its sole cover song: a forlorn, ghost-of-a-sad-
clown rendition of Stephen Sondheim’s “Comedy Tonight.”
Set against Maestro’s spare, elegiac piano and Hollenbeck’s occa-
sional solemn chimes, Bleckmann’s take focuses on Sondheim’s
promise of “tragedy tomorrow” — woefully suggesting that the
hilarity of “lovers, liars and clowns” may be only a distraction
from the dark inevitable.

“Isn’t that completely what’s happening now?” Bleckmann
asked, shaking his head, a few days earlier, unable to avoid the sub-
ject of politics. “We had the comedy of the election, which was
ridiculous and absurd, and now we have tragedy coming our way.”

Looking beyond the specifics of the moment, though, the idea

behind “Comedy Tonight” applies more broadly to the 
overarching theme of Elegy. Bleckmann continued, “When I 
go to see or hear something like a really good Broadway show,
there’s a certain sadness to it. I cannot put my finger on it,
but when I see something really funny, there’s also something
really sad behind it. I wanted to bring that out.”

Later that night, three days prior to his Jazz Standard gig,
Bleckmann was onstage at Pennsylvania’s Swarthmore College,
standing a piano’s length away from Uri Caine and singing slyly
reimagined versions of Schumann lieder through a pink toy
megaphone. Taken together, those two performances offer only a
hint of the diverse musical situations in which Bleckmann has
found himself over the course of his career.

He’s recorded the songs of Kate Bush and Charles Ives (the lat-
ter with jazz-rock collective Kneebody) and conceptual sets of
Weimar art songs, Las Vegas standards, bar songs and nursery
rhymes (all with pianist Fumio Yasuda); appeared on Late Night
with David Letterman with art-pop pioneer Laurie Anderson and
interpreted the songs of Kurt Weill with pianist Julia Hülsmann;
performed inventive new pieces by composers such as Phil Kline
and Pulitzer winner David Lang, and explored the human voice
with the all-star vocal ensemble Moss; spent more than a decade
in multi-disciplinary innovator Meredith Monk’s ensemble; and
collaborated with a host of forward-thinking jazz artists including
Hollenbeck, Monder, Caine, Ambrose Akinmusire and John Zorn.
Though he’s constantly exploring new paths for his remarkably
adaptable voice, Bleckmann breaks fresh ground as a composer
with Elegy, using the occasion to take a clear-eyed look at death.

In his Swarthmore hotel room that afternoon, Bleckmann
freely admitted to being a “worrywart,” glancing around at the
furniture as he rattled off a litany of neuroses: “I worry about
whether this heater has asbestos in it, I worry about the
formaldehyde that’s used to process this veneered wood, I worry
about global warming.”

JZ_SUM17_THEOB  5/9/17  12:23 PM  Page 64 JZ_SUM17_THEOB  5/9/17  12:23 PM  Page 65

58  The Top Jazz Artist   JAZZIZ



the windowless, intimate basement room of
New York City’s Jazz Standard, warmly lit by
tabletop candles, it was easy to forget the rainy
February day outside. As Theo Bleckmann point-
ed out near the beginning of his set, “Down here

we can block out the world” — a reference not only to the
inclement weather but also to the torrent of distressing news
that had been pouring out of the nascent Trump administration,
a topic that Bleckmann explicitly promised the audience he
wouldn’t broach during his hour-long set.

Not that the music was exactly designed to offer a sunnier
alternative. The vocalist’s CD-release show consisted almost
entirely of songs from his ECM leader debut, Elegy, which dwells
on themes of mortality and transcendence. Featuring restrained,
delicate playing from longtime collaborators Ben Monder and
John Hollenbeck as well as more recent acquaintances Shai
Maestro and Chris Tordini, the show, like the album, shrouded
Bleckmann’s alternately stark and soaring vocals in Monder’s
piercing guitar swells, the subtle pulse and whispered crackle of
Hollenbeck’s drums, the heartbeat-like throb of Tordini’s bass and
pianist Maestro’s glistening surges and shimmers.

While Elegy is the first of Bleckmann’s releases to focus 
primarily on his own compositions, perhaps the key to the album
can be found in its sole cover song: a forlorn, ghost-of-a-sad-
clown rendition of Stephen Sondheim’s “Comedy Tonight.”
Set against Maestro’s spare, elegiac piano and Hollenbeck’s occa-
sional solemn chimes, Bleckmann’s take focuses on Sondheim’s
promise of “tragedy tomorrow” — woefully suggesting that the
hilarity of “lovers, liars and clowns” may be only a distraction
from the dark inevitable.

“Isn’t that completely what’s happening now?” Bleckmann
asked, shaking his head, a few days earlier, unable to avoid the sub-
ject of politics. “We had the comedy of the election, which was
ridiculous and absurd, and now we have tragedy coming our way.”

Looking beyond the specifics of the moment, though, the idea

behind “Comedy Tonight” applies more broadly to the 
overarching theme of Elegy. Bleckmann continued, “When I 
go to see or hear something like a really good Broadway show,
there’s a certain sadness to it. I cannot put my finger on it,
but when I see something really funny, there’s also something
really sad behind it. I wanted to bring that out.”

Later that night, three days prior to his Jazz Standard gig,
Bleckmann was onstage at Pennsylvania’s Swarthmore College,
standing a piano’s length away from Uri Caine and singing slyly
reimagined versions of Schumann lieder through a pink toy
megaphone. Taken together, those two performances offer only a
hint of the diverse musical situations in which Bleckmann has
found himself over the course of his career.

He’s recorded the songs of Kate Bush and Charles Ives (the lat-
ter with jazz-rock collective Kneebody) and conceptual sets of
Weimar art songs, Las Vegas standards, bar songs and nursery
rhymes (all with pianist Fumio Yasuda); appeared on Late Night
with David Letterman with art-pop pioneer Laurie Anderson and
interpreted the songs of Kurt Weill with pianist Julia Hülsmann;
performed inventive new pieces by composers such as Phil Kline
and Pulitzer winner David Lang, and explored the human voice
with the all-star vocal ensemble Moss; spent more than a decade
in multi-disciplinary innovator Meredith Monk’s ensemble; and
collaborated with a host of forward-thinking jazz artists including
Hollenbeck, Monder, Caine, Ambrose Akinmusire and John Zorn.
Though he’s constantly exploring new paths for his remarkably
adaptable voice, Bleckmann breaks fresh ground as a composer
with Elegy, using the occasion to take a clear-eyed look at death.

In his Swarthmore hotel room that afternoon, Bleckmann
freely admitted to being a “worrywart,” glancing around at the
furniture as he rattled off a litany of neuroses: “I worry about
whether this heater has asbestos in it, I worry about the
formaldehyde that’s used to process this veneered wood, I worry
about global warming.”

JZ_SUM17_THEOB  5/9/17  12:23 PM  Page 64 JZ_SUM17_THEOB  5/9/17  12:23 PM  Page 65



JZ_SUM17_THEOB  5/9/17  12:23 PM  Page 66

60  The Top Jazz Artist   JAZZIZ



JZ_SUM17_THEOB  5/9/17  12:23 PM  Page 66

The concerns on Elegy, though, came from some very real
brushes with finality. Bleckmann’s mother passed away shortly
before the recording, at the age of 91. The singer was confronted
with his own mortality a few years earlier when a car accident
rendered him effectively blind for six months and left him with
lasting vision damage. “Feeling mortality is different from know-
ing about it,” Bleckmann says. “Anybody who’s been in an acci-
dent or a life-threatening situation will tell you that. It’s a com-
pletely different experience, because you experience death first-
hand, even if you’re still here to talk about it.”

In spite of that traumatic experience, Elegy’s laments are
never morose. “To Be Shown to Monks at a Certain Temple,” for
example, utilizes the words of an eighth-century Zen poem
whose basic message is to keep going in the face of any obstacle;
the tune is rendered with the floating delicacy of the poem’s
cloud imagery. Bleckmann’s supple vocalese saves the title track
from being consumed by Monder’s distorted dirge, while the ten-
der, beatific “Take My Life” imagines the
act of dying as a gradual, enlightening
process of release and acceptance.

“I wanted to write and think about
death as a more transcendent experience,
not as a dark, goth, horrible, crying, pitiful
kind of situation,” Bleckmann explains. “I
was thinking about it more like Bach
thought about it, like it’s something to
look forward to, something that actually
could be incredible. It’s a little bit of a fan-
tasy, obviously. Of course death is dark
and difficult and mysterious, but what if it
could also be a beautiful experience that
transports you to a better place —
whether you believe in religion or not?”

Despite his Catholic upbringing in
Dortmund, Germany, Bleckmann counts
himself a non-believer. Nonetheless, his
earliest experience of singing came in his
church’s children’s choir, through which
he fell in love with the harmonic potential
of massed voices — a passion that he’s maintained even in his
solo work, multiplying his own crystalline voice through the use
of looping and electronics.

Though his parents had little interest in the arts — his father
owned an inn, his mother was a schoolteacher — Bleckmann
knew from an early age that he needed to express himself in one
form or another. Music entered his life through folk and later
classical guitar lessons, beginning at age 6, followed by classical
piano. As a teenager, he briefly turned away from music, flirting
with the idea of becoming an ice skater or a painter. A gymnast
from an early age, Bleckmann was attracted to the sheer physi-
cality of professional skating. “I really enjoyed the artistic and
athletic expression with my body,” he says. “It was a great disci-
pline and created physical form in combination with efficiency
of movement; it was physics with your body. Most of all, it had
an element of danger, daring and speed, which appealed to me.”

Painting, on the other hand, fell by the wayside when
Bleckmann discerned the isolation required for that solitary pur-
suit. “I realized if I was going to be a painter, I was going to be
alone. I find that very daunting. At 17 or 18, when I started singing
again in a band, it was so much fun to exchange ideas with other
musicians. I was addicted. How could I stand in front of a blank
canvas with oil paints for eight to 10 hours if I could be on tour
with other people?”

At 19, rededicated to music, Bleckmann impulsively hopped
on a train to Graz, Austria, to audition for a workshop being led
by Sheila Jordan. He ended up spending three months working
with the legendary jazz vocalist, who then encouraged him to
move to the States and continue singing. A scholarship to
Manhattan School of Music paved the way for his migration to
New York City, while also introducing him to the more adventur-
ous collaborators who would help his transition from singing jazz
standards to the wide-ranging experimentation for which he

would become renowned.
“It felt dishonest to sing standards at

the age of 25,” Bleckmann shrugs. “What
did I have to say? There was Nat ‘King’ Cole
and Jon Hendricks and Al Jarreau. There’s
all this other history that I have to go
through first and absorb. And I felt really
good doing it. I wasn’t suffering at all; it
was joyful, it was fun, it was exciting —
and it paid the bills. If you’re the person
that can sing in tune and read music and
deal with complex intervals and rhythms,
you will have a gig in New York. If you can
then improvise and make strange sounds
as well, great.”

Bleckmann’s earliest opportunities came
through his collaboration with
composer/pianist Kirk Nurock and his
membership in bassist Mark Dresser’s quin-
tet Force Green, alongside trumpeter Dave
Douglas, pianist Denman Maroney and

drummer Phil Haynes. Around the same time, he began what
turned out to be career-spanning partnerships with Ben Monder
and John Hollenbeck, both of whom currently play in
Bleckmann’s Elegy Quintet [see sidebar].

In 1994 Bleckmann embarked on another of the most influen-
tial experiences of his career: his 12-year membership in
Meredith Monk’s Vocal Ensemble. “She auditioned me at her
birthday party when we were dancing together,” Bleckmann
recalls. “That’s typical of Meredith, because she gets clues from
your body; working with her is a very physical experience.”

Monk’s use of traditional song forms, including lullabies and
folk tunes, in an avant-garde setting bridged the cutting edge
and the archaic in ways that Bleckmann had already begun to
explore through his work in the Manhattan School’s Baroque
vocal ensemble. He found himself drawn to music that was less
ego-driven and flashy than much of the modern, solo-centric jazz
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singing he was hearing. “Listening to early music and looking
at early visual art that was anonymous really moved me,” he
says. “The German idea of the romantic, suffering artist
seemed to me a little bit antiquated for this time, so I wanted
to find a way where I could have some of that anonymity and
put my personality behind the music, not in front of it. I was
saying, ‘Music first, sound first, everything first, and then if
you like it, I’m there, too.’”

That idea continues to influence Bleckmann’s musical
choices, as he hinted at when talking about choosing his
bandmates for Elegy. “They’re all composers,” he says of his
sidemen. “They think about form and sound in ways that only
a composer does, and they’re really open to all kinds of music.
That’s really at the core of whom I like to work with. I need a
person that’s truly open and has no hang-ups about playing in
C major for a whole piece or playing without having to solo on
every song for 15 choruses.”

In recent years, Bleckmann has gradually returned to more
traditional song forms, though he still brings the weight of his
ventures to even his most straightahead readings of classic
material. “As an interpreter, I don’t see much of a difference
between a Kate Bush song and a Schumann song,” he says.
“That sounds really irreverent, but I come at both from the
point of, ‘Where’s my connection to the song? What can I
bring to this piece?’ It really is the same approach for me, and
whether a song was written 200 years ago or 10 years ago or
yesterday makes no difference.”

While Bleckmann says there also isn’t much difference
between singing a lyric and utilizing wordless vocals, he adds,
“Singing no lyric can be more immediate and have more
effect emotionally because you’re not constricted to a story-
line or a concrete emotion that a person might not relate to
directly. It’s just pure sound, pure emotion, pure directness.
What I’m trying to do is strip everything away and be very
bare and very plain. That’s my philosophy of singing. It does-
n’t mean that it’s cold or that it doesn’t have emotion, but I’m
trying to come at it from a quieter place.”

Many artists who work in the stunning variety of contexts
that Bleckmann does might search for a term other than
“jazz” to describe what they do. Bleckmann, though, shows no
inclination to do that; he regularly and casually uses the term,
no matter how drastically he diverges from the Songbook.

“I think jazz is about frontier,” he insists, “about looking at
the edge and seeing what can be done. Even Ella and Sarah
were always finding new repertoire and pushing forward, and
people would get sort of miffed. We all seem to be looking for
the next Ella — not that I’m that, by god, I wish — but I think
we’re looking in the wrong places. It’s always about the past,
about repeating what already happened and making people
feel comfortable. That’s not what I want the audience to feel. I
want the audience to feel alive, I want them to be engaged, I
want them to feel moved in a new way. Art in general, for me,
speaks when it’s mysterious, when there’s something that I
can’t quite figure out. I live there.” •

Now serving as core members of Bleckmann’s
Elegy Quintet, guitarist Ben Monder and drummer
John Hollenbeck both share relationships with the
singer stretching back nearly a quarter of a centu-
ry. Bleckmann approached Monder following a gig
with the Maria Schneider Orchestra during the
band’s long-running residency at Visiones in the
mid-’90s, asking the guitarist to join him for a run
of duo performances at the Cornelia Street Café.
Monder then introduced Bleckmann to his then-
roommate, Hollenbeck, and all three began work-
ing together in a variety of forms and fashions.

Central to Bleckmann’s work with Monder
have been several inventive duo albums that have
seen both men expand and enrich their sonic
palettes to meet the other’s far-reaching ideas. The
guitarist has also enlisted Bleckmann for a series
of quartet albums that feature Bleckmann’s agile
wordless vocals as the main melodic instrument.
“When I have a melody, I hear this sound repre-
senting it,” Monder says. “Luckily that sound
exists in the form of Theo.”

With Hollenbeck, Bleckmann has recorded the
duo album Static Still, been a member of the
drummer’s early Quartet Lucy, formed the Refuge
Trio with keyboardist Gary Versace, and been a
crucial element of the music that Hollenbeck
writes for his Large Ensemble. “The Large
Ensemble is such a huge undertaking, and I don’t
love the sound of a big band that much,”
Hollenbeck says. “But when you add Theo, it
becomes something else that I really like. I really
wouldn’t be doing that music or that band with-
out him. It just wouldn’t be worth it.”

For his part, Bleckmann theorizes that his
associations with both Monder and Hollenbeck
have been so fruitful in part because, “we’re a lit-
tle bit opposite from each other, in a good way. We
connect on so many levels, but if two people
always agree, one of them is unnecessary.” —SB
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Larry Coryell’s star was already bright and ascendant when he formed The Eleventh House in 1973. The guitarist had
been awing listeners and fellow musicians in Greenwich Village practically since he arrived in New York City eight
years earlier. During that time, he had recorded landmark albums with Chico Hamilton and Gary Burton and released
a string of recordings under his own name that melded jazz and rock in bold and innovative ways.

Released in 1974, Introducing the Eleventh House more than held its own alongside recordings by fusion-era giants
such as Miles Davis, John McLaughlin and Weather Report. Tunes such as “Birdfingers” and “Adam Smasher” showcased
the extraordinary chops and soulful playing of Coryell, trumpeter Randy Brecker and drummer Alphonse Mouzon,
along with keyboardist Mike Mandel and bassist Danny Trifan. The group recorded a handful of albums in various iter-
ations — Brecker had moved on after the first and was replaced by trumpeter Mike Lawrence — and fans recalled
them fondly enough to ensure regular reunions during the ensuing decades.

It was just such a reunion in 2015, during a series of sold-out shows at The Blue Note in New York City, that con-
vinced Savoy Jazz A&R man Stu Fine that The Eleventh House was more than a nostalgia act. He enticed them back
into the studio, where they recorded Seven Secrets, their first album of new material in decades. Slated for June, the
album’s release will be a posthumous one for Mouzon, who died on Christmas 2016 at age 68 after battling cancer, and
for Coryell, who died unexpectedly from heart failure on February 19 at age 73.
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In the summer of 1964, after his 
freshman year at Indiana University,
trumpeter Randy Brecker followed his
girlfriend to Seattle. His parents 
consented with the caveat that he take
classes at the University of Washington.
But Brecker’s real education began 
when the sun went down and the 
jazz clubs opened. It was then that he
met Larry Coryell.

“Larry had a nightly gig with a
Hammond B-3 trio at a club called The
Embers, and I frequently sat in,” Brecker
says. “He was just great. He had a crew-
cut, but he had that free-for-all attitude
about playing different styles of music.
And he had that Texas blues thing going,
from I guess being born there. So we got
very friendly that summer.”

Seattle’s jazz scene was hopping.
Brecker befriended trumpet heroes
Woody Shaw and Lee Morgan, who
played at The Penthouse with the
Horace Silver Quintet and the Art Blakey
Quintet, respectively. “It was just an
unbelievable summer,” he says. “Maybe
one of the best musical summers of my
life, actually.”

Brecker went on to tour the Middle
East and Asia with the IU Jazz Ensemble
in 1966. When he returned to his native
Philadelphia, he stopped by a club to hear
Chico Hamilton’s band. “And there was a
guitar player with long hair who looked
like a rock guy,” Brecker says. “I looked
closer and I said, ‘Holy moly, that’s Larry!’”

Brecker followed Coryell to New York
City. Coryell would play on Brecker’s
1969 debut album, Score, and Brecker
signed on with The Eleventh House a
few years later — at least for their first
recording. He left the band when he got
an offer from Eumir Deodato, who was
riding high with “Thus Spake Zara-
thustra,” which sold five million records.
Having bailed from Blood, Sweat and
Tears before they became popular,
Brecker was determined not to miss the
boat with Deodato. “It really didn’t pan
out,” he says. “So, in retrospect, once
again I made the wrong decision.” —BW 

hadn’t come out sooner. So this’ll be kind of
a tribute album now.”

Larry Coryell was born in Texas, and
raised in Washington state. But, as he told
me in an interview in 2002, “I really grew
up in New York. I was very innocent when I
moved to New York — 22, babe, 22.”

Coryell had been a standout on the vital
jazz scene of Seattle in the early ’60s, but he
knew he had to test his mettle at the center
of the jazz world. Relocating to New York
City in 1965, he found the creative ferment
he was looking for, as jazz was undergoing
startling transformations. Having cut his
teeth on records by guitar heroes such as
Wes Montgomery, Barney Kessel and Tal
Farlow, he felt as if he had traveled through
the looking glass. “There was a breaking
away from the years and years of straighta-
head into avant-garde,” he recalled. “And I
remember the first night I was in town I
couldn’t follow the tunes. I couldn’t tell
where the choruses ended or started.”

Fortunately, he was a quick study. That
first night in New York — September 3,
1965 — Coryell had gone to see Charles
Lloyd’s band featuring guitarist Gabor
Szabo. Within a year, he’d take the depart-
ing Szabo’s spot in drummer Chico
Hamilton’s band. Hamilton’s 1966 record-
ing, The Dealer, prominently featured the
young guitarist for the first time on a
major release, the words “introducing Larry
Coryell” appearing on the album cover.
“Coryell is an anomaly in that he doubles
between jazz and rock and roll,” George
Hoefer wrote in the liner notes. In fact,
Coryell had been blending those sensibili-
ties in his own band, The Free Spirits,
which he’d formed with drummer Bob
Moses and saxophonist Jim Pepper.

Vibraphonist Gary Burton, fresh out of
the Stan Getz band in December of 1966, was
of a similar mind. Saxophonist Steve Marcus
brought him to a jam session in midtown
Manhattan where he heard Coryell for the
first time. “Larry was basically a jazz guy, but
he was also playing rock gigs to make extra
cash,” Burton related in a recent email. “And
either consciously or unconsciously he was
merging the two in his improvising. When I
heard Larry, I knew he was exactly the right
fit for my new band.”

Coryell joined Burton’s band, and a
highly creative, if edgy, musical partnership

In June 2016, Coryell had undergone
routine sinus surgery, but serious complica-
tions set in. The guitarist, who lived in
Orlando, canceled a European tour and
spent a few months convalescing. By all
accounts, he seemed to have fully recovered
and plunged back into the performance
world, even completing a week of club
dates in Melbourne, Australia, in December.
Then, after wrapping up a weekend trio gig
in February with bassist Daryl Johns and
drummer Steve Johns at The Iridium in
New York City, Coryell returned to his hotel
room following Saturday night’s show and
died in his sleep.

Having arranged to meet Coryell and
his wife, Tracey, for an interview in
Orlando the following week, I was floored
by the news. I wasn’t the only one. “It was
a shock to all of us, because we had all
thought he was on the mend,” Brecker
says wearily, speaking from New York a
few days after Coryell’s passing. “I thought
he was back 100 percent.”

“I’m really just stunned,” says
Jacksonville, Florida-based pianist Lynne
Arriale, who plays on Coryell’s 2016 record-
ing Barefoot Man: Sanpaku. “I just talked to
him about a month and a half ago, and he
said his health was fine.”

Saxophonist George Brooks, who had
played with Coryell in the Indian-fusion
band Bombay Jazz and in other settings,
was likewise caught off guard. “I think he
was ignoring some warning signs [of heart
disease],” he posits. “You can imagine Larry
going, ‘Yeah, yeah, my chest hurts. Fuck it,
I’m gonna play this gig.’”

The latest version of The Eleventh
House — Coryell, Brecker and Mouzon,
plus Coryell’s son Julian on guitar and gui-
tar-synth and longtime bassist John Lee
— entered the studio in January 2016.
Seven Secrets was originally slated for
release in August of that year.
Unfortunately, according to Coryell’s press
agent, Kurt Nishimura, the release was
delayed because of a lack of tour dates.
“The initial booker failed to deliver dates
as scheduled, so the label delayed the
release,” Nishimura relates. “Larry’s health
towards the end of last year did not factor
into the decision.”

“It was on my list to call Larry,” Brecker
says. “I was curious myself to see what
was happening with the CD and why it
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ensued. Their first recording, 1967’s Duster, with bassist Steve
Swallow and drummer Roy Haynes, is hailed as a seminal fusion
recording. “Larry, Steve and I were frantically writing new tunes
using rock harmonic progressions and melodies,” Burton contin-
ued, “and ‘jazz-rock,’ as it came to be known, got launched.”

With Moses taking over the drum chair, the Gary Burton
Quartet’s next recording, Lofty Fake Anagram, highlighted the
synergistic tones and concepts of Burton and Coryell. But a live
recording of a 1968 concert at Carnegie Hall proved their swan
song. “Larry and I were almost the same age,” Burton explained,
“and we were pretty competitive, both of us trying to get our
individual careers established. So, looking back on that two years
we played together, it was often emotional and we occasionally
clashed. It became obvious that Larry needed to move on to hav-
ing his own band.”

Also becoming increasingly obvious were Coryell’s issues with
drugs and alcohol, as Burton noted in his autobiography Learning
to Listen: The Jazz Journey of Gary Burton. Burton replaced him
with Chick Corea, but both Coryell’s and Burton’s best years were
still ahead of them.

Despite the challenge of his addictions, Coryell flourished. He
married Julie Nathanson in 1968, and her inspiration was imme-
diately evident: His 1968 album Lady Coryell is named for her. She
also contributed compositions and vocals to his subsequent
releases, and they had two sons: Murali in 1969 and Julian in 1973.
(Both are exceptional guitarists.) The couple divorced in 1986,
Coryell married twice more, and Julie died in 2009.

Among the songs Julie composed was the title track to the
1970 album Spaces, a lyrical work that paired Coryell with gui-
tarist John McLaughlin, whom he greatly admired. Other albums,
such as Barefoot Boy and Live at the Village Gate, showcased a
harder-edged side of Coryell, one that may have been teased out
by his friendship with Jimi Hendrix; indeed, Barefoot Boy was
recorded at Hendrix’s Electric Lady studios. And, like Hendrix, no
matter how far out he took the music, blues remained bedrock.

Coryell also had the opportunity to work alongside free-jazz
innovator Sonny Sharrock on Herbie Mann’s 1969 recording
Memphis Underground. Once again, Coryell found himself in a
competitive situation. “There was a little bit of a rivalry there,” he
said. “I thought I was a hotshot, but I really liked his approach to
the avant-garde thing.”

The Eleventh House would be a more affable setting. Coryell
recruited an old friend from Seattle, keyboardist Mandel, and
Brecker, who he first met in Seattle and with whom he’d since
become reacquainted in New York (see sidebar). Drummer
Mouzon proved the perfect fit. “We just clicked as a band, person-
ally and musically,” Brecker says. “We had a lot of fun together.
And we were all starting to write, so it was just a very fertile time
for all of us.”

Coryell continued to make challenging music through the ’70
and ’80s, teaming up with guitarists Steve Khan, Joe Beck and
Philip Catherine, and championing guitar virtuoso Emily Remler,
with whom he’d tour and record an album of duets. Remler had
struggled with heroin addiction and died at the age of 32, also
from a heart attack. Coryell, who was clean and sober by the early

’80s, tried to set a positive example while the pair were on tour,
touting a daily regimen of vitamins and jogging. He had also
become more deeply involved with Buddhism and meditation,
which involved chanting.

Coryell thrived in the last decade and half of his life. Having
relocated to Florida in 1998, he once again embraced straighta-
head jazz on a few albums for HighNote; recorded an album
with his sons; reunited with old friends such as saxophonist
Marcus and bassist Miroslav Vitous; fronted lean, muscular trios
featuring drummer Paul Wertico and bassists Larry Grenadier or
Larry Gray; and recently, penned operas based on masterworks
by Leo Tolstoy and James Joyce. The chanting, which was part of
his pre-concert ritual, kept him focused.

“I think chanting was an essential part of his recovery,” says
saxophonist Brooks, who played all over the world with Coryell
and elite Indian musicians such as Hariprasad Chaurasia and
Zakir Hussain. “He really believed in the Lotus Sutra of the
Buddha, and the connectedness of human beings. But he defi-
nitely wasn’t an airy-fairy spiritualist. He was very pragmatic,
down-to-earth. He was very honest.”

That honesty certainly was present in the studio. Brooks
recalls stopping by the sessions for the 2015 release Heavy Feel to
say hello and Coryell sending him home to get his horn. They
ended up recording a couple of tracks on the fly. “One of those is

purely improvised,” the saxophonist says of “River Crossing,” an
acoustic-guitar/soprano sax duet. “And the other one [‘Footpath
to Oasis’] was literally write it out, play it, one take, bang, there 
it is. He didn’t fuck around.”

Pianist Arriale describes the sessions for 2016’s Barefoot Man:
Sanpaku as “very laid-back,” but says the guitarist didn’t mince
words. “He was very detail-oriented,” she says. “He knew what he
wanted, and if it wasn’t quite right he said so. Each tune was
almost beyond category. It had classical influences, it had jazz
influences — obviously, some were more straightahead. He was a
very serious composer. He had a tremendous amount of virtuosity,
of course, but between phrases, he would let the music breathe.”

Brecker says returning to the studio with The Eleventh House
was like stepping back in time. “We were just told to bring in a
couple tunes, ‘nothing too complicated,’ as Larry put it,” relates the
trumpeter. “But then he brought in stuff that was amazingly com-
plicated. So it was just kind of a natural thing. We fell into our old
routine, and the album definitely harkens back to the old days.”

Brecker corroborates Brooks’ assessment of an unfussy artist
who wanted to keep the session moving. “Most of them were
first takes, and we would figure out what to do with it, kind of all
sitting around,” he says. “It was a nice, small studio, and we were
all basically in the booth, so we could all kinda play and talk to
each other at the same time. It was just really fun to be back
together, trying to do a record after all these years.” •
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