A Jazz Success Story
With a Tinge of the Blues

At Lincoln Center, Defining the Canon Draws Fire

By PETER APPLEBOME

The scene at the Supper Club on West 47th
Street seemed to evoke the glory days of jazz — an
ebullient swing band playing classic Ellington
tunes as dancers in period costumes rocketed
around the dance floor.

But rather than a throwback to the past, the
filming for a PBS special was a snapshot of the
Lincoln Center Jazz Orchestra as one of the great
cultural success stories in New York, In just a
decade Jazz at Lincoln Center has become the
flagship jazz organization in the United States.
Led by Wynton Marsalis, the most celebrated jazz
musician of his time, it is scheduled to move to the
Kkind of coveted location that comes along only
once every few decades.

Nothing has highlighted the growth of Jazz at
Lincoln Center, a constituent of the center for only
two years, as much as the announcement in July
that the redevelopment plans for Columbus Circle
will include an 1,100-seat concert hall and complex
of offices and rehearsal rooms for the program.
The concert hall is billed as the first to be acousti-
cally designed for jazz.

But the growth of Jazz at Lincoln Center, whose
new season is in full swing, is also a reminder of
the program’s ambitious agenda and its conten-
tious place in the jazz world.

Jazz at Lincoln Center is not just about making
music. It is also, very consciously, about making
choices, about defining the canon of an art form
that is less than a century old. That goal has
almost inevitably brought controversy and with it
a question at the heart of the program’s mission:
Does it exist mostly to celebrate jazz’s past or
should it be helping to shape its future as well?

By almost any conventional measure, Jazz at
Lincoln Center has been an astounding success.

HIGH NOTES AND LOW
A special report.

The program’s budget has grown in three years
from $3 million to $9 million, and this year it witl
present nearly 400 concerts, lectures, classes and
workshops in New York and around the world.
Most concerts play to sold-out houses. Last year
Mr. Marsalis became the first jazz artist to win a
Pulitzer Prize for music. On Friday he played and
spoke in a program at the White House. Officials
are confident they will be able to raise the $65
million it will take to build their new home.
«They’ve done a marvelous job, and incorporat-
ing jazz on an equal basis at Lincoln Center is very
important,” said Dan Morgenstern, director of the
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Wynton Marsalis, left, artistic director of Jazz at Lincoln Center, and
its orchestra performing with dancers, above, for a PBS special.
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Institute of Jazz Studies at Rutgers
University. “Jazz has never had a
space like the one at Columbus Cir-
cle. It’s quite wonderful what they’re
idoing.”

But in the jazz world, which often
is as factionalized as a lost Trotsky-
ist tribe, the reviews are more
mixed.

At the heart of many criticisms is
the sense that Jazz at Lincoln Center
is using its bully pulpit to foster a
cautious, unadventurous view of
what jazz is. Given Mr. Marsalis’
celebrity and commercial success,
its programming is having an: effect
beyond Lincoln Center to help deter-
mine what kind of jazz and jazz
musicians are recorded and promot-
ed.
Some critics and musicians say
that the program’s commissions
have too often gone to Mr. Marsalis,
that he has used his influence to
polarize the jazz world and that the
program has slighted white artists at
the expense of a pointedly Afrocen-
tric view of jazz’s history and tradi-
tions.

Most pervasive is the criticism
that Lincoln Center is purveying a
cautious, static and dated approach
to jazz.

“They’ve done a lot to take the
essence of jazz and distort it; they’ve
put a damper on the main ingredient
of jazz, which is innovation,” said
George Russell, a much-admired
jazz composer and pianist who has
been an important figure in jazz
since working with Dizzy Gillespie in
the 1940’s. “I think whatever hap-
pens at Lincoln Center, history will
have to correct it, because it does
need correcting terribly.””

Rather than just a window onto
Jazz at Lincoln Center, the disputes
are highlighting two vexing issues in
jazz overall.

The first is the generational flip-
flop in which most of the innovators
are in their 40’s, 50’s and 60’s, while
the most conspicuous younger musi-
cians, modeled after Mr. Marsalis,
dre viewed as polished, cautious tra-
ditionalists.

The second is the ill-defined cultur-
al status of jazz, with some skeptics
questioning whether it belongs at
Lincoln Center and others question-
ing whether it will inevitably be wa-
tered down because it is there.

Mr. Marsalis said the criticisms,
which have played out in the jazz
press almost since the program be-

gan, are old issues recycled too
many times.

“Ellington faced this; Coltrane
had to defend himself in writing,”” he
said. ‘“There’s always some side
story that becomes the issue instead
of the music. And my whole thing is,
What about the music?”

The writer Stanley Crouch — who
along with Mr, Marsalis, Rob Gibson,
who is Jazz at Lincoln Center’s exec-
utive producer and director, and the
author Albert Murray has helped de-
fine the program’s approach — says
the criticisms reflect envy more than
substance.

“If you've got a classic Rolls driv-
ing by on a hot day and a guy stand-
ing in the sun waiting for a bus, that
guy is going to have one of two reac-
tions,” Mr. Crouch said. “Either the
Rolls is no good or he should be
driving it. Most of the criticisms
come down to either ‘I'm not being
hired there,” or ‘My ideas are not
being adopted.” ”

After Just 11 Years,
An Equal Partner

Beginning with a three-concert
jazz program in 1987, Jazz at Lincoln
Center became a department, de-
pendent on Lincoln Center for money
in 1991, and in 1996 became the 12th
independent constituent on an equal
footing — if not with equal resources
— with powers like the New York
Philharmonic.

“We’ve had astounding growth,
and it’s the result of the incredible
power of this music,” said Gordon
Davis, the program’s chairman, a
former city parks commissioner and
now a powerful real estate attorney.
“We’re all riding a mission here be-
cause we’re involved in something
we believe is profoundly important,
which is this music, in this country at
this time.”

The mission translates to ac-
claimed education programs, partic-
ularty those taught by Mr. Marsalis.
And the Lincoln Center Jazz Orches-
tra has the most extensive touring
schedule at Lincoln Center, with 90
cities on five continents this year.

The program’s mission also con-
sciously extends to trying to define
what jazz is. Mr. Marsalis and Mr.
Gibson argue that just as European
music has an established canon of
essential music, jazz too needs to
establish its own canon, with Louis
Armstrong, Duke Ellington, Charlie
Parker and others as its version of
Bach, Mozart and Beethoven.

Many jazz fans, particularly those
in the large group more likely to hear
jazz at a concert hall than a down-
town club, find it hard to fathom
what could be wrong with a vibrant
jazz presence at the leading Ameri-
can performing arts complex.

‘“‘Anyone doing as much as they’re
doing to promote the appreciation
and respect and love of the music is
doing the right thing,” said Richard
Cohen, a creative director at a Man-
hattan advertising agency.

But in the jazz world the picture is
far more mixed.

“What they do there sounds so
old,” said Sonny Fortune, a saxo-
phonist who has played with Miles
Davis and many others. “I want to
get excited by music, but a lot of
what they do there, you can go to
sleep on it. I don’t know if I'd say
absolutely that what they do is bad
for jazz, but surely, absolutely I
wouldn’t see it as good.”

Similarly, many musicians scoff at
the notion that it is the role of Lincoln
Center to establish a canon for jazz,
saying such a canon evolves natural-
1y and that Lincoin Center’s version
is pallid and limited.

Others say Lincoln Center’s insti-
tutional'heft and commercial muscle
has distorted the economics of the
jazz business.

Other Musicians
Find Less Work

Marty Khan, whose company, Out-
ward Visions, has represented jazz
artists and promoted jazz concerts
and events for more then two dec-
ades, said that when he started out,
colleges and arts groups used to pro-
gram 4 to 12 jazz events a year,
paying $4,500 to $7,500. Now many
just do a few dates, usually including
one by Mr. Marsalis or the Lincoln
Center Jazz Orchestra at several
times that cost. This results in less
work for other artists and audiences
weaned on classical, mainstream
jazz rather than more adventurous
fare.

Greg Osby, a saxophonist who has
moved between mainstream jazz
and more progressive jazz, said the
passions about Lincoln Center’s di-
rection have cooled since they were
the talk of jazz a few years back,
partly because not many musicians
outside what he described as “a se-
lect few people who pander to a cer-
tain taste and ideology’’ now expect
to play there.

“There’s plenty of resentment, but
everyone has come to the conclusion
that no matter who gripes, it's not
going to change anything,” he said.

He added that most artists real-
ized that Lincoln Center did not rep-
resent all of jazz, just one facet of it,
and that venues more partial to ex-
perimentation could flourish at the
same time. Still, he said, given its
visibility and resources, many musi-
cians wish Jazz at Lincoln Center
had a broader vision.

“Jazz is a living art form that
feeds on contemporary trends, steps
across fences, borrows from alien
sources and brings them back in a
new way,” he said. ‘“You have people
doing incredible things today, but
they never get a chance to play at
Lincoln Center because they seem to
think jazz stopped in 1967.”

In a Black Forte,

Race Is an Issue

And, in a field where racial issues,
including questions about whether
whites can play jazz, have been
tossed around for decades, it’s not
surprising that some white musi-
cians and critics say Lincoln Center
in its programming, tributes and
commissions has regularly slighted
the contributions of white musicians.
Of 16 musicians commissioned to
create original music cited by Mr.
Gibson, 4 four were white, 1 was
Latino and the rest were black. The
commissions range from $2,500 to
$15,000. Mr. Marsalis, whose compos-
ing gets more mixed notices than his
playing, has been commissioned to
do a work every year but one since
they began as part of his contract.
Mr. Gibson declined to say how much
Mr. Marsalis is paid.

Mr. Marsalis and Mr. Gibson dis-
miss any notion of a racial slant, and
others say that almost any fair read-
ing of the giants of jazz would have a
preponderance of blacks. And Mr.
Gibson said many criticisms reflect-
ed the misimpression that Mr. Mar-
salis’s work is synonymous with Jazz
at Lincoln Center.

“I think lots of the people who
criticize us have never looked at

what we do,” Mr. Gibson said. “You |

can’t look at the musicians we’ve

featured and say this is a predict- |

able, narrow approach.”

Mr. Gibson cited musicians as di-
verse as Benny Carter, Ray Santos,
the Japanese conductor and arrang-
er Katsuhiko Tanaka and Joe Lovano
as evidence of the range of works

presented at Lincoin Center.

In addition to a broad range of
concerts, programming this year in-
cludes a yearlong celebration of the
centennial of Duke Ellington’s birth
and collaborations with the New
York Philharmonic and New York
City Ballet.

Mr. Marsalis said he makes no
apologies for making esthetic judg-
ments of what musicians to feature,
decisions that have largely tuned out
both avant-gardists on one side and
purveyors of pop jazz or electric funk
on the other.

He said the focus on a jazz canon is
not a static approach to jazz but a
way of establishing a bedrock of ex-
cellence that all great players need
to master before they can develop
fully on their own.

“If you're a writer, it’s assumed
that you should know Shakespeare or
Melville or Dickens,” Mr. Marsalis
said. “But in our field, for some
reason, you had people saying to be
great in jazz you’re not supposed to
know anything. That’s the view that
was prevalent when I was coming
up, and that’s what’s helped to de-
plete our field of musicians.”

Some musicians say the real prob-
lem is not what Lincoln Center does
or doesn’t do, but that so few others
are trying to do the same thing.
There are plenty of jazz orchestras,
including Jon Faddis’s Carnegie Hall
Jazz Band, but no major arts institu-
tion has made the commitment that
Lincoln Center has to a continuing
presence.

“Wynton has to be himself; if Or-
nette Coleman was heading Jazz at
Lincoln Center, it would be very dif-
ferent,” said Joe Lovano, a white
saxophonist, who received a Lincoln
Center commission for a work.
“What Wynton is doing is great. The
trouble is you can’t expect them to do
everything. What you'd like to see is
for this to springboard across the

country, so that every city that has a
major symphony orchestra has a
Jazz orchestra as well.”

Even some of the critics say Lin-
coln Center’s role in many ways mir-
rors the commercial currents of jazz
in general and the constraints of
trying to run a nonprofit organiza-
tion at high-cost venues like Alice
Tully Hall. Thus Lester Bowie, a
trumpeter and vocal critic of Mr.
Marsalis, said he did not expect to
play at Lincoln Center because his
work is more popular in Europe than
in the United States.

Mr. Gibson said much of the back-
biting had reflected the inevitable
growing pains of a program starting
with the most essential music and
slowly making its way through the
rich panoply of the jazz world.

New Solutions

In a New Home

He said the new hall would ailow
Jazz at Lincoln Center (o present 5 to
10 times as much jazz in New York
as the organization has been able to
do in the past, some of it in smaller or
less expensive spaces that will be
more conducive to commercially
marginal fare.

“There are a lot more musicians
and a lot more of the jazz community
we want to put on our stage,” he said.
“I mean we’re just getting to Hank
Jones. This is one of the most impor-
tant jazz musicians of our time. He's
80 years old, and we've never had
him on our stage. We’re not trying to
be politically correct. It just takes
time to get to everyone we’d like to
have. People forget that we’re a very
young organization in a very young
art form. We're at the mezzanine
level of a 20-story building.”

Entertainment Events

Music

NEW YORK CITY OPERA, Handel’s “‘Parten-

ope,” New York State Theater, 8.

NEW YORK PHILHARMONIC, Kurt Masur, con-

ductor; second in a series of five programs of
s i (Sym-

phonies Nos. 2 and 3); Avery Fisher Hall,

JUPITER SYMPHONY, Jens Nygaard, conduc-
tor; works by Mozart, Weber, Liadow and
Gershwin; Good Shepherd Presbyterian
Church, 152 West §6th Street, Manhattan, 8.

JUILLIARD ARTISTS IN CONCERT, Adi Menc-
zel, flutist; Caren Levine, pianist; works by
Mozart, Gaubert, Reinecke and Demersse-
man; Continental Center, 18¢ Maiden Lane,
lower Manhattan, 12:30.

Dance

DAYTON CONTEMPORARY DANCE THEATER,
Joyce Theater, 175 Eighth Avenue, at 19th
Street, Chelsea, 8.

ANNE TERESA DE KEERSMAEKER, ''Fase,”
the Kitchen, 512 West 19th Street, Chelsea, 8.



