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At 35, Winton Marsalis already has more accomplishments
behind him than most musicians do in a lifetime. Since he first
began recording with his own band in 1982, the New Orleans-born
trumpeter has put out some 30 albums, won Grammy Awards in both the
classical and jazz fields, performed in countless clubs and concert halls around
the world. A passionate teacher as well as a performer, Marsalis has preached his
musical message to thousands of young people via master classes, seminars, radio
and TV shows. As Artistic Director of Jazz at Lincoln Center since 1987, he has
helped bring jazz into the cultural mainstream and burnished its respectability as
America’s only native art form.

A less ambitious artist might be content to rest on his laurels. But Marsalis is
a driven young man, burning with new projects, dreaming of ever bigger hori-
zons. “I'm trying to cover more ground,” he says. “Not just do the same thing,
but be creative, use different techniques, capture more of the music.” That effort
has led him to focus increasingly on composing over the past few years. Starting
in 1992 with In This House, On This Morning, a multipart band piece based on the
structure of a traditional church service, Marsalis has penned an impressive body
of work, including Citi Movement and Jazz: Six Syncopated Movements for the New
York City Ballet (1993); the string quartet At the Octoroon Balls (1995); and Sweet
Release, a jazz ballet for the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater (1996) and co-
wrote the 26-hour “Making the Music” series for National Public Radio last year.
For good measure, Marsalis teamed up with photographer Frank Stewart to pro-

duce Sweet Swing Blues On the Road, an anecdotal book on his life as a touring

bandleader—a life that appears to be over, at least for now, since he recently dis-



American music as well.

Thomas Sancton: What’s a typical
work-day 11’120\]’br Wynton Marsalis? When do

you find the time to compose?
JOou,

Wynton Marsalis: Usually late and
in a hurry (laughs).

Late at night?
S

Late for the commission. It can be
night, morning, anytime. I like being
under the pressure of being late. For
some pieces, I would have t}mu;fn
about them a long time ago. Like Blood
On the Fields, I thought about that in
1986 or 1987, though [ didn’t write it

until much later.

Tell me more about Blood On the Fields.
What'’s it about?

It’s set in slavel"\' times, but it’s not
about slaves really. It’s about today. The
only part that’s about slavery is the be-
ginning part, which takes place on the
slave ship. T use all different kinds of
music. The basis of it is blues, and also
spirituals, which is before the blues. I
have things that come out of choral
writing, chants, contrapuntal textures.
New Orleans-type things, modal pro-
gressions, things with chord changes
like the standard popular songs, bal-
lads. T have a band set up like a Greek
chorus.

You mean the band speaks?

Yeah, the band speaks. Kind of like a
Congregation commenting on the
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banded his septet in order to concentrate on his other projects.

If the critics are to be believed, Marsalis’ towering achievement so far is Blood
On the Fields, the epic jazz oratorio that he premiered with the Lincoln Center
Jazz Orchestra in April 1994 to widespread public acclaim. With a CD version
out, Marsalis and the LCJO will perform the massive, three-hour work in 15
U.S. cities before embarking on a two-week European tour in March. Combining
elements of traditional and contemporary jazz, blues, ragtime, spirituals and
American popular songs, Blood On the Fields depicts the encounter of African
slaves (played by vocalists Cassandra Wilson, Jon Hendricks and Miles Griffith)
with their new American homeland. The tour will likely constitute a landmark in

Marsalis’ career—and, quite possibly, in the history of late 20th-century

action. I try to have some pieces
where vou go through different moods.
Like in the beginning when Cassandra

o sound like she’s

1s lots of different

[Wilson] is supposed
losing her mind.
things, like shout sounds going

Is. A lot of the stuff

is real contemporarv.

back to spasm ba

rom the perspective of

»t something in the con-

- of trving to combine

into fusion and some
You know, I never really try
's new because it’s never
is wav. With something

1 - ~ . -
the very first piece it’s
e’s all kinds of sounds,

of polyphonic things.
nes playing five totally dif-

ferent lines.

1 used to leave a lot qf]eewa/vfor

oists, sometimes just blocking out the
chords. Did you do that in this piece?

In this piece, yes. As the piece progresses,
as the characters become freer there is
more room for people to play. In the
beginning a lot of it is all written out.

Journalist Thomas Sancton, a fellow New
Orleanian who wrote a Time magazine cover
story on Marsalis in 1990, caught up with the
pcripatetif musician at France’s ]LIZ/ in

Marciac festival and got this update on his fast

HIOVIIHL(] career.

In what sense do the characters become

freer?
Well they start off in slavery actually .

before slavery. Cassandra’s character

[Leona] poses a question which is like
today, contemporary life. When a
woman says “Move over,” she doesn’t
mean move over, she means come
closer. You see what [ mean? So auto-
matically, you're starting off with this
thing that is like a lot of contemporary
relationships. It’s told from an African-
American perspective, but really its the
American perspective. That's the basis
of a lot of our problems: you’re hear-
ing one thing, but what’s actually being
said is another thing,

What is Cassandra hearing?

She’s on the slave ship and she thinks
she hears a drum. But it’s a different
drum than a traditional drum. She
thinks she hears a drum coming from
way back; it’s like an ancestral thing,
Then the man comes in and she starts
to go crazy. She’s calling for her
mother—she’s in a slave ship, man, her .
hair is stinky and she’s never been on
water, she thinks monsters are going to
eat her, it’s beyond her wildest imagi-
nation.

The man who appears, this is the/lfrican
prince [Miles Griffith|?

Yeah. This piece is about this man iden-
tifying himself, and about what it takes
for him to learn what soul is. He be-
lieves he is one thing, but he really is
not. He’s confused in his identity. And
that’s about today.

How does Blood compare to another lona
composition of yours, In This House. On

This Morning?

In This House is totaﬂy different. The
whole form and the concept is differ-
ent. That’s a church service. The

method that I used for composi
was very different. Blood On the Ficld
for a larger ensemble, and the rel
ships are very comp]ex. But |
a lot from In This House al
ing form. You know the last sect

In This House is verv tlat—ma
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Composing comes out of the playing.
Because when you play, you hear a lot
of different things. If you play trumpet,
it all just comes out of the trumpet. It
depends on what someone’s hearing,
you know? Ornette Coleman once
came around my house and told me he
could hear a lot of different connota-
tions in my playing. It surprised me.
Because he’s not given to just praising,
he’s not that type of man. He said it
was like language.

So the composing just comes naturally out of

CX[DI'ESSI‘Hg)/OLU’SEIJFOH the horn?

Yeah. After playing, I'll hear something.
They say that Duke used to compose
after a gig, when I guess he could still
hear all of the music. Monk would sit

down and play for a long time then he

would compose.
Is that how you do it?

Ijust try to hear, you know, get some
type of form and just fill the form in.
Everything starts from the form for me.

When you say. form, what are you talking

about exactly?

Things like the keys [ want to go in,
who I want to play what part, like a
grid. If it’s a real big piece you have to
have that or else it can just meander. A
lot of times I write pieces that are real
long, but I am very meticulous with the
form. [ want to make sure that it’s uni-
fied and integrated. Sometimes I use
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the melody notes as the basis of the pro-
gression. If I have something with
different movements in it, I get a ke)’
scheme that goes across all of the move-
ments. Maybe I get the key scheme from
the notes in the melody. I just try to
make sure that I have something coherent.
The progressions and the melodies just
come to me, [ just hear them.

Has the experience of composing and directing
affected the way you play jazz on the

stage?

In a way. But what affected me more is that

my band broke up.
Why was that?

We were on the road for a very long
time and everybody was tired. Cats left for
different reasons. [Pianist] Marcus Roberts
left first. After that, [tenor sax player]
Todd Williams left. Then [bassist] Reginald
Veal was ready to take off. Then after
him [drummer] Herlin Riley was ready to
go because his kids were complaining
that he wasn’t around. For seven years we
were on the road all the time. It just be-
came hard to keep it together. [ am tired,
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the other cats in the band are real dired
How doyoufeel about that?

Well, I like it. I have had a band since I
was 20. Now I can take the time to hear
more of what other musicians are doing.
Also I work mainly at Lincoln Center
now. That was a big thing for me, too,
that we became a constituent of Lincoln
Center. It’s just good to see the work that
everybody’s doing is paying off. It’s not
just me, you know, so many people work
at Lincoln Center. Gordon Davis, the
chairman of the board, Matt Leventhal,
the president of Lincoln Center, Rob
Gibson, Beverly Sills. Everybody came
together to make this a reality.

Tell me more about Jazz at Lincoln Center. What
are you trying to do there, what do you think

you've accomplished?

We've already accomplished a lot in terms
of just presenting the music. Joining in the
dialogue about it, and increasing the
awareness of the beauty of this music—
the soul of it. We try to present our things
with some soul, we say come and have a
good time and swing, But unapologetically.
We're not apologizing for swinging.
There’s lots of times it’s like, by being cre-
ative, you have to apologize for playing jazz
music. Like you're committing a crime or
something to say ‘I'm a jazz musician.” But
we have tremendous public support.

How do you answer critics who sa)/,for
example, that you don’t use enough white
musicians, that you run the Jazz at Lincoln
Center program on the basis qfcron}'ism, and
Sojbz'rh?

[ feel that it is just part of the history of
our nation. If you go back in the history
of jazz, you’ll see that kind of thing man:

times. It’s a response to the perception ot
me using power the way that [ want to use

it as artistic director of Jazz at Linco
ter, to present my vision of it, whi

more than they would be in another field

You can be sure that other artistic dix
tors don’t have to put up with that
But I thank the Lord for th

nity to be attacked. You know w

ing? [ thought the

wte e I T
critics mounted was piarul. It was




researched, it wasn't based on facts. It was
really just emotion. Fear. Anger. Ignorance.
It hasn’t changed how T do my job. T am
ready to confront them at any time. I
was hired to do a job and [ am going to do
it.You know I'm from another era. A lot
of the time, with jazz, tlle}"re used to deal-
ing with a different kind of political era
where black musicians had to bow down
to them—mnot exactly bow down, but
vou know what I'm saying. So they're
thinking that [ would do the same thmg.
But I won't.

Does that kind of controversy drag you down

as an dartist?

By nature I'm a battler. Tlove to battle for
the fun of it. A lot of times with the
media, if you have a strong opinion, the.\'
try to present you as rigid. But I don’t mind
who thinks

different. [ actually enjoy a good argument.

somebody something

You don’t think you have rigid

Upimomf

and I will

present it. But my opinions have changed

Not at all. [ have what I believe,

alotasI've grown older—and they will con-

tinue to Lhancu On any given ~ub]ut my
views have chant& ed draxtlcall\
When you younger,  you

expressed scorn for traditional New Orleans jazz,

were

then at some point you discovered Louis
Armstrong and King Oliver. Is that a good
example?

That was a big change. And I'll say it. And
since then, I have gotten deeper and
deeper into that music.

In what ways have you not changed your

opmions?

I still haven’t accepted the whole rock and
roll revolution. Nothing indicates to me
that it should be celebrated.

Bur isn't that a losing battle?
[hat's a lost battle, that’s not a

ing battle. But just becausc something
‘t mean you shouldn’t fight

e pla} ing at the end of a
be down by 60 points, you
ot “oing to win. But that
ou gotta go to the bench.

You still gotta play.

But what _future does jazz have up against
something as powerful as the rock industry?

Jazz is not up against rock and roll—
our society is up against it. In the first
place, there’s a lot of young musicians
plaving jazz. For every instrument, you

J [= J J
can name a lot of musicians who are
playing jazz.

Do you think that more younger guys get
into jazz since you started with Art Blakey

in the ear]y '80s?
No doubt about that. There’s no com-
parison.

Do you feel like you've had something to do
with that?

Me and all the musicians who have
played. It’s our playing, the fact that
we were going around the country
Me,
brother Branford—

playing all the time. Marcus
Roberts, my

all the musicians who are out

Continued on page 118
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‘ continued from page 35

going around the country playing all the
time. Me, Marcus Roberts, my brother
Branford—all the musicians who are out
there playing have an influence. Terence
Blanchard, Donald Harrison, Nicholas
Payton, the list goes on and on.

v that your band has broken up, do you see
oving in a more 01‘gan1'zat1‘ona/

r institutional direction?Where do you goﬁom

[ am going back to playing and
writing all the time. I just have to
re-group and get my strength back together.
There’s so much stuff happening,

Do you miss the regular playing, the
concerts, the jazz clubs?

Yes, [ miss just playing, I would play all night,
you know. This year I'm going to get
deeply back into the woodshed. I haven't
really had time to practice like [ want. If
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you don’t practice it’s very hard to sustain
yourself. I'm just going through like a lit-
tle period right now. I've had some days
this year when I haven’t played at all.
['ve gone one or two days at a time with-
out practice. And that hadn’t happened in
the previous 20-something years.

Do you notice a difference?
Oh yeah. My lips start to feel funny. It’s

not my fingers, but my lips and the breath-
ing. Coordination, reflexes. You've got

to keep those up.

Well, it just comes out of plaving. To me,
the source of all of vour power is the

he art of music itself.

creative plavin;

With teaching, vou communicate a lot more

ents. And

- criticize

than just what vou tell

Ialways tell them, w
them, that 'm coming t of love.
Because they have to | ’
there to put them

there to impart some i

it’s not biased. In the se

of music, it’s comin
of love and the desire to s
You know, if you've taug]
ber of kids and vou have the

of doing it, you just develoy
g1t ]

it. I learned a lot from 1
and teacher Ellis Marsal
when I was growing up.

})i:ani.\'t
1o him
: . he was
a good teacher. Him, Alvin Battiste, Kidd
Jordan, Danny Barker. Now they all play
very different styles of music, but their way
of teaching is just down home.

What do you mean F “down home?”Is it a

persona/ H'Cl)' sz(OIHIII UHZJJIZHLL].’

You've got to just love the students and
you have to want to communicate that.You
also have to know that the communication
and interpersonal stuff really comes from
God. It’s a spiritual thing, really.

Teaching is a very spiritual thing. The
whole crux of everything is the spirituality,
and to me it just runs through this music.
When we were doing “Making the Music,”
that 26-hour series for National Public
Radio, all of the musicians we inter-
viewed said that: if you don’t have love in
your music, you can’t be great.




What makes you spend so much time teaching?

[like doing it, man. I like to be around them
and hear them play. I like to be around
them. You just get the feeling from them—
even when they’re hard-headed.

Do you do it to pass the torch on?

You can’t pass the torch on; somebody has
to come up who wants to take it. It’s not
up to you to do that. If somebody wants
to pick up the torch ofsomcthing, it can
be long-dead and they’ll pick it up. Picasso
used to always say that he could make forms
of art come alive that had been dead for
a hundred centuries. And he could do
that. Like Louis Armstrong—he could just
raise sounds from the dead, sounds that
hadn’t resonated for who knows how
many years, and this trumpeter would res-
onate them. He wouldn’t even say that he
was trying to do it. But he did it, you know.
Things just have a spiritual resonance to
them. That’s what it’s all about.. 1

MuUHAL RICHARD ABRAMS continued

from page 43

a case of trying to convince somebody to
hear things your way. It’s pcrsona]. It'sa
very slow process because you have to wade
through your habits in order to reach a
small portion of newly created form.

Do you end up not using a lot of material

because it’s too imitative?

No. I don’t have any throwaways. From
time and experience you learn how to re-
fine your approach. I don’t have any
waste. If 'm writing some music on
paper or performing it in an improvised
solo concert, once it’s there I don’t take
it away. If I'm performing a solo concert,
the first note I hit becomes a challenge to
make something, That’s that.

The process propels you to a conclusion in the
H'OI’]Q.

To a continuum. Conclusion... well, |
don’t know about that word. You stop at
a certain point, but I don’t know whether
I'd consider that a conclusion. You just had
to stop.

It’s not that it’s done; it’s just you that’s done.

Yeah. The human thing comes in. You
say, that’s enough, I've played long enough,
the piece is 1ong enough, which is a form
of conclusion I guess, but not the con-
clusion. Our minds and imaginations
can go much further than we can I)h}'si—
cally. Usually. [ know if T could sustain ten
straight hours of pla}'ingf —oh, man. But,
somcthing is going to get in the w ay.
The brain is going to say, wait a minute,

that’s enough for toda\ But, the process
goes on. H

[4 ARBOA

Abrams does not endorse any instruments.
Genem]l/v, in a concert gz‘and piano)Abrams looks
for “balanced registers, graded well for a nice
ride up the scale.’Abrams prefers “multi-timbral
synthesizers that give me a lot of voices, and that
have good sample sounds.
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is septet is history. His club-circuit

days are finished. Sometimes he’s

so busy composing and directing,
he doesn’t even have time to practice his horn.
But if there is one place in the world fans are
sure to catch Wynton Marsalis on-stage in
a small band setting, it is the Jazz in Marciac
festival in southern France. “I love this fes-

_tival,”he says. “Ilike the food here, the sun-
shine, the people. I've been coming here since
1980, man, and [ wouldn’t miss it for any-
thing”

Last summer Marsalis put together an ad
hoc quintet—featuring alto saxophonist Wes
“Warmdaddy” Anderson, pianist Eric
Lewis, bassist Reginald Veal and drummer
Ali Jackson—just for one gig in Marciac. In
spite of Wynton’s complaint that he doesn’t
get enough time for woodshedding these days,
his chops held out through three hours of daz-
zling pyrotechnics and breathy lyricism.
Chatting backstage between encores, the ro-

32 Jozzlimes

Iped Anderson

mention of Wyn-

OIACOUES LOWI

1ed woes. “Hell, man,”

ickles, “what’s he gotta prac-

5 _i\\ at thf stage \\'here aH

as 1o k,:'] Is warm Up and put

valve oil on his horn.”"Whatever else
Marsalis does in 1997, August is sure
> find him warming up behind
Mardiac’s 5,000-seat main tent—
and blowing the roof off it when

goes inside.

Jazz in Marciac is the brain-
child of Jean-Louis Guilhaumon,
48, aToulouse native who serves
as the local mayor and school prin-
cipal as well as festival director.
Shortly after his arrival in this
sleepy southern village in the *70s,
Guilhaumon sought to liven things up b’v or-
ganizing a jazz concertin a furniture ware-
house. Since then, the festival has mushroomed
into a world-class cultural event, attracting
more than 100,000 visitors and presenting
such jazz legends as Dizzy Gillespie, Gerry
Mulligan, Stan Getz, Ray Charles, Herbie Han-
cock and Sonny Rollins.

Apart from the armagnac, the foie gras
and the top-level musical company, one
thing that keeps Marsalis coming back to
Marciac each year is the innovative jazz
education program that Guilhaumon insti-
tuted at the local public school four years
ago. The program, which allows sixth-
through ninth-grade students the option of
taking five hours of special music instruction
a week, has attracted students from across
the country and nearly doubled the student
body. A big factor in that success story is
Wynton’s commitment to the program and
his annual summer workshops there.

The kids burst into applause when he en-
ters the classroom, nattily dressed in a gray
wool jchC)', black suspenders and pleated tan
trousers with a knife-sharp crease. “Okay, kids,”
he says in a soft-spoken New Orleans accent,
“last year I made you sing the 12-bar blues.
Now were gonna get our horns out and play
the blues.” Backed by pianist Lewis, drum-
mer Jackson and saxman Warmdaddy, Wyn-
ton gives a live demonstration on his custom-
made trumpet that resembles a Flash Gordon
raygun. “See how we all use repetition of
phrases to construct our solos, but we all have
a different personality.”

One by one, he listens to the kids play as
Lewis and Jackson lay down the beat. “Don’t
be shy, man,”he tells one knock-kneed boy
in denim shorts and a Miles Davis T-shirt. “At-
tack those notes, jump right into the meat
of the phrase.” Mockingly putting his hand
over his cars, he tells another to play more
softly: “Don’t confuse rhythm and volume.
You don't have to play loud to swing” “Nice
use of space,” he tells another. “It’s not nec-
essary to play a lot of notes to have a good
technique. You just have to project jov
through your music.”

When the two-hour session is over,
Wynton leads the kids into the schoolvard
for an impromptu lesson in his other favorize

pastime: sandlot basketball. Looki
from the sidelines, Pierre Carrie.
structor with the Marciac jazz pro

a great communicator,” he says. “The stud
really drink his words. All vear long thev tell

me, ‘Wynton said this, Wynton said

Carri¢ pauses, then adds: “But thev d

a critical regard even for wha

says.” Naturellement—thev re French




