





oranford marsalis

Art Beyond
Commerce

he wood in Tarrytown’s Music Hall
=m==b—me | NEAtre smells great. This venerable
' space has absorbed a lot of sweat and
steam over the years, and both have
flavored its inescapable eau d'lumber.
Located on a village Main Street just
\—.—north of New York, the theatre has
been around for more than a century, and its
floorboards creak really, really well. As Branford
Marsalis silently wanders the stage on a winter
afternoon, the only sounds in the air are big blasts
from the radiators and the occasional squeak
from under his heels. Marsalis is no gazelle.
When he walks, his steps are emphatic. And
when he grimaces, his frustration is palpable.

The look on Branford's face lets the handful of
people in the room know he's perplexed. Along
with drummer Jeff “Tain” Watts and bassist Eric
Reuvis, he's trying to negotiate the accents of a
new tune, and the music isn't flowing as naturally
as he would like. He begins the theme's quickly
paced eight-note phrase again, and this time
around it's Revis' turn to fumble.

“Work on your shit, man. Work on it," says the
38-year-old leader. Though it sounds like a casti-
gation, it feels like a cheer. Marsalis is an encour-
aging, all-for-one kind of guy, and his advice to
the bassist is advice to the group itself. Finishing
up his first quartet record in eight years, Marsalis
will accept nothing less than the unit acting in full
coordination.

by jim macnie
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“We've used the term ‘burn out’ to describe a certain kind of wild tune we
played, and Kenny was the king of burn out. Kenny always gave it an all-or-
nothing vibe. I'm still in shock over his passing.”

heard nobody play “Giant Steps” with the Sanborn vibe—I like
you, man.’ I told him, ‘My brother’s gonna start a band, it's
gonna be great, we're gonna wear some suits and shit, and you
should join.' We were hooked up ever since.

“Doctone, man. The doctor of tones. For the last 20 years, all
the way back to Wynton’s band, we've used the term ‘burn out’
to describe a certain kind of wild tune we played, and Kenny was
the king of burn out. ‘Knozz-Moe-King’ is a burn out tune,
‘Chambers Of Tain,” too. Kenny always gave it an all-or-nothing
vibe. I'm still in shock over his passing.”

(" "\ omehow it seems daring for a big-assed conglomerate
T ~to put an artist in charge of a label’s direction, but
\____/Marsalis’ business acumen isn’t meager, and his
responsibilities at Columbia have their limits. To a degree, the
imprint is merely investing in one of its most valuable hold-
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ings: the Marsalis name.

“He’s not a suit by any means,” says Jeff Levenson, vice
president of jazz at Columbia. “And he doesn't fulfill what's
thought of as typical executive capacities per se—he’s been
brought in to provide an A&R direction. And his broad musical
perspective is helping to augment our direction.”

A redefinition is taking place at the imprint these days.
With the major-label competition of Verve, Blue Note and
Warner Bros. breathing down its neck, Columbia is currently
in flux. A number of artists, including Leon Parker, have left;
and a number of artists, including David S. Ware, have been
added. Under Marsalis’ purview, the administration has
signed Ulali, three native American women singers whose
a capella harmonies are applied to traditional Indian chants,
as well as Sam Newsome's Global Unity ensemble. Marsalis
associates Watts and keyboardist Joey Calderazzo have also
been added to the roster.

“There’s an overriding sense from
both Branford and myself that tradition-
al jazz as we know and love it is suffer-
ing,” Levenson continues. “It’s the
belief here that in order for jazz to leap
into the 21st Century, it's going to have
to recruit into its fold what we might
call global music or something from a
larger world perspective—generally
open itself up to other points of view.”

Marsalis, whose own records don’t
exactly rock the boulevard as far as
Soundscan goes, knows that positive
cash flow is what keeps heads afloat at a
place like Columbia. But he mums up a
bit when the conversation turns to con-
temporary jazz artists like the currently
flourishing Peter White and graying
sensualist Gato Barbieri.

“They were already rolling before I
got here, and that’s fine,” he says. “But
my job is to identify artists who I think
can make great music, which basically
limits my capacity, because you have to
have guys who can sell records, and
the two are very rarely mutually com-
patible. So there are lots of things
around here that have nothing to do
with me. I have my little area, and I'm
trying to work it.”

It's no revelation to this creative con-
sultant that art music infrequently cor-
responds commerce-wise with pop.
When he and Wynton first signed with
the label, they made a point of looking
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up the sales figures for their favorite
albums. Miles Davis’ Nefertiti clocked
in around 35,000. Marsalis laughs as he
recalls that eye-opener.

“Wow—one of the best jazz records
I've ever heard, and nobody bought it.
And A Love Supreme didn't go gold until
the late '80s, right? So art’s got its prob-
lems. I guess there were times when
genius and commerce went hand in
hand—Bird With Strings would proba-
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