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Jazz master Marsalis teaches

NEC students how to swing
— and how to think

By Bob Blumenthal
GLOBE CORRESPONDENT

t's a matter of getting control

* over your instrument,” Wyn-
ton Marsalis tells trumpeter
Darren Barrett, “Listen.”
And, picking up his own horn,
Marsalis blows a soft but com-
plex stream of notes that fills
the New England Conserva-
tory classroom on Wednesday
afternoon.

“If you start here,” he con-
tinues, playing a high, loud
flourish, “where can you go?”

Trombonist Jamal

Haynes, like Barrett one of seven students
enrolled in the Thelonious Monk Institute of
Jazz Performance program that NEC
launched last month, enters and takes out his
horn. “You had great ideas at that jam ses-
sion last night,” Marsalis tells Haynes, “but
Yyour sound is too dark. You've got to open
your sound, get more depth in it.” «
This is Wynton Marsalis the teacher, and
he seems to be in his element. Ask 34-year-
old Marsalis about his current activities and
he will insist that “I'm still a trumpet player
first,” a role he will assume tonight when ap-

pearing with the Monk Institute Ensemble at

the Jordan Hall Restoration Celebration.
When the Lincoln Center Jazz Orchestra
drew a full house at Symphony Hall two
weeks back, though, Marsalis functioned pri-
marily as conduetor and composer; and his
PBS series “Marsalis on Music,” which con-
cludes Monday (Channel 2, 8 p.m.), has found

him functioning - like Leonard Bernstein 40
years earlier - as America's music teacher.

“It was the years I spent giving master
classes at schools like Dorchester High that
prepared me for the TV series,” he explains
in a break between his NEC classes. “It's
rare that I get to work with musieians as in-
tensely as I have this week.” The seven Monk
Institute/NEC students will no doubt coneur
that study with the trumpeter is nothing if
not intense.

“No,” Marsalig says later, stopping a run-
through of Monk's “Ba-lue Bolivar Blues-
are.” “What [saxophonist Ignaz Dinne| was
playing was a model of intelligence, with
ideas that kept building. But,” he adds, turn-
ing to the rhythm section, “what were you do-
ing behind him? You're both playing chordal
instruments,” he explains to pianist Helen

‘Sung and guitarist Ofer Ganor, “and if one is
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playing block chords the other has to make a
more intelligent decision of what to contrib-
ute. And you two,” he says to bassist Keala
Kaumeheiwa and drummer Sean Thomas,
“have two responsibilities: to play together
and to play with him. You've got to get in the
pocket immediately.”

The band begins again while Marsalis
stands hehind Thomas, picks up a pair of
sticks and plays a couple of choruses on
drums. Then he moves to the piano, sits down
next to Sung and plays supporting chords.
When the other musicians respond by play-
ing louder, Marsalis stops them again. “An
intelligent act has an intensity of its own,” he
insists, “so every intelligent choice that you
make doesn’t have to be grandiose.”

If Marsalis values anything above intelli-
gence, it is swing. “All of the great jazz musi-
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At NEC, Marsalis wears his mentor cap
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cians - Louis Armstrong, Charlie
Parker, even Ornette Coleman - had
that shuffle in their rhythm,” he be-
gins, returning to the drums.
“Swinging is just hitting those quar-
ter notes and how you play that
shuffle,” which he proceeds to dem-
onstrate by moving his accents
around the basic 4/4 time pattern.
Later-he will point out, “A groove is
two different parts that interact”
when he detects that the individual
bami,rlpembers are failing to connect.

-sEhe demands Marsalis makes
throughout the class are less a judg-
menpt-pn the individual players, who
earped their seats in the program
after,-intense competition, than his
response to what he considers faults
comtnon to most musicians. “Yester-
day, when I asked the class if anyone
remembered anything Helen played
after she finished her solo, no one
conld., And no one ever can, whether
I'm-.in a classroom or on the band-
stand at the Village Vanguard.
There's a constant tension in the
world between ‘me’ and ‘y’all’ — and,
in_this era, ‘me’ is winning. That’s
why musie is long, loud and boring.

v#L00k at that jam session some
of-ugwent to last night,” he contin-
ueki*I played three or four chor-
usedj the next musician played eight,
and the next one must have played
12. Did everyone really have that
mueli“to say? I think jam sessions
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are great for working on your ears.
You should go to sessions and play
tunes that you don’t know — but only
one or two choruses.”

With one of the fullest schedules
in music, Marsalis has no choice but
to make his choruses count, He
broke up his septet at the end of
1994 and says with pride that the
group’s seven-year run is “an experi-
ence none of us will ever duplicate in
this era.” Since January, he has re-
corded his extended orchestral com-
position “Blood on the Fields” as
well as a classical album; toured on
four occasions with either a quartet
or the Lincoln Center Jazz Orches-
tra; written his first string quartet
as well as a score for choreographer
Twyla Tharp; completed the book
that accompanies his TV show
(which was filmed in the summer of
’94); and produced the bulk of the 26-
episode “Making the Music,” a Na-
tional Public Radio series built
around interviews with fellow musi-
cians that WGBH will begin airing in
January.

What has surfaced from all of
this activity has been memorable.
“Marsalis on Musie,” which he wrote
after Leonard Bernstein’s daughter
provided access to her father’s hand-

“written scripts for “The Joy of Mu-
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sie,” is a worthy successor that
treats classical and jazz with equal
care and enthusiasm. The portions of
“Blood on the Fields” heard at Sym-
phony Hall promise a completd work

more richly detailed than his pre-
vious extended efforts. The rest of
the Lincoln Center Jazz Orchestra
concert, featuring lesser-known Ell-
ingtonia, indicated that Marsalis has
also become an excellent jazz con-
ductor. “I never learned how to
lead,” he says. “It’s just something I
knew how to do. When I was a kid
and played football with my friends,
I was always the quarterback. Put
me in a basketball game with any-
body now and I'll be the point
guard.”

Put him in front of young musi-
cians, as he has been at the Conser-
vatory this week, and he will also
take charge. “I was fascinated by my
daddy [pianist Ellis Marsalis|, Alvin
Batiste, Art Blakey, Dizzy Gillespie,
Clark Terry,” he recalls, when asked
about his own early exposure to jazz
artists. “The way they carried them-
selves, the way they talked, the re-
spect they commanded through their
travels and experiences. I had a
great childhood. I was good in
sports, had girlfriends and lots of
buddies, and didn’t have to withdraw
into the music. It was the musicians
that brought me to jazz.”

At the pace he has maintained
for the past 15 years, and with his
tough-love approach to jazz pedago-
gy, Wynton Marsalis has already re-
paid that debt many times over,




