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Tearing Down the House
At a Jazz Competition

By PETER WATROUS

WASHINGTON, Sept. 26 — Musicians call
it "getting house,”" working the audlence
Into a trenzy, and on Friday night at Balrd
Auditorium at the Smithsonlan Institution
here, the 63-year-old singer Ter! Thornton,
competing in the Thelonious Monk Interna-
tional Jozz Vocals Competition, not only got
house but large bullding, zip code and clity,
Ms, Thornton, who last relensed a recording
In 1963 and now lives In the actors' retire-
ment home In Englewood, N.J, won [irst
prize in one of the best flelds of competitors
that the Monk Institute has seen In years,
She did [t by singing well and by digging Into
some of the best aspects of black entertain-
ment culture, the parts that make audience
members and performers join in the same
experience,

"Terl just came out here and said, 'This is
my stage,' "' sald Nnenna Freelon, a singer
and one of the Judges for the competition,
(Jo  Williams, Dec Dee  Bridgewater,
Dianne Reeves and Diana Krall were the
others.) ' She just booted everybady else off,
[ was waiting for the hair on the back of my
neck to stand up, And when she started
singing, 1 got that tingling feeling you pet
when real music i being made,"

This year's competition, the 12th, fea-
tured vocalises, and, as important, {featured
new rules. Previously the competition had
age lmits — usually around 30 — meant to
feep the competition spry and to draw at-
tention to it as a showease for young musi-
cians. After the last vocal competition, In
1993, the Monl Institute hod to fleld about
100 anpl.unu from older singers who felt
excluded, In other years, competition has
focused on particular nstruments,

"It was o mess,” said Shelby Fisher, the

executlve producer of the competitlon. "So
we decided to change the age limits, Sinpers
take longer to mature than other |

talisty, so we've adapted.” A result was that
plenty of music was sung, and a new level of
professionalism infused the comperition,

"It'a not an accldent that the older per-
formers were really making music Instead
of showing off thelr technique,” soid Ms,
Flsher, "The admisslon of older performers
changed the whole environment of the semi-
finals and made them much bettor, When
they sang, they understood what they were
saying, They were telling a story. In the last
competitlon, when a 20-year-old sang ‘So-
phisticated Lady," it sounded a bit slily, But
when Everett Greene, 64, sang the blues,
you knew that he knew what he was singing
about.”

The semifinal round, with 15 singers cho-
sen from some 300 applicants and held at
Washington's best-known [azz club, Blues
Alley, on Thursday, was rife with elders
turning their performances into exhibitions
of experience. Mr, Greene, a large man,
sang n a nearly forgotten baritone style
that had the women In the audience talking
back.

“1 used to dream about angels,” he sang,

"'Ohhhhh," responded the women.

Mr. Greene smiled,

When Ms, Thornton came out, the honse
erupted in applouse, and she sang of love
and Jonging and her abllites resenated
through the club, ‘

But singing was nothing compared with
her performance for the {lnals, Ms, Thorn.
ton, who won §20,000 for her trouble, came
out, sald that the performance was dedicat-
ed to her sigter, the singer Betty Carter, siek
with cancer. [Ms. Carter dled on Sawrdny
at her home in Brooklyn. An obitary ap-
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pears today.| Ms, Thornten then
talked a bit about how she herself
had recently beat cancer (she didn’t
say that she had summoned the
atruwm m perform just last week),

Ms, "Ihm nton started with a stand.
ed the planist Nor-
om the plano, She
nan Afro-Cubnn piano
flgure and started singing "I've Got
You Under My Skin," oll the while
lnughing with audience members
and turning on the plano hench to
face them, She finished, received her
standing ovation, got up and soid
“Well, this fsn't politically correct,
but too bad," and began a jump blues
of her own, using o dry voice and
plenty of humor — “'I'm going to call
out the posse and have him brought
back Lo lov rled her fate,
She recelved another standing ova-
tion, this time with roars,

1 could not allow an opportunity
ol this mognitude
ing my very be
ton, who left her ¢ hehind until
recently 1o bring up her children,
“The stage Is my great love, and |
like to entertaln, and | rood to feel
that the love s reclprocated.”

All of which left th cond-pla
winner, 20-year-old Jane Monhelt,
from Mew York, in a tough spot. She
hud ta follow Ms, Thornton and clear
awany the wr k.-n.-,u‘ which she did by
singang the ballad ' Detour Ahead" In
a pure, clear and cool volce,
Monheit sounded honest, talented
and controlled, and her performance
had the record company exccutives

and agents in the audience rustling

around In their briefcases for spare
contracts 1o sign her up. Ms. Mon-
helt, at her young age, has so much
promise that the executlves were
already trylng to fgure out how to
frame her talent, how to make her
more than just a jozz singer. Jazz
records don't sell much anymore,

“I've been to about 10 of the con-
tests," said Jeft Levensen, vice pres-
Ident for jazz at Columbla Records,
“And this one is one of the best I've
been to In a long tme, with a re
high level of competitors, But I'm
worrled that so few of the perform-
ers were Interested n advancing the
craft. While the older performers
were pifted, 1 was hoping lor some-
thing new, somebody that knew the
pust, but was ready to move forward,
I didn't hear It wnight,"

It any of the three {inalists showed
vanguard tendencies, it was Roberta
Gambarint, an lallan singer with
flawless American dictlon and o tre-
mendous ability to seat, She opened
the finals with a performance of 'On
the Sunny Side of the Street' that set
the level for the rest of the
First she sang Sonny Ralling's s
on the ptece, then Dizzy Glllespie's
salo, then ended her rendition with
Sonny Ster's improvisation. (L had
the band smiling,

At the reception afterward, good
cheer permeated the conversations,
There was the sense that something
good had happened, and the record
executives were there flguring out
the right tack to take with Ms, Thorn-
ton and Ms. Manhelt, Should (hey
pounce now or walt untll next week in
New York? Others weren't thinking
that way. "I'm really proud to be a
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Teri Thornton at the Thelonious Monk jazz vocals competition,

link in the chain," Ms, Freelon smid,
“This contest made me proud to be a
singer.”

“And there were so many different

ways of singing, and thinking, too,”
she continued, “This was a pood
erop. 1 don't think jazz singing 15
leaving us anytime soon,**




