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A Contest Befitting Monk

Competition Shows Where Jazz Piano Is Today

By BEN RATLIFF

WASHINGTON, Oct. 18 — ““Jazz'" means eniirely
different things to different people, but there was no
question about the goal of this year’s Thelonious Monk
International Piano Compstition. The competitors
were judged as contemporary artists by contemporary
artists; the criteria were hard, and the
process seemed free of nostalgia and com-
mercialism.

The competition started in 1987 and
was for piano for the first three years, then
started switching to a different instrument each year.
Some people have grumbled that in the 1940's Monk
himself, with his slangy rhythmic technigue, wouldn't
have stood a chance against a judging score card that
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favors an even distribution of elements like dynamics,
time, swing feel and professionalism.

This year the competition circled back to the
piano. The finalists’ competition on Sunday night was-
't just surprisingly good; it was also indicative of
where jazz piano is now. The Herbie clone, a pianist
who wants to sound like Herbie Hancock did in the
1260's, was a common figure among young musicians
until recently. One of the judges, Eric Reed, was in the
competition himself in 1993, and he remembered that
the semifinals that year were full of them. But this
year the pianists went in different directions. They
were Intensely rhythmic and experimented with time
and accents; they had concise, clever arrangements.

The contest has gained nationwide recognition,
growing into a two-day event at the Kennedy Center
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Eric Lewis performing at the Thelonious Monk International Piano Competition at the Kennedy Center on Sunday night.
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Cnhltntlnd Frnm First J[‘rl.v Pt

mpud for the nnblu m:win!m\ chinel
BET on Jazz (to be shownn Febris
ary), with the presenen of the C.llmou
Adminlateation,  eapeelnlly  Vico
Prestdent Al Gore and his wife, Tip-
pitr, Who dre hanorary chalrmen of
the competitions Bvendf you think o
nzz conteat i an oxymoron, thin one
1 an undonlable oppartunity, For on
experlenced planlst who has not re-
corded for n majar label — the coms
petition’s enly roquirdmeénti—thers
il almoat no readon fot to send I
$20 competition feb and w five-nony
dumot the winner this vear/left with
$20,000, an ncqualntaneeh with' alx
Judges from the A-lat ol modorn Jazz
plano (ualde: from Mro Reed, they
were Gerl Allen, CedurWalton, Dan-
=l Perez, Herblo Haneock and Run-
dy Weston), andihis atyle vinglng in
theeary of record-compiny people;
The Ingt of thoso perks. may be

wlshtul thinlkig, The Monk competl-
tlon became prtleildely well known
in 1001, when Joshun Redmon won
tho. saxophone’ corifiat, wan' suliue.
quently slgned by Warner Brothers
and became o' minor houaehold
npma; Lane, year's winner, JTerl
‘Thornton, gt n conteact with Verve
an the baglh of hor nurrnrmnnce. But

‘many af the competition's other Win-

er” Wiven't, been nbly to parlay
thike prize Into much bf w erirer.
0N Saturday and Sllmlay Topres
rentntives from ‘only thiee 'mnjor
redord Inbels wore n town for the

_competition, and allthelr rotsri e

overextended, More sutprigig, inde-
pandent Jazz Inbels wore barely, a
prefience, Perhaps that's bechuse
ohe ean el mot of theae players in
A miore relaxed club sottng in New

York, Perhaps s becinse Indopend-

eit labeld asiume that the Monk
compstition In.a major-dubel fronzy,
Whtever the roafiond, [t's curlous
that, the Juzz business doesn’t (hke
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Fearsome, but Not Too Much So: A Contest Befitting Thelonious Monk

more Interest 1o {ta own version of
the Yan Cliburn,

On Suturday at the Kennedy Cen-
ter's Elnenbower Thenter, 13 of the
200 planists who submitted tapes this
yonr performed for thee Judges nnd o
slznble audlence, who could wander
In free to wateh and Haten, Mony ul
the muslelans were constralne
praper, and thelr uptempo pl
ane wis required in ench u!unu
with o medimmetempo and o ballnd —
tended townrd empty show, One pl-
anist insertod n note-for-note Art Ta-
tum solo o his sot; the panel recop-
nlged It, and that was that, Another
plandat, technleally fenrsome, sound-
od too much lhe Osear Poterson,
though It escaped no one thit sound-
Ing Wike Osear Peterson 't easy,

A handtul stoad out, Orrin Evana,
e ouspo muslcally and philo-
sophieally feonoelaatle planist [rom
Philndelphia, went In s o favorile
among nflclonadas, Mr, Evang hits
the keyboard hned to neeont rhythm
but leaves plenty of spnee In his
Improvising: he conpects  deeply
with bosalets and drummoers, some-
times driving repeated notes into the
maw of the rhythm seetion and risk-
I an audlence's dreitatlon, 1t's ag-
[ ve and could be described na
the opposite of a 1, docos

Justin Lanw for 11e Hew York Finws

Orrin Evans, an iconoclastic Philadelphia pianist, in the finaln of the Monk competition at the Kennedy Center,

rous, panelready style,

“There'n alwayn o ton of goad ple
ano player: anid Mr, Reed at n
reception Saturday nlght af the Stite
Dopnrtment glven by Secretury of
State Madeleine K, Albright, In the
palatlal Denjumin Frankiin Room,
Mr, Reed stood near nn hory
d'ovuvres table ndorned by o tram-
petshuped  toplory,  “Teumpet’s
hard, drums nre hard, and the basa s
hard,” he sald, *Bue the plano s one
of those things where you really huve
to do something exceptionul to stand
out 1t tnken something beyond hav.
ing technlgue, being able to awlng,
belng able to play changes, Every-
bady aoundod gond, bue & couple of
them put me to sleep,”’

All four finallaty — Mr,
Erle Lewls, 2, Jacob Socks, 22, and
sam Yuhel, 25 — played ngndn, for 10
minutes each, Mr, Yahel wag o see.
ond-timer; he was among the Herble
clones ln 1903, Hin performance wad
putient and mature, with a conting-

vand, 24,

o ¢l of harmony, After-
ward he was calm; he oxplalned that
he didn't try to second-guess the
Judges this year, My, Sachs, origlool-
Iy from Michlgnn and now o New
Yorker, sald he was shoekeod that he

got as Tor ns he did; be wos sure the
selection would favor mare conven-
tionnl appronches than hig, He loves
Kelth Jarreit and Paul Bley, nnd hls
rhvtbm and touch made the music
Nichols's

mullenble, On Herble
S Blue Chopatieks'™ he let bl
he banped nome cluate
Heat for o Mide accent mul thon
shortly with nbandon, 1lfting himaselt
up trom the beneh and pummeling
the keyboard,

Mr. Evans was impeesslve in the
semifinals, musteally and otherwl
he was deessed In o gold kinte eloth
ahdre nmel eap Inatend of the jobs
interview attire of the rest, In his
avcond showlng be made some Inters
esting choicen: he nllowed n drum
o, whieh no other flnnklst had done,
and he wos burely using his loft o,
brenking up harmony more than
ever, But the rhythm section got
away from hlm, und hls second pl v(‘: )
Monk'n "llhy!lun-u Mg, lout [

Me, Eowls i toll ol thieks
he hng n heavy sound on the key-
Board, On Satuedny he come on 100
strong, carpetlng the musle with
dense tremolos, But in the fnads he
Rave o mao nlanced performance,
Hig first plece, Monkt's " Blue Monlk,"

Gore gives a talk,
Albright gives a
party, and Cosby
gives awards.

nd b strode i
bullding up to
His nd  plece was
Monl's “Green Climneys," n mlnl
mal, decloratlve tune that rhythm
nectlona love, and he uged his own
time-nddling Introduetion, Agnin he
budle [t up gradually, grobbing flst-
fuls of motes and guining volume;
this time the nudience burat into
cheers durlng his creseendo,

1 pot splritund ned ematlonnl nt
thut point,' Mr Lewls anld Inter,
stonding alone backstage and gath-
ering himself 1ogethe ‘T Jusat wish I
had maore definltion, 1 wos trylng to
any something, 108 tricky teying to
malntain deflnition when 1 go up Into
that area of emotion and sound,"

Alter on ntermlgslon, thers wig
un abl-atar concert loosely dediented
to Herble Hancock, who recefved the
Monk Institute's Founder's Award,
The inatitute 18 parly based In Los
Angeles, where [t direets edueational
programs around the world and 15 o
conatituent of the Music Center of

was i solo slow blues
oft

Los Angeles County {nlong with the
Los Angeles Philhormonle), nnd thia
was o Los Angelen verslon of con-
temporary juzz, It used some good
musiclans and some gront ones, n-
cluding Grover Washington Jr, Ar-
wro Snndoval, Wayne Shorter and
Michael Drecker, but it was showy
and rhythmlenlly chnllenged, The
high point woa Stevie Wonder play-
Ing about 80 seconds of J Col-
trano's “Giant Stops' on electric pl
nna; intereating tor Mr, Wonder, but
wny of the four young fnallats could
have played It better,

Vico President Gore deliverad a
apevch about Jazz and America, and
Bl Coshy disteibuted the awards,
Mr, Lewls won, with Mr. Evang, Mr.
Sachs and Mr. Yahel caming In sec-
ond through fourth, (Mr
will be brondeast an *'Jn
Branford Marsalis” ot 6 P.M, on
Sunday, Oct, 31, on WBGO, 883 FM,
[ Mewnrk.) There was no lingerlng
foeling that the contest had funneled
Inta n group of safe bets; all four
cholees were apecind musiclans, and
the two with the moest perenssive
sound cnme inat the top,

HRhythm bs I now,"” beamed Ron-
dy Weston, one of the panellsts, at o
backstage party wt the end of the
night. He. seemed particularly
plensed: his own stylo b4 an offshoot
of Mank's, and he had just witnessed
o competition that Thelonlous Monk
might well have waon,




