giﬂﬂy Harper Quinied

Every day on his way home after school,
{[-veur-oid Billy Marper passed by an instru-
ment shop o see a saxophone in the store win-
dow. "T'd often just stand chers and warch it be-
cause T thoughr it was 50 intriguing. [ didn't know
how in the world someone could play all thosa
notes [with such a] small amount of fingess,”
Harper said. laughing.

The wnor saxophonist's introduction to
music 3t age three began in the choir of AME
African Episcopal Church in Houston, Texas,
in [946. [t was in this serring Harper discovered
the influencs taal would remain with him for a
lifetime. "The entire ingredient of my expres-
sion in music probubly somes from my experi-
ence in the black church and... the black com-
munity... and my own life experiences,” he
mused.

chard Dickie Boy Lillie, Don Wilkerson and
Arnett Cobb had a profound musical influence
on Harper. along with his menatoe while at North
Texas State University. James Clay. But it was
the spiritual development of John Coltrane, simi-
larfy influgnced by the black church, that ce.
mented Harper's connection with Ris musie,

(See Harper, pace 2)
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By the age of 16, Harper was playing
the blues professionally on the Houston cir-
cuit. When he encered Northermn Texas Staze
University in Denton, Texas in 961, the young
sax piayar formed the Billy Harper Sextet and
focused on an experimental program aimed a
students interested in jazz.

In 1965, Harper received a Bachelor
of Music degree with a major in saxophone
and a minot in theory.

In 1966, alter completing his univer-
siry studies, Harper set out for the Big Apple.
*The fesling and flavor and influence of New
York was all through the music thar [ listened
to when I was small, and the creativity and
progressiveness of the ¢hanging of the music
was all happening in New York,™ he explained.
"J22z seemed 10 be one of my main vehicles
for 2xpression since I was little__ [ could have

been in Poland and probably came out the same
way," he laughed

Harper's work with the Arr Blakey Jazz
Messengers ook him to Europe and Japan from
1968 o 1970, an exciting peritd in his Jife that
ailowed him to reevaluate his perceptions of jazz
on a s'obal scale.

U.S. audiences often take for granted the
beaucy and richnass of this distinetly American
musicai form, precisely besause it lives all
around them, However, audiences abroad per-
¢m=ive fazz in an entirely different way. “In other
countries, it's something that they value because
it's an American institution and an America ¢re-
ation coming to their country,” Harper said,

“Jazz is the most democratic expression
that has come about in Almaost any ¢ountry. Ev-
ery individual has his thing to say and can say it
in his way. Everyone has the freedom to speak
the way he wasts to speak,” the saxophonist
declared,

“This whole issue of value of musie re-
lates also to the value of many things in life that
may be a licle different in this country as ap~
posed to other countries. America has become...
the land where quick successes, quick fixes,
quitk anything would be the value, no mattar.
what it is.” he added.

When is comes to creating new mate-
rial, Harper is at no loss for inspiration. “Soctal
prablems and political issues and religious is»
sues and life issues~the whole scope is slways
parcof the inspiration for what T may do,” Harper
sad. In 19985, the album Somalia was released
in the U.S.. Harper's personal reflection on the
famine gripping the east African nation. Wich
its rousing drura beat and ardent sax, tha albym
evokes a thoughrfulness selidom found in con-
Eemporacy jazz.

Ia the end, thythm and music have pen-
etrated nearly every aspect of Harper's life.
"Whenever [ tried o learn basketball there was
a certain kind of chythm that was inaate... I bet
if you were to interview a basketball team.,.
they'd tell you something similar t0 what I'm
trying 10 say now,” Harper coneluded.

For more information on obtaining im-
port releases of Billy Harper, write to: PO Box
4539 Saltimore, Maryland 21212, «YM
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[nterplanetary ambassador Michael
Ray and his Cosmic Krewe land in Los An-
geles April 14 to kick off Jazz City ‘97 with a
stellar blend of the jazz-funk-of-the-future.

Ray's work as a trumpet player, vo-
calist, composer and producer draws internas
tional (dare we say, universal?) &claim for
the use of multimedia performances combin-
ing audio and visual components to create "a
Sensory perception overload. Use the beat. Use
the words. Use everything you have 1o your
advantage." the New Orleans musician ad-
vises.

Much of Ray's musical philosophy
stems from his more than | S-year association
with avant gurde jazz master Sun Ra, which
began tn 1978 with Sun Ra's Intergalactic
Arkestra and continued after the bandleader's
death in May {593,

“Sun Ra was a true believer that you
have to play something unduplicatable, or
you're going o be replaced by a button,” Ray
said, adding that Sun Ra considered “every
note you write is like sending something up
to the throne of the creator.”

Ray also worked with R&E superscars
Kool and the Gang for eight yaars during the
1080s 23 a front-line member. writing, pro-
ducing, singing and playing trumpet. Though
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he switched back and forth between the two
groups throughout the 80s, Ray said “there's no
connection between me working with Kool and
the Gang and Sun Ra, because everyday with
Sun Ra was 3 [new] experience... (he) was a
musical pioneer.”

The principie tenet of Michael Ray and
the Cosmic Krewe is the meshing of bach audio
and visual clements. "I'm a wue belisver that
peapie come to see you and heae you, and I al-
ways 7y 10 offer some Kind of visual entertain-
ment,” Ray expiained.

In 1991, with the heip of neon-artist
Jerry Therio, Ray conceived what he ¢a/is “Neon
Sound Performances.” -scuiptures chac siter
rhythmic and coloe parterns at Ray's musical
cue.

“Just tike notes, color and rhythm are
the same thing,” Ray explained.

All of this stimulus can be too much for
same peopie, Ray said with a laugh. “A (ot of
peopie would wareh a Sun Ra concert and some-
times they'd say ‘Man, | walked uway with &
headache because they're trying to take it all
m" :

His advics for cosmic-minded concernt
goers? "Just let it flow and tune in with your
spiric” — Y™



hm hs music teacher him

trombaone at age 11, it wasn't because Phillip
Ranelin scemed a namira} for brass, it wag the only
instrument left for the boy at the end of the line.
"It ook me half 2 day to figure out how to put the
thing together,” the musician recalled with a
chuelkle over soup and coffes at Dclmy 's On are-
cent Sawrdsy afternoon.

Afiter about 3 vear, as the somplaints from
neighbors in his Indianapolis, Indiana neighbor-
ticod subsided, Ranelin began to fail in loye with

- arguably one of the hardsst instruments o play.
When asked who fiest ignited his passion for jazz,
the trombonist named his fiery jazz-buff srand-
tnother, Helen Crawford, “She's probably the rea-
son [ ended up becoming a musician because she
painted a very beautiful pictre of what life would
be like, and it hasn't always been the way she de-
seribed it, but I don't have any regrets.” Ranslin
said.

Crawford, well-known by traveling musi-
cians as a woman who liked to have fun and loved
musie, ¢ould always be counted on to play host-
€38 10 any number of Musicians passing through
Indianapolis. One time, the musician passing
through just happened to be jazz giant Duke
Ellingron, aad Ranelin described a sezne from that
unforgetmble party at his grandmother’s home.

“Duke had had a few drinks and was sits:
ting ut the piano amempting to play some melody

and everyone that was ground there, including my
grandmother, way saying ‘Ne Duke, you're too
high. you're to0 high.’ And every time they would
say it. he would moderare down x half' step on the
piano. thinking that they were alking about the
key being too high, when really they were ralking
about him being too inaded to play!”

o Ranelin’s early musical influsncas ranged
from R&B to biuey gler Big May Belle o the
legendary Charlie Parker, and everything in be-
tween, shaping his own playing atyle and reper.
toire, which he deseribes as a mix of be-bop and
straight-ahead juzz, standards and blues tunes. “A
lot of times I will revise them to give them a dif-
ferent flavor and create somedhing that fits my par.
ticular style.” he explaimed.

Thac fTavor beatx up on his Jebut album gs
a front man, A Cloxe Encounter of the Very Best
Kind, released in May 1996. This celebeation of
the :rombong is a dedication to some of the cre-
ative yentuses who s ¢ mady couniless gontribu-
tions (o the world of jarz. igcluding Miles Davis,
1.3, Johnson. Freddy Hubbard. Jou Henderson and

Dizzy Gillespie. The sensuous sounds of the
tracks “Solar* and “Forever Yours” conjure up
images of a suluy night in Rio, while Ranelin's
haunting performance of Johnson's opus “La-
Mment™ creates a visceral rédction in the awe-
struck listener.

Ranelin re-woarked the thythua section of

the first track on the CD, Miles Davis's "Solar.”
using conga drums ro sreate 1 pulsing Aftican
beat and give the classic cut 1 Samba fesling.
Although "Lasin flavor is a werm that is recog-
nizable, ir's sctually an African in{luence... be-
cause of the drums,” he pointed our, adding chac

Laria music and African rhythm are inseparable.
"Sometimes these different rhythms rum up in
something | cérmpose and [ say "Wow! Where did
that come from? byt ir's just a parc of me, that
African/Lutin influengs.”

Forhis upeoming performance at Jazz City
‘97, Ranelin will be accompanied by zuitaris:
Lenny Koonse, Tony Dumas en bags, drummer
Ralph Penland, George Harper on sax and flute
and Taumbu on the conga drums, alf of whom per-
farmed on his debut album.

Ranelin's more than thiery-five year career
as a trombonist. composar and aeranger has in-
¢luded performances with Smokey Robinson. The
Temputions, Gladys Knight, B.B. King, Stevie

. Wonder, Sarah Vaughan, Michael jeckson and

countless others, "I feel very fortunate w0 have
plaved so many different styles. ! think every mu-
sical experience heips broaden your mra concept.”
he stated.

Unfartunately, "it's still an uphill battle 1o
gt recognition anywhere,., with jazz. You either
have o be extremely young ot extremely old. Now
T'm preay old, but I'm not quits old enough o be
ar the point where they really want to pramote me.
Ranelin said wryly.

" While Ranslin has wured mmsively in
the US, performing in the Caribbean and Africa
would be a real treac for the wrombone player from
Indianapolis. However, if the truth be told, any
place on the map would satisfy him, beeause "as
long ag the music is the kind of music [ emjoy play-
ing, the place doesn't really marer,” Ranelin said,
smiling. ~YM ;



Imagine, if you will, s community col
lege course so popular with students that they
rerurn year after ysap, filling the class, long af-
ter leaving to stdy at other universities. And
who can blame them, when the course in ques-
tion was the jazz ¢hoir at Pierce College, taught
by renowned music expert Dr, Gerald Eskelin?

In 1982, the group separated from the
callege and evolved inte the L.A. Jazz Cheir. a
vibrant musical force ualike any other, acsord-
ing to Eskelin. Wich its anique fusion ¢f swing
and jazz, peppered with gospel harmonies and a
dash of funk. the L.A. Jazz Choir sends audi-
caces on a soaring, joyous musical adventure.

Twelve is the magic number for this
choir. Eskelin said while describing its philoso-
phy. In traditional choral music, the singers are

divided intg soprano, alto, tentor and bass
voices, But not in the LA, Jazz Choie. "We
just number the singers from one ta tweive (six
wamen, six men) and the music is scoced as if
each wers an independent entity and then mix-
and-match for-various flavors and textures,”
Eskelin explained.

"I essence. we trear the group like a
vocal big band with twelve instruments plus 3
rhythm section. [For example], the top four
girls will sing the crumpet parts. 2 mixed group
of five will sing the saxophone parts, and the

~ other thres suys will sing the rombene parts-

literally right from the notes that the COMpOSer
wrote for the big band,” he added.

Eskelin's inspiration for this onginal
approach stermmed from the influences of big

- The Low Agelicn Jugy Cbois

band leaders Count Bassie and Stan Kenton, as
well as choral leader Fred Waring. "It's kind of
a natural marviage then to give birth 0 this group,
which is a cross belween insorumental and vo-
¢al jazz,” che dirsctor said,

Members of the choir share his eathuesi-
agm for big band wrrargnmenty. Eric Seppala,
whe joined the choie in 1991, enjovs perform-
ing the medlevs of composers Earl Brown and
Johnny Memer "A lot of it goes into 12 pans,
with every voice designated a different instru-
ment. 1t's very challenging bur very rewacding
to make thar king of sound.” he said.

Sandy Howell has been with the ¢hoir
for two and a half years, and said each new per-
formance of the 3 cappeila numbers "amazes me,
because of the streasth of the geaup.., It gives
me chiils every time we do it.”

With scarce exceptions, the music per-
formed by the L.A. Jazz Choir is easily acces-
sible 10 listeners, even those not particularly fond
of jazz, Cole Porter standards and George
Gershwin tunes, for example, are staples of the
group. In fact, familiar songs scasoned with the
LA, Inzz Choir flavar comprise most of the
group’s repertoire, Eskelin said.

However, just becanse the tunes are fa»
miliar, don't expect an cunce of laziness from
this group. "In order to sing with this choir, you
not only have (o be a good-tooking singer, but
you have o be able to read notes right off the
page, have some experience in style, blending
and tuping... This would be the top five percent
or less* of all professional singers making money
today, Eskelin expluined. "We nesd a special
kind of singer who can not only sing beautifully,
bus read [the notes] immediely from the pages;
this way we keep the best people and can put
together a fanuastic show.” -YM



The Sherssngs
Ferguson Quantet

At age 13, Sherman Ferguson bartsred
for the musical zift of a Jifetime, A drummer
friend, sorzly lacking finesse on the baskerbal|
court, approached the arhletie youth with a
proposition. "He and I made a deal that if I taught
him something abour basketball, he'd teach me
something about drums, and that's how I got
started,” the 53-year-oid Philadelphia native
axplained.

Hot licks and jam sessions resounded in
Ferguson's neighborhaod as he grew up; "You
couldn't walk down our block without hearing
jaiz... the whole necighborhood was
masical...(and] [ got a chance to hear ard play
with some now very well-known musi¢ians,” he
added,

In fact, Odean Pope, 2 tenor saxophon-
ist who played with Max Roach's band for more
than 20 years, lived next door to Ferguson and
inspired the young drammer to keep practicing,
aven as adolescent tempmtions beckoned.

"In the back of my mind it was always
my desire to play jazz.” Ferguson said, but in
the early days, piaying Fames Brown and R&B
tunes kept his stomach fuil and a roof over hig
head. ;

The drummer's first jazz triumph came
with the release of the album Desperago with
Par Magtino in [970. Although 2 side man in
the quartet, Ferguson's experience recording in
Rudy Van Gelder's New Jersay studio was a phe-
nomenal one for the young musician, and the
fact that the aiburm ig still in stores 27 years later
speaks o its |asting quality. '

Following extensive study and perfor-
mances on the East Coast, Ferzuson relocated
to Los Angeles in (976 and now lives in Glen-
dale with his wife, Anni. Aside from his hectic
performance schedule, Ferguson teaches jazz
drumming at the Los Angeles Music Academy
in Pasadena and at CalAns in Valencia. He also
serves on the advisory board for the Califernia
Instituee for the Preservation of Jazz, at Califar-
nia State University, Long Beach, Dedicated to
preserving and promoting juzz in general, the
board suives 1o spotlight Southern California’s
musicians and uniqus jutz scene.

What started off as a whim btomund
into a rich and varied career for Ferguson, and :
has included performancas with jaze legands
Dizzy Gillespie, Berny Carcer, Freddie Mubbard
and Eddie Huis, as well as extensive touring
&MmEumpe.Ilpan Brmla.ndﬂnUmled
Staces,

In Navember 1996, Fergusnnand Benny
Carter played in Bangkok. Theiland for and with
King Bhurmibol Adulyadej, 2 jazz aficionado and
sax player himseH-Coming up in June 1997,
Ferguson will join the sevenspicce jazz and blues
group David Basse and the City Lights Orehes-
tra it Hong Kong for the historic changesver to
communist China

From the basketball courts of Philadei-
phia to Bangkok. Thailand. ona thing remains
the same for Ferguson: "T've wanted to play jazz
music from the very beginning,” he said, add-
ing thax his preference will nsver change,

Joining Ferguson for his Jazz City '97
performance of jazz standards and ¢lassics are
Hargld Beanett on tenor sax and fute, Larry
Keonse on guitar, and Andy Simpkins on bnss.
-YM




