


























QAN . W .a::
Bassist Michael Bowie and Summey perform a small
group piece from Miles Davis’ Birth of the Cool album.
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nationwide broadcasts of SJMO performances on “Jazz
Smithsonian,” a public-radio program. But funding re-
mains a problem and today the orchestra depends heavi-
ly on the generosity of private donors. This year, for ex-
ample, its summer season was made possible in part
through the support of the Infiniti Division of Nissan
Motor Corporation and the Recording Industries Music
Performance Trust Fund.

The musicians arrive in Washington for intensive re-
hearsals just a couple of days before each concert. Pre-
siding over this afternoon’s rehearsal, Baker studies the
score. “Trumpets, not so much separation when you
come in. On the solo, it’s your call, I trust you." He taps
a sneakered foot as he listens, one hand beating the
tempo in the air. “People get hung up on nostalgia and
they start treating this music as if it's precious,” he says
later. “It is precious, but we need to breathe lifeinto it.”
At one point during that night’s performance, Baker
will urge the respectfully quiet audience to snap fingers
and clap hands. “When people just sit there and don’t
respond, I say, ‘No, no! Don’t listen to us as though we
are an artifact. Listen to us and react.’”
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Now the band 1s rehearsing selections from the avant-
garcde Birth of the Cool album Miles Davis recorded in
1949. Greg Gisbert is assigned to play Miles, and when
the band reaches the point of his solo in "Move,” he lifts
the trumpet to his lips and blows. Then he stops, apolo-
getic. “I listened to the tape,” he tells the conductor.
“But it’'s— too good . . . I don’t know how Miles did it.”

Gisbert gives it another try before it’s time for a lunch
break. The musicians walk over to a nearby restaurant
where, between bites of falafel and chicken teriyaki,
they console the crestfallen horn player.

“I was being honest when 1 said [ didn’t think [ could
play that solo,” Gisbert says (o pianist Russell Wilson
and tuba player Joseph Daley. “I mean, I didn’t ap-
proach the virtuosity of what Miles played.”

“Hey, you can’t play somebody else’s life,” soothes
Daley. His expression is thoughtful. “You can play the
notes. But Miles was playing a moment—and he had a
lifetime of getting to that moment.”

Musicians have mixed feelings about duplicating the
old-timers’ sounds. Some complain that it makes them
feel like robots. Others, like Shannon Hudgins, happily
go to great lengths to re-create the original. “I spend in-
credible energy preparing, picking off the exact articu-
lation, every place Johnny Hodges scooped a note.”

Saxophonist Schoenberg is one of those who believe
that the issue of improvisation is over-romanticized.
“Jazz is associated with letting it all hang out but most of
it does not come off the top of your head,” he insists. “In
reality, you spend your whole life editing solos in your
mind. You can spend years working on a solo.

“The greater an improviser you are, the more you'll
appreciate the improvisation of someone else, and ac-
cept the challenge of occasionally replicating it. You
think, gosh, how did Ben Webster do that? How does it
feel to have that sound come out of your horn?”

Brent Wallarab plays the trombone for the SJMO.
He’s supposed to be relaxing with his girlfriend in Cali-
fornia, but instead he’s spending most of his vacation in
front of a tape recorder, listening to Ellington’s “Hodge
Podge™ at half-speed and picking apart the orchestra-
tion, line by line. Since most historic jazz exists only on
old 78 rpm records, someone has to transform it into
sheet music—and Wallarab’s just been told he must pre-
pare six compositions in the next ten days.

“In the old days, those musicians didn’t know they
were making ‘art.” They just went from gig to gig,” Wal-
larab says. “They’d memorize the material and throw
the sheet music away, so there's not much around any-
more, except recordings. A lot of what's on those old
recordings are arrangements musicians came up with in
their heads, on the bandstand. Then it became part of
the repertory, but it was never written down.”

There are times, Wallarab says, when he has to make
educated guesses. “It's when I can’t quite hear what’s




going on. Let's say you have five saxes, four trumpets
and four trombones all playing at the samc time.
There's just no way that you can always hear what the
third trombone is doing.” Using his knowledge of vari-
ous arrangers’ styles, he pieces together the transcrip-
tions as accurately as he can—right down to the mis-
takes. One Tommy Dorsey recording, for example,
features an up-tempo trumpet solo in which the player
shoots for a dramatic high F at the end. "He doesn’t get
it,” says Wallarab, “but I know he intended to play that
note, so I put the high note in parentheses. When we
play it, the conductor will probably have the musician
go for the E, even if it’s not on the recording.”

The members of the SJMO are devoted uncondition-
ally to their music. It fills their conversation and preoc-
cupies their every waking hour. Alter rehearsal one
night. half of the S]MO’s horn scction cagerly crowds
into hooths at One Step Down, a pocketsize jazz club,
to hear their colleag e Keter Betts caress the bass with
his quartet. During a break, saxophonist Steve Wilson,
who at 35 is onc of the youngest members of the orches-
tra, recalls how he started off playing a toy drum as a
kid. Now, he says, he still can’t believe that he's sharing

Baker gets into the groove during a concert [eaturing
the music of Sy Oliver, at the Lincoln Theawe. ¥ do all

the stage with some of his childhood heroes, including
trombonist Benny Powell, pianist Sir Roland Hanna and
trombonist Britt Woodman. “You don’t go into jazz to
get rich and famous,” says guitarist James Chirillo. "All
of us still play at weddings and tea parties because it's a
chance o get paid for doing what we love.”

Tonight, backstage at the Lincoln Theatre, the SIMO
begins “improvising” its usual pre-concert overture. It
consists of the sound of instruments chasing scales and
the soft shuffling of tuxedo-clad musicians pacing back
and forth. Hidden from the audience here is a clutter of
tangled extension cords and instrument cases. At 8 o'-
clock the band members take the stage.

The first notes of “Mobile Blues,” written by Ellington
and Cootie Williams, float over the hall. Six rows back
from the stage, a man begins to sway in his seat. By the
time the orchestra lays into Hodges™ “The Jeep is
Jumpin',” so is the audience. The band glides from
“Jeep’s Blues™ to “Moon Dreams” to “Move. ™ Fverything
is coming together now. The band is cooking, the audi-
ence is cigging and the history of jazz is alive and well.
On the back riser, a lone trumpet player stands, awaiting
the cue for Miles. 2

the things the music makes me do,” he says, “what the
audience would like to do if the seats weren'tin the way.”
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