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JERSEY JAZZ APRIL -



ALLTHAT'S JAZL

BY CYDNEY HALPIN

pril is Jazz Appreciation Month
A (JAM). Originally intended as
a catalyst to encourage people

of all ages to actively participate in
jazz, JAM heralds and celebrates
the extraordinary heritage and his-
tory of jazz. | encourage you to cel-
ebrate and do something jazz-cen-
tric this month by attending a live
concerteventor lecture, reading a
book devoted to a jazz great; purchas-
inga CD or LP, Googling an artist
or song you re interested in nding
out more about the possibilities
and opportunities are endless.

However you chose to celebrate,
actively take partin the preser-
vation and promotion of jazz and
share your interest and enthusiasm
of Americas great art form with
someone else perhaps introduc-
ing a child, your neighbor, or a col-
league to jazz for the rsttime.

Jazz music is Americas pastand
it s potential, summed up and sanc-
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ti edand accessible to anybody who
learns to listen Wynton Marsalis

2026 Juried Scholarship Compe-

tition whichwill award a $1000
and a $500 prize in three categories:
Jazz Instrumental Performance, Jazz
Vocal Performance, and Original
Composition isaccepting entries.

This year marks our second year
with the additional category of Jazz
Vocal Performance, thanks to the gen-
erosity of Board members Mike Katz
and Jackie Wetcher. The submission
deadline has been extended to Friday,
April 10,2026, 11:59 p.m. Visit njjs.
org/competition for complete details.

The competition is open to all
students currently enrolled in a New
Jersey college undergraduate music
program, as well as to Jersey resi-
dents currently enrolled in an out-of-
state college undergraduate program.
Proof of residency is required for Jer-

T here is money to be won! NJJS

sey applicants in out-of-state schools.
Along with the cash award, win-
ners will receive guidance, men-
torship and the opportunity to
perform with an industry profes-
sional, and coverage in Jersey Jazz.
This competition will be judged
by our prestigious panel of profes-
sional musicians, educators and
Industry leaders comprised of:
Don Braden: World class tenor saxo-
phonist, utist,composer and educator
Mariel Bildsten: Trombonist, band-
leader, sidewoman, and educator
Ted Chubb: Princeton University Lec-
turer of Music Jazz Trumpet, com-
poser, educator, and arts administrator
Jason Olaine: Vice President of Pro-
gramming, Jazz at Lincoln Center
The Board and I would like to
thank Nan Hughes Poole and NJJS
Board Members Cynthia Feketie, Mike
Katz, and Jackie Wetcher for their
generous support of this initiative.
If youd like to support the growth

of our prize o erings, donations can
be made via our website njjs.org/do-
nate. Please note Scholarship Fund
where indicated. Donations can also
be mailed: NJJS, 382 Spring eld
Ave,, Ste. 217, Summit, NJ 07901.
Don t hesitate to contact me at pres@
njjs.org if you have any questions.

on t miss out on spectacular
D music at our Jersey Jazz LIVE!
concerts. Plan to join us Sun-
day, April 12th as we celebrate Jazz
Appreciation Month featuring: Two
Generations of Jazz: Pianist Caelan
Cardello and Bassist Rufus Reid.
Cardello has the three things
that set the primo players apart: great
chops, awide imagination, and exqui-
site taste. His playing grabs your atten-
tionand never letsitgo. Joe Lang
Reid is simply a legend! To-
gether ... they are magic.
The Rising Stars opening act
will showcase a sextet of students
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from the County College of Mor-
ris. For more information about this
concert and these artists, click here:
njjs.org/caelan-cardello-and-ru-
fus-reid-at-april-jersey-jazz-live/
Additional funding for this concert
has been provided by NJJS Board Mem-
ber Cynthia Feketie. The Board and |

thank her for her generosity and support.

Jersey Jazz LIVE! Is held at Madi-
son Community Arts Center, 10 Kings
Road, Madison, NJ. $15 NJJS Mem-
bers, $20 Non-Members, $5 Child/
Studentw/ID. There is free street
parking. Doors open at 2:30PM. These
events are well attended, plan accord-
ingly. For advance ticket sales:
events.ticketleap.com/tickets/
new-jersey-jazz-society/jersey-jazz-
live- caelen-cardello-rufus-reid

If youd like to supporta JJ LIVE!
concert inpartorinfull orour
Rising Stars/Opening Act initia-
tive providing performance oppor-
tunities for the next generation of

NJJS.ORG

jazz musicians, please contact me at
pres@njjs.org or at 973.229.0543.

3:00 p.m., for Jersey Jazz LIVE!

featuring the T.K. Blue Quartetin
Celebration of NEA Jazz Master Dr.
Randy Weston s Centennial Birthday.
Thiswill be aspecial hybrid event
with lively conversation between jazz
scholar Noal Cohen and saxophonist
and bandmate T.K,, followed by the
musical tribute. If you attended our
February 2025 or 2026 LIVE! events,
you know how enjoyable these special
format concerts can be. For more infor-
mation on this event please see page 09.

The Board and | would like to

thank Noal Cohen for his generous
support of this event. For advance
ticket sales: events.ticketleap.com/
tickets/new-jersey-jazz-society/
jersey-jazz-live-t-k-blue-quartet-
celebrates-nea-jazz-master-dr-ran-
dy-weston-s-centennial-birthday

S ave the Date! Sunday, May 3rd at

NJJS Board Treasurer Michael

Katz on beinga 2026 Summit
Good Scout Award recipient. This
award honors community members
for their service beyond self and for
making their communities a great
place to live and work. It s present-
ed on behalf of the Patriot s Path
Council/Scouting America. Bravo
to Mike for his many years of ded-
ication to Summit and to NJJS.

P lease join me in congratulating

ting New Standards in Tradition!
annual appeal campaign kicked
0 inDecember and we need you to
joinwith usin this collaborativee ort.

T here s still time to donate! Our Set-

Many of you have already contrib-
uted to this annual campaign we are
grateful! If you haven t donated, please
consider a tax-deductible gift today.
We need your help to continue our
performance and educational initia-
tives. You can donate anytime online
atnjjs.orgviathered Donate button.
Or by mail to: NJJS, 382 Spring eld
Ave., Summit, New Jersey, 07027.
Please make check payable to NJJS.

We re counting on you to part-
ner with us and keep this unique-
ly American art form swingin.

You make it all possible!

April hath put aspirit of youth in
everything.
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EDITOR'S CHOICE

BY SANFORD JOSEPHSON

Jazz Appreciation Month:
So Much to Choose From

pril is Jazz Appreciation
A Month, celebrating the im-

pact and history of jazz. And,
there is no shortage of musical
events saluting Americas original
art form in our area this month.

In this issue of Jersey Jazz, we fea-
ture the New Jersey Performing Arts
Center s celebration on April 26, pre-
senting performances by more than
100 student musicians (page 33); the
Rutgers Jazz Ensemble s concert hon-
oring Miles Davis centennial birthday
(page 26); and alto saxophonist Erena
Terakubo s Little Big Band Birthday
Bash at Dizzy s Club on April 29th, the
day before her birthday, which falls
on International Jazz Day (page 30).

Last month, we previewed two
April concerts honoring John Col-

NJJS.ORG

trane s centennial birthday Coltrane
100 performances on April 8 at the
McCarter Theatre in Princeton, and
April 18 at NJPAC. Those concerts
will feature two tenor saxophon-

ists Joe Lovano and Melissa Aldana.

One of Lovano s favorite Coltrane

albums was the 1965 Impulse record-
ing Blowin Session, which also includ-
ed performances by fellow tenor sax-
ophonists Johnny Gri nand Hank
Mobley and trumpeter Lee Morgan.

It was a big record for me growing

up, hesaid, withthemplayingo of
each other, giving each other inspira-
tionas they played. For Aldana, The
Coltrane compositions that resonate
the most are the ones that leave room
for exploration, where the music can
evolve naturally in the moment.

Two other April events are high-
lighted in the Latest News section
on njjs.org: Wharton Arts Trailblaz-
er Award being given to keyboardist
Matthew Whitaker on April 17,and
the Jazz Arts Project s four-day cel-
ebration that culminates with a per-
formance by pianist Arturo O Farrill
and his Afro-Latin Group on April 29.

O Farrill, who is receiving a Jazz
Arts Hero Award, was the cover story
in the February 2022 issue of Jersey
Jazz in connection with a perfor-
mance at the McCarter Theatre. The
winner of six Grammy Awards, O Far-
rill challenged the assumptions of
what Afro-Latin music means. We
play music of all sorts, he told Jersey
Jazz s Schaen Fox. We get on stage
with no idea of what we re going to
do. We just start, and it s beautiful,
incredible improvisation at its best.

Whitaker, who will turn 25 on
April 3, moves easily between piano

and organ. At the West Orange Jazz
Festival last September, he honored
some of his organ heroes: Jimmy
Smith, Charles Earland, Dr. Lon-
nie Smith, Joey DeFrancesco, and
Elbernita Twinkie Clark. Their
music was featured on his 2024 MO-
CAT album, On Their Shoulders: An
Organ Tribute, which received an
NAACP Image Award nomination
for Outstanding Jazz Album in 2025.
On Sunday, April 12, the New
Jersey s Jazz Society s Jersey Jazz
LIVE! concert at the Madison (NJ)
Community Arts Center will pres-
ent two generations of jazz: 25-year-
old pianist Caelan Cardello and one
his mentors, 82-year-old bassist
Rufus Reid (For more information,
see the March Jersey Jazz or the
Latest News section of njjs.org).
Cardello and Reid will be pre-
ceded by a sextet of Rising Stars
from the County College of Morris.
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ABOUT NJJS

ounded in 1972, The New Jersey Jazz Society

has diligently maintained its mission to promote

and preserve America’s great art form—jazz. To

accomplish our mission, we produce a monthly
magazine, Jersey Jazz; sponsor live jazz events; and
provide scholarships to New Jersey college students
studying jazz. Through our outreach program
Generations of Jazz, we provide interactive programs
focused on the history of jazz. The Society isrun by a
board of directors who meet monthly to conduct Society
business. NJJS membership is comprised of jazz devotees
from all parts of the state, the country and the world.

)) Visit www.njjs.org or email info@njjs.org
for more information on our programs and services

NJJS.ORG

MEMBER BENEFITS

You become an integral part of
the NJJS community, and the
history and future of jazz

Access to 11 Digital Issues of our
Award Winning Jersey Jazz Magazine

Featuring Articles, Interviews,
Reviews, Events and More

Discounts to our Jersey Jazz
LIVE! Sunday Concerts

Discounts at NJJS Sponsored
Concerts & Events.

MUSICIAN MEMBERS

FREE Listing on NJJS.org Musicians
List with Individual Website Link

FREE Gig Advertising in
our Monthly eBlast

THE RECORD BIN

A collectionof used CDs & LP s
available at reduced prices at
specific events and through
mail order njjs.org/shop

JOIN NJJS

o Family/Individual $45
(Family includes to 2 Adults and
2 children under 18 years of age)
o Family/Individual 3-Year $115
e Musician Member $45 / 3-Year $90
(one time only, renewal at standard
basic membership level.)
e Youth $15 - For people under
21 years of age. Date of Birth Required.
o Give-A-Gift $25 - Members in
good standing may purchase
unlimited gift memberships.
Applies to New Memberships only.
e Fan $75-$99
o Jazzer $100 - $249
e Sideman $250 - $499
« Bandleader $500+
« Corporate Membership $1000

Members at Bandleader level and above and
Corporate Memberships receive special benefits.
Please contact Membership@nijjs.org for details.
The New Jersey Jazz Society is qualified as a

tax exempt cultural organization under section
501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code,

Federal ID 23-7229339. Your contribution is
tax-deductible to the full extent allowed by law.
For more Information or to join, visit www.njjs.org
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JERSEY JAZZ LIVE!

T.K. Blue Celebrates Randy Weston s Centennial Birthday n the history of jazz. no American

musician s career has been more
In uenced by Both Thelonious Monk and Duke Ellington, Weston interconnected with the continent
Created a Signi cant Legacy Throughout a 70-Year Career of Africa than that of the great pianist
and composer Randy Weston. Weston,
whose centennial we celebrate on
April 6, 2026, was a giant, not only
as acreative and spiritual force, but
standing six feet, seven inches, an im-
posing gure inthe venues at which
he performed throughout the world.
On May 3 at 3 p.m., saxophonist/
utist/composer/arranger/educa-
tor T.K. Blue (Talib Kibwe) will lead
a quartet paying tribute to Weston
at the New Jersey Jazz Society s
Jersey Jazz LIVE! concert at the
Madison (NJ) Community Arts Cen-
ter. Blue was a member of Weston s
African Rhythms Quintet for 38
years. Joining him at this event will
be pianist Orrin Evans, bassist San-
ti Dibriano, and drummer George
Coleman, Jr. Prior to the concert,

BY NOAL COHEN
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Blue will be interviewed by me.
Interestingly, Weston didn t con-
sider himself primarily a musician.
In hisownwords, |cometobea
storyteller; | m not ajazz musician.
I m really a storyteller through mu-
sicand I ve had some amazing and
unique experiences God is the real
musician. I m an instrument, and the
piano is another instrument. Africa
taught me that (African Rhythms:
The Autobiography of Randy Weston
by Randy Weston & Willard Jen-
kins, Duke University Press: 2010).
In uenced by both Thelonious

NJJS.ORG

Monk and Duke Ellington, Weston
created asigni cant legacy through-
out a 70-year career, involving 150
compositions, many of them waltzes
such as the haunting Little Niles ;
and 50 albums as a leader on record
labels both foreign and domestic in-
cluding his most commercially suc-
cessful e ort, Blue Moses, for the
CTl label in 1972. Although emerg-
ing during the hard bop period of the
1950s, his creative work, starting in
the 1960s, incorporated the music and
spiritual content of Africa, especially
the Gnawa people of Morocco with

MOST OF WESTON'S RECORDINGS
AND PERFORMANCES WERE
UNDER HIS VN LEADERSHIP 2>

whom he developed an enduring bond.

Randolph Edward Weston was
born April 6, 1926, in Brooklyn and
was raised in the Bedford-Stuyve-
sant section. His father, Frank
Weston, was of Jamaican and Pan-
amanian descent and a follower of
activist Marcus Garvey. He instilled
in his son a sense of pride in his Af-
rican-American heritage from an
early age. Weston s mother, Vivian
Moore, was from Meredithville, VA.
The couple split when Randy was
only three and it would be his father
who was most involved in Randy s

life, indoctrinating the young man
with Afro-centric concepts includ-
ing the often-overlooked fact that
Black history predates slavery.

The family was not musical. Ran-
dy didn t start piano until the age of
14, and he didn t make the decision
to become a professional musician
until he was 29. He had several teach-
ers who provided the basics, and he
learned much from listening to many
of the older musicians in his neigh-
borhood. Soon after graduation from
high school, he was drafted into the
Army in 1944, ending up in the Signal
Corps, stationed in Okinawa where
he survived typhoons and snipers.

Upon returning to Brooklyn after
discharge, he worked at restaurants
during the day and played piano at
night, gaining exposure to the jazz
scene and its dangerous aspects, spe-
ci cally heroin. Seeingthee ect
this drug had on many of his friends,
along with the advent of gangs and
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violence in his Brooklyn neighbor-

hood, Weston needed an escape hatch.

This turned out to be 10 summers
spent in the Berkshire resort area of
Massachusetts. He received a great
response after playing a concert at
Windsor Mountain School in Lenox
that led to interactions with peo-
ple like poet and activist Langston
Hughes, actor Geo rey Holder, Cu-
ban percussionist Candido Camero,
and musicologist Professor Marshall
Stearns. Stearns lectures at Music
Inn alerted Weston to the concept
that, originally, jazz came from Africa,
not New Orleans. This direct connec-
tion of music from America and Afri-
cawould be an overarching concept
throughout the pianists long career.
Weston s professional musical
activities began in earnestin 1949, in
the rhythm and blues band of sing-
er/saxophonist Bull Moose Jackson.
This experience served to convince
him that, in order to perform the mu-

NJJS.ORG

sic important to him, he would need to
be in charge. As it turned out, most of
Weston s recordings and performanc-
es were under his own leadership.

In 1954, Riverside Records was
looking for young artists to record
modern jazz, and the label s own-
er, Bill Grauer, tapped Weston to be
the rst. Hisinitial aloum was a duo
outing with Sam Gill on bass, enti-

The trombonist and arranger, Melba Liston,
was an important Weston collaborator.

tled Cole Porter in a Modern Mood,
which shows him, at this point, very
much in uenced by Thelonious
Monk. Four more albums for Riv-
erside followed, some featuring his
Brooklyn friend baritone saxophon-
ist Cecil Payne. During 1956 and
1957, Weston recorded for the Dawn
and Jubilee labels and, in 1958, half
of an LP for MetroJazz (New Fac-
es at Newport) which included the
very rstversionof HiFly, his
most popular composition. It would
be made famous through the River-
side aloum The Cannonball Adder-
ley Quintet in San Francisco (1960).
By this time, Weston s prowess as
acomposer was being recognized.
An important Weston collabora-
tor was the arranger and trombonist
Melba Liston (1926-1999) with whom
the pianist had a strong personal rela-
tionship as well as a musical one. Be-
tween 1958 and 1995, Liston penned
arrangements for eight of Weston s

albums including the innovative Uhu-
ru Afrika (Roulette Records, 1960),
Westons rstoverte orttopay
tribute to his African heritage. The
ensemble was an all-star big band
augmented by the presence of poet
Langston Hughes, baritone Brock Pe-
ters, soprano Martha Flowers, and Ni-
gerian percussionist Babatunde Ola-
tunji. Weston s goal is his own words:
| wanted to create a large-scale suite
to illustrate that the African people
are aglobal people and that what we
do and who we are comes from our
collective experience, from our Af-
rican cultural memory. Thealbum
wassu ciently controversial to be
banned in apartheid South Africa.
Westons rsttrip to Africa took
place in 1961 through an exchange
program run by the American Society
of African Culture. He spent 10 daysin
Nigeria where he met the in uential
musicians Fela Kuti and Bobby Ben-
son. But it wouldn t be until 1967 that
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he was able to take his own ensemble
and music to the continent, this time
in atour arranged by the US State
Department. The band he assem-
bled for this tour included trumpeter
Ray Copeland, saxophonist Cli ord
Jordan, bassist Bill Wood, drum-
mer Ed Blackwell, and percussion-
ist Chief Bey. Lasting three months
during which 13countries were
visited, the experience encouraged
Weston to consider living in Africa.
Discouraged by the direction
that jazz was taking in the late 1960s
at home and anxious to explore his
African roots, Weston moved to Ra-
bat, Morocco, in 1967 and a year later
to Tangier. He found the strongest
bond with the Gnawa musicians
and healers of North Africa and was
schooled in their ways by guimbre
(quitar-like instrument) player Ab-
dellah EI Gourd. Weston s musical
abilities were revered in this new
setting, and he opened the African
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Rhythms Club in Tangier where he
frequently performed with his son,
percussionist Azeddin Weston.

In September 1972, Weston or-
ganized the rst Tangier Jazz Fes-
tival featuring both American and
African artists. While the event was
an artistic success, itwasa nancial
disaster and left him deeply in debt.
The situation forced him to return to
the U.S. where he recorded the Blue
Moses album for CT1 Records. Fea-
turing trumpeter Freddie Hubbard,

utist Hubert Laws, and saxophon-
ist Grover Washington, Jr., it would
be his most successful recording,
the royalties enabling him to pay o
the debts incurred by the festival.

Weston then made France his
home base for 10 years, traveling and
performing widely. After returning to
the U.S,, his later years were very pro-
ductive and centered on an ensemble
he called the African Rhythms Quin-
tet comprising saxophonist, utist

The Riverside Records album, Cole
Porter in a Modern Mood, demonstrates
Thelonious Monk s influence on Weston.

and musical director T.K. Blue (Talib
Kibwe), trombonist Benny Powell,
bassist Alex Blake, and percussionist
Neil Clarke. With these talented mu-
sicians as the core, Weston produced
several important albums including
The Spirits of Our Ancestors (Antil-
les: 1991) with guest appearances by
Dizzy Gillespie and Pharoah Sanders,
Spirit! the Power of Music (Arkadia
Jazz: 1999) with Gnawa master musi-
cians of Morocco and The Storyteller
(Mot@ma: 2009). His last recording
was Solo Piano Sound released on his

own label, African Rhythms, in 2017.

He was the recipient of many
awards and honors including the
French Order of Arts and Letters
(1997), NEA Jazz Master (2001), Hon-
orary Doctor of Music from Brooklyn
College (2003), Guggenheim Fellow-
ship (2011) and Doris Duke Artist
Award (2014). He died in Brook-
lyn York, in 2018, at the age of 92.

T. K. Blue is at the peak of his
creative output. His artistry is found
on over 85 recordings, and he has
performed with a long list of great
international artists. In addition to
Weston, they include: pianist/com-
poserAbdullah Ibrahim, bassist Sam
Rivers, the Spirit of Life Ensemble,
and poet/activist Jayne Cortez. He
garnered tremendous experience in
pedagogy teaching Pre-K thru 12 in
the Roosevelt, L.1., school district. He
also taught in an adjunct capacity for
several yearsat Su olk Community
College and Montclair State Uni-

JERSEY JAZZ APRIL -



JERSEY JAZZ LIVE!

versity. Blue was eventually hired as a
fulltime professor by Long Island Uni-
versity as the Director of Jazz Studies
from 2007 to 2014. Blue has issued

15 CDs under his own leadership, the
most recent of which is Planet Bluu

on the Jaja Records label (2024).

The Madison Community Arts Cen-
ter is located at 10 Kings Road in Madi-
son, NJ. The Jersey Jazz LIVE! concerts
begin at 3 p.m. Admission is $15 for
NJJS members and $20 for non-mem-
bers. Student admission is $5 with valid
ID. There will be light refreshments for
purchase. To order tickets in advance,
log onto events.ticketleap.com/
tickets/new-jersey-jazz-society/
jersey-jazz-live-t-k-blue-quartet-
celebrates-nea-jazz-master-dr-
randy-weston-s-centennial-birthday

This LIVE! celebration is generously
sponsored by NJJS member Noal Cohen.

NJJS.ORG

T.K.Blueon
Randy Weston

April 6, 2026, marks the actual centennial of an icon-
ic figure in jazz history: NEA Jazz Master Dr. Randy
Weston. Dr. Weston was one of the most prolific com-
posers in jazz history, and many of his compositions
are considered jazz standards. His pianistic style was
a complete synthesis of Thelonious Monk and Duke El-
lington, both of whom he knew intimately! Randy was
also one of the very first jazz artists to incorporate and
utilize the African cultural aesthetic within the realm
of his musical expression, often in collaboration with a
multitude of African musicians throughout the conti-
nent. His biggest selling LP Blue Moses (CTI Records)
is a perfect example where he expands on rhythms in-
dicative of the Gnawa musical tradition from Morocco.
Randy also paid tribute to many African compos-
ers adding their compositions to his musical reper-
toire: Niger Mambo (Bobby Benson from Nigeria)
Love, The Mystery Of (Kofi Ghanaba from Ghana). It
was an absolute pleasure and blessing to be Musical
Director and part of Randy s African Rhythms for 38

years. After the passing of Randy s chief arranger, NEA
Jazz Master Melba Liston in 1999, | was also called
upon to arrange some of his later suites: Ancient Fu-
ture and The James Reese Europe Suite.

Lastly, it is extremely important to note that Dr.
Weston was a cultural warrior highlighting the great-
ness of African culture and civilization in his attempt to
counter beliefs that were quite discriminatory and con-
trary to the truth regarding the importance and com-
pelling facts of the African and African-American ac-
complishments! May Dr. Weston s legacy live onward!

T.K. BLUE, JANUARY 16, 2026, FROM ACCRA, GHANA






Patrice Rushen A Jazz Artist Who
Soared to Mainstream Pop Stardom

Rushen Was the First Woman to Serve as Musical
Director for the Grammy Awards, and the First Woman
Musical Director of the NAACP Image Awards

BY ANDREW SCHINDER

Regardless of whether an entity

such as the National Endow-
ment for the Arts names her as such
isirrelevant. It s not a matter up for
debate. Famously a vocalist, pianist,
and overall multi-instrumentalist,
Rushen is at the same time a master of
pop, soul, R&B, classical, and probably
adozen other genres. She isamusical
marvel, having made a positive, tan-
gible impact on so many facets of mu-
sic, the music industry, and culture in

P atrice Rushen is ajazz master.

general (popular or otherwise). Rush-
enis ajazz musician who appeals to
the music s intelligentsia but who also
boasts a litany of popular hits  Hav-
entYouHeard, FeelsSoReal (Wont
Let Go) and, of course, her signa-

ture hit, 1982 s Forget Me Nots.

In fact, Rushen was recently
named a 2026 NEA Jazz Master, a
title that is more than well-deserved.
In this day and age, sadly, such a ti-
tle bestowed by a government that is
actively hostile to the arts and culture
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NEA JAZZ MASTER

carries with itan unfortunate burden.
There seems to be an expectation that
arecipient of the award must also an-
swer for, or perhaps apologize for, the
actions of the giver of the award over
which the artist obviously has no con-
trol. Itis, frankly, surprising (and may-
be a little heartening) that the award
has been given out at all (though the
annual concert celebrating the recipi-
ents has been inde nitely postponed).

Rushen is introspective about
this new weight imposed on the
shoulders of the Jazz Masters, and by
no means will she allow it to diminish
the accomplishments that the award
represents. The honor of being
named NEA Jazz Master is just that,
a tremendous honor and recogni-
tion, shesaid. Thatdoesn tgo away,
no matter what the political climate
IS, N0 matter where they do it, if they
do acelebration at all, all of that.

For me, being recognized among

NJJS.ORG

people | consider heroes and she-
roes in this music is the most im-
portant part. In this country the
arts have not always received con-
sistent support. Butart s part of
what makes us human, and music
in particular is an important form
of communication and expression.
No matter the political environ-
ment, Rushen is more than worthy of
the award. Itisacrowning achieve-
ment though by no means the pin-

nacle ofatremendous, celebrated,
groundbreaking career. Hers is a deco-
rated career magni ed by the creation
of brilliant music coupled with the blaz-
ing of trails unmatched not just by any
woman, but by any musician, period.
This particular award, unlike
some of the other awards that we of-
fer in the entertainment business
people don t know about it, Rushen
continued. And they should. Some-
thing that s been interesting for me

to observe now, as an honoree, is how
few people, even within the jazz com-
munity, are aware of this acknowl-
edgement when it happens. And what
| hope that we will address at some
pointis that if [the NEA Jazz Masters]
Is supposed to be the highest honor
in this area, why don t people know
that? And what does that have to do
with why the music itself is seemingly
always struggling for a certain type
of recognition. Whether you like it or
not, whether you enjoy jazz or not, its
always struggling for a type of recog-
nition that does acknowledge the mas-
tery or appreciation of jazz as high art.
So that s been interesting to observe.
Rushen was born and raised in the
Los Angeles area and began playing
piano at a very young age. In the ear-
ly 1960s, during her formative years,
educational professionals and aca-
demics began focusing on early child-
hood education, and Rushen was a
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bene ciary. Inpreschool, she joined a
preparatory program at the University
of Southern California, and became
immersed in music and rudimentary
music theory. As she progressed on
the piano, Rushen became exposed to
all sorts of di erent musical genres
that would foreshadow her later eclec-
ticoutput classical at the university
program, contemporary jazz and pop
music at home, gospel at church.
It was all music to me, she

said. The idea of learning to play
the piano was a vehicle even then
for me to be able to hear that Beatles
song on the radio and try to pick it
out, or that Stevie Wonder song or
that James Brown piece or whatev-
er, to try to pick it out so that I could
play it for my friends at school.

Rushen went to the all-Black
Locke High School in Watts, and the
school s impressively forward-think-
ing educational curriculum har-
nessed her interest and talent in mu-
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In Japan, from left, guitarist Lee
Ritenour, bassist Ron Carter, drummer
Harvey Mason, and Rushen

sic and turned what was a high-level
interest into a profession. She credits
her educators for introducing her
to not just the music itself, but to
the music business. Rushen s lon-
gevity in such a notoriously tough
business could be traced back to her
years at Locke. The teachers were
smart, dedicated, and took full advan-
tage of the Los Angelesarea. This
was before jazz was institutional-
ized, Rushensaid. Thiswas the
progression of learning that came
from some very progressive and in-
novative teachers who took action.
Shewas discovered duringa

high school band performance at the
Monterey Jazz Festival, attended by
such luminaries as Quincy Jones and
Oliver Nelson. Despite her young age,
Rushen had already been making a
name for herself around Los Angeles
(particularly with her improvisation
skills). Representatives from Prestige
Records witnessed Rushen s talent at
awinning small combo Battle of the
Bands competition at the Festival, and
the label released her debut album,
Prelusion, in 1974. Unlike her later al-
bums, Prelusion was a fairly straight-
ahead instrumental album, but, fore-
shadowing her later cross-genre
sensibilities, contained detours into
fusion and funk. Incredibly for a de-
but, the album featured such legends
as Joe Henderson on tenor saxophone
and Oscar Brashear on trumpet. Rush-
en introduced vocals on her follow-up
Prestige album, Before the Dawn.

I liked singing, and part of my
training was singing in choirs and

things like that, she explained. Butit
was a means to an end for me. By this
time, | was really into the textures of
other instruments. | learned to play
the ute. I wasinvolved inensembles
where | had a part to play, and I would
listen and sit right in the middle. So,
I m hearing this great combination
of instruments and sounds and tex-
tures. The voice is an instrument, as
the clarinetis an instrument, or as
the tuba, etc.; and each has particular
qualities that evoke certain feelings.
And at this point | started doing mu-
sic that allowed for that to happen.
With each successive aloum with
Prestige, Rushen s sound drifted fur-
ther into the mainstream pop realm.
Ultimately, after three aloums with
Prestige, Rushen signed with the
more pop-oriented Elektra Records
label. Elektra would ultimately propel
Rushen into mainstream pop stardom.
However, she never abandoned her
roots in the jazz or classical idioms.
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At the time, Elektrawas very in-
terested in doing what was basically
the precursor to Smooth Jazz, called
Quiet Storm, Rushensaid. Quiet
Storm represented that language, rep-
resented people who had very strong
jazz sensibilities and jazz tradition as
part of their sound, but who also pos-
sessed a certain kind of commercial
sensibility and could do so without
sacri cing the aesthetic of what it was
that they wanted to do. My assignment
was to create records that had com-
mercial sensibilities, but the mainte-
nance of a certain level of playing and
writing were also very important.

Rushen released her classic album
Straight from the Heartin 1982. The re-
cord isone of the de nitive early 1980s
pop/R&B masterpieces, and peaked
at Number 14 on the Billboard pop
chart. It contains Rushen s signature
hit, Forget Me Nots. Thesingle al-
most didn t happen. Like many classics,
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itwas initially rejected by the suitsin
the Board Room. Rushen and her team
ultimately took the bold step of engag-
ing an independent promoter to place
the song on the radio and in dance
clubs without record label involve-
ment. It worked. The label recognized
success, released the song as asingle,
and the rest is dance-pop history.
Forget Me Nots was famous-
ly repurposed for the theme song of
the 1997 Will Smith megahit mov-
ie, Men in Black. While many less
populist artists may disapprove of
such usage, Rushen embraced it,
along with the many modern hip-
hop/R&B artists who have sampled
her work. She views Men in Black
as validation of here ortstopusha
song she believed in, even if those in
charge at the time couldn t see it.
We understood the environ-
ment and the politics, in terms of
what it would take to get the song

Her first album with Prestige was
the all-instrumental Prelusion

in front of people, shesaid. And

that was a big lesson. So fast for-

ward 25, 30 years later, you have

this franchise, and the theme song

is the song that almost didn t come

out. Thats the biggest part for me.
Straight from the Heart repre-

sented Rushen s commercial peak

but, unlike some of her peers (many of

whom were derisively labeled as one
hit wonders ), Rushen never stopped
working. Indeed, Straight from the
Heart was really just the beginning.
Rushen ultimately accomplished
alaundrylistof rsts milestones
for women, Black women, or really
just artists generally. For example,
she was the rstwoman to serve as
Musical Director for the Grammy
Awards, the rstwoman in43years
to serve as Head Composer/Musical
Director for the Emmy Awards,