


 
Violinist Scheinman charts a new course with pianist
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When violinist Jenny Scheinman opens the Waterside Stage at noon tomorrow at the JVC Jazz Festival-Newport, she'll be debuting new music written specifically for her big-name, short-term sideman, Jason Moran.
Scheinman's past couple of CDs, ``Shalagaster" and last year's ``12 Songs," earned spots on several critics' year-end lists of best albums for their soulful, lyrical mix of jazz, folk, blues, classical, and other influences. But this month will be the first time she'll have Moran backing her on piano. Tomorrow they'll have bassist Matt Penman and drummer Jim Black joining them, and Thursday, Scheinman, Moran, and drum legend Paul Motian start four nights together as a Scheinman-led trio at New York's Jazz Standard.
Scheinman, 33, was scrambling to get ready for a quick trip to Lisbon last week, where she would join an expanded version of the Rova Saxophone Quartet in a performance of music from John Coltrane's famous late-period album ``Ascension." But she paused to discuss her latest project by phone from her Brooklyn apartment.

``As I'm talking to you, I'm surrounded in sheet music," Scheinman says. ``I'm trying to write out all this new stuff I've been writing with Jason in mind. I'm sort of also working toward making a new record in the fall, hopefully with Jason. And so I have like 15 new tunes or something. We're not going to fit in 15 tunes [at Newport], but we'll do some of them."

Scheinman confesses to having been unfamiliar with Moran's work before joining him last year as a last-minute fellow special guest at a Christian McBride concert. The all-star band that night had the audience up and dancing to a wonderful yet ``somewhat static" groove, she said. Then Moran's turn came to solo, and he thoroughly changed the dynamic.

``Jason got up and just put these billowy, cool chords over everything," Scheinman recalls. ``It was so surprising, and it just changed the whole night. I was lucky I got to play after him -- he gave everybody possibilities. It was totally beautiful."

Not long afterward, Scheinman saw Moran perform with clarinetist Don Byron and drummer Billy Hart in Byron's Ivy-Divey trio. ``Billy Hart and Jason Moran were amazing together -- totally playful and strong," she says. ``And Jason has such a tremendous sound. I was riveted."

Those two concerts inspired Scheinman to acquire all of Moran's albums, and eventually to send him some of her own work and ask if he'd like to collaborate on something. When he agreed, she set up the Jazz Standard dates.

In a sense, their pairing marks a flip-flop of their usual roles. The Ivy-Divey group and a stint with Greg Osby early in his career aside, Moran has generally led his own dates, fronting his group the Bandwagon. Scheinman has been most widely heard backing others. She tours occasionally with Madeleine Peyroux, turns up on two tracks on Norah Jones's ``Fly Away With Me," and plays in an assortment of Bill Frisell -led groups. (One of them, Frisell's Unspeakable Orchestra , will bring her to Berklee Performance Center in November.)

Leading bands at higher profile venues like Newport and the Jazz Standard is a step up for Scheinman, and Moran jumped at the chance to join her. He relishes the challenge.

``How can you take all of this stuff that you've learned from Jaki Byard and Thelonious Monk and Andrew Hill, and incorporate it into Jenny Scheinman's music? Which at times can be folkie," Moran says. ``Which at times can be -- you know, it kind of runs across the gamut of what the landscape of pastoral sound can be, but in a contemporary way. That's what I'm going to really enjoy working with."

Scheinman says some of the pieces she's writing are closer to straight-ahead than her previous work, because of Moran. Others will stretch him. ``There are three or four cartoony pieces in the set," she says, ``plus one absurd march currently titled `Blues for Istanbul' -- a tricky head with a fast and angular melody over steady marching fifths, [and] an intangible harmonic center. I think it will sit well with his palette."

There are also two gentle pieces she calls ``akin to a Chopin prelude," which exploit Moran's undervalued ability to play soft.

``With certain other contemporary pianists," says Scheinman, ``I would fear that these songs would go into the schmaltz zone, into a world of bittersweet nostalgia. I've never heard Jason go there -- he is able to access sweetness without nearing any cloying or mushy quality."
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