



Have Violin, Will Take Risks

From the Radical Jewish Culture crowd to the Jazz Standard: Jenny Scheinman’s eclectic musical journey.
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Petrolia is barely a flyspeck on the map of California, a town of fewer than 400 inhabitants resting on a bulge jutting into the Pacific at the northern end of the state, just off Mill Creek, about 50 miles from Eureka.

“It’s the very edge of the continent, of the country,” says Jenny Scheinman, who grew up there. “There’s a mix of people, runaways from the law, runaways from the city. My parents were runaways from the city.”

They were both musicians, the products of academic families, fleeing the pressures and strains of the East Coast. Little did they suspect their daughter would end up in Brooklyn, coping with the pressures of being a highly regarded jazz violinist, in constant demand as a sidewoman while trying to realize her own musical vision. The latest installment in that vision will be on display this weekend at the Jazz Standard, where Scheinman will lead a trio of herself, and the A list rhythm section of pianist Jason Moran and legendary drummer Paul Motian.

“Jason said my music is ‘landscape music,’ Scheinman says. “I think that comes out of growing up in a magnificent valley.”

Her music is also a wonderfully self-effacing vehicle for improvisation by the musicians around her. That, too, may grow out of her California childhood.

“It was a small community, very much village life,” she recalls. “We spend a lot of time with our neighbors, had a lot of parties and dinner parties. My parents created a school. My dad put on three shows a year and invited everyone to stage skits and sing songs. It was a very social place.”

Among her most vivid recollections is of the annual community seder, which her family hosted.

“A lot of the people that moved there happened to be Jewish,” Scheinman says. “My parents had a Passover seder every year, anywhere from 20 people to a hundred. My grandmother led it until she died. She was a real scholar, not observant but a scholar of the Bible, grew up in Palestine, a charming and charismatic leader for a group of people going through a seder together.”

Although she had little religious training growing up, in Berkeley Scheinman became an integral part of what might be called the Berkeley outpost of John Zorn’s Radical Jewish Culture mafia, playing with John Schott and Ben Goldberg and with Jewlia Eisenberg in an early incarnation of Charming Hostess. In fact, it was in following in their footsteps by recording for Zorn’s Radical Jewish Culture series on the Tzadik label, that she first appeared in these pages in 2002. That record, “The Rabbi’s Lover,” only her second session as a leader, featured sinuous, sensuous heavily Jewish-inflected jazz from Scheinman and an ace band (Russ Johnson, trumpet; Adam Levy, guitar; Greg Cohen and Trevor Dunn alternating on bass; Kenny Wolleson, drums).

Scheinman doesn’t think that her Berkeley connection led to the album date, but who knows Zorn’s mind?

“I didn’t ask John if I could do a Radical Jewish Culture CD,” she says. “We ran into each other in a record store and got to talking. He said, ‘Your name is Scheinman? You want to do a recording for us?’ Maybe he was aware of me through them.”

Ironically, Scheinman is only Jewish on her father’s side of the family. 

But her mother’s father has an important place in Jewish history, too: he was Telford Taylor, the chief U.S. prosecutor at the Nuremburg War Crimes Tribunal.

And when Scheinman plays music with her parents, it’s her mother, the accordionist, who plays klezmer. “My dad I play folk music with,” she says.

Scheinman’s versatility makes her a very popular musician. She has gigged with everyone from Norah Jones to Vince Giordano, from Aretha Franklin to Vincius Cantuaria.

“It’s something musicians get used to just making a living, going from one gig to another,” she says. “This summer has been the most extreme. I started in Los Angeles with [the fine alt.country singer-songwriter] Lucinda Williams. I’m ending with Paul Motian. That’s a leap!”

It may be a bigger leap than she imagined. Motian, one of the greatest living jazz drummers, is deeply averse to rehearsing. “He’ll just show up with his drums,” Scheinman says. “I don’t know if he’s heard any of my records. If he doesn’t look at the music, he’ll be hearing most of it for the first time.”

How scary is that? For a jazz musician, not scary at all.

“That’s just a delightful experience,” she says. “That’s just wonderful, to hear the music and react. What I’m trying to figure out is how to keep it open, not control it. To not have any specific expectations of him.”

Heck, she’s only played with Jason Moran once, and that was last week at the Newport Jazz Festival. And that’s fine with Scheinman.

“I will learn a tremendous amount,” she says. “Every big risk has the possibility of magical moments.” 
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