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"Eclectic" doesn't begin to describe violinist-composer Jenny Scheinman. Her Web site contains a Chinese menu–like list of musicians and band instrumentation concepts that she has mixed and matched to create the aural feast du jour.

Scheinman is usually lumped under the jazz heading because of her love for and skill at improvisation, but her music draws on a wide range of influences and styles, filtered through her quirky, lyrical sensibility.

Since earning a degree in English from the University of California, Berkeley, in 1995, Scheinman has made her living in the notoriously capricious music business. Besides fronting a melange of bands and releasing four CDs as a leader, she has been a violinist-for-hire in diverse settings including the Big Apple Circus, klezmer bands and in Django Reinhardt-Stephane Grappelli tribute ensembles. She's played in musical settings from the celebrated (on her friend Norah Jones' mega-hit CD "Come Away With Me") to the obscure (avant-rock band Charming Hostess); from the deeply traditional jazz of Vince Giordano and the Nighthawks to guitarist Leni Stern's searing fusion to collaborations with downtown denizens such as guitarist Bill Frisell.

Scheinman grew up immersed in music. Her parents were New Yorkers, part of the back-to-the-land movement of the 1960s and '70s, who put down roots in Petrolia, Calif., which has a population of about 300. They lived in a house without electricity, where Scheinman spent many evenings sitting in the dark or near a campfire, playing music and making up stories with her father, an amateur musician.

She studied classical piano as a child, but her ability to improvise on the violin and its portability led Scheinman to adopt it as her main instrument. "I'm not much of an improviser on piano," she says. "I can play hard stuff, and I have technique, because I'm trained. But I was never very good on violin, by classical standards, so I was always up for trying anything."

With her violin handy at all times, she would "sneak in to play" during informal music-making sessions. Unlike with a piano, "If you're a young player and don't know a group of people and you want to play with them and learn from them, you can sort of take out your violin on the sly and play along," Scheinman says. "Also, a piano just wasn't there when people brought out their instruments on somebody's porch, or on the street or in some club."

Scheinman is excited about her upcoming Jazz Standard gig with pianist Jason Moran and drummer Paul Motian. "Violin, drums and piano come from very different sonic worlds," she says. "It's not as blended a sound as some of my projects with guitar or multiple melody instruments. This is going to be very open."

Scheinman refers to Motian as a musical hero whom she's listened to more than any other drummer. She says she's looking forward to learning from him during the gig. And playing with Moran has been Scheinman's goal since being "totally riveted" by his performances at several concerts she attended.

When she's not on the road, Scheinman has regular gigs on most Tuesdays at Barbes in Brooklyn and on most Wednesdays at the Living Room on the Lower East Side. For her residency at Barbes, she brings in different configurations of players each week. She laughs about the time she brought in a 30-piece string ensemble, which left room for "about two people in the audience."

Scheinman has also been finding her voice. She claims she can't sing jazz ("I keep my singing different from the instrumental jazz stuff"), but she has been known to give old-style country, blues and folk singing a try at the Living Room, where her band has included a diverse mix of friends and colleagues. In June, Scheinman recorded a vocal album with another category-defying musician, singer-songwriter Lucinda Williams.

Scheinman's musical horizons may be widening even more. Because she recently used the piano to write music with Moran and the Jazz Standard gig in mind, "I'm starting to feel that maybe it's been long enough since I was a classical music student," she says. "It's possible I may start playing piano in front of people."
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