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A Regimen of Twelve Melodies a Day Yields 12 Songs: Jazz Violinist

Jenny Scheinman’s Lyrical Cryptogramophone Release, Out September 27

* Featuring Bill Frisell, Ron Miles, Rachelle Garniez, Doug Weiselman, Tim Luntzel and Dan Reiser *

* Scheinman featured on Grammy-winning releases such as Norah Jones’ Come Away With Me and Bill Frisell’s Unspeakable *

“If you squint your eyes and use the areas of your brain dedicated to memory and interpretation, you might think you know Jenny Scheinman’s songs. You might [think you] have heard them at summer camp, heard one covered by Xavier Cugat or Johnny Cash or Sonny Rollins, or remember your grandmother humming a fragment of their melodies. They are like foundlings of New World culture, made from various and slightly hard-to-trace traditions of popular music.” — Ben Ratliff, New York Times
12 Songs. Rather an unusual title for an instrumental jazz record. Is Jenny Scheinman singing on her new record? Don't songs have lyrics? With characteristic conviction, violinist Jenny Scheinman didn't sweat the title. As her live performances prove, Jenny Scheinman doesn't over-think, and the truth is she was thinking about lyrics when she wrote 12 Songs. Specifically, she was thinking about what lyrics can bring to a piece of music that a melody can't and what it is about a song with words that makes it different from a jazz tune. Not all of these questions were answered, of course, but they provided her a map.

Lyrics can be, perhaps should be, a map to the heart of a melody. When lyric and melody lock up, it's hard to feel any other way about a song than the way it tells you to feel. "I was definitely aiming for the clarity of intent you get in a good folk song - or a good pop song, for that matter," Scheinman says. "I didn't want a lot of flashy solos and clever time signature changes and such. It's hard to explain, but I think this is the most understandable record I've made because each of these compositions seemed to me to be on a trajectory that ends in singing."

After months on the road, soloing every night, Scheinman found herself home in Brooklyn, NY, head filled to overflowing with wayward melodies. She made a pact to write down a dozen a day, a regimen she kept to for several weeks: "I wanted to transfer them from the Unconscious to the page as fast as I could." From "about a gazillion" she distilled 12 Songs. "When the time came to record," she reports, "I had so many melodies at my disposal that I was able to distribute little bits to the musicians to refer to and play with in the intros and beneath the solos, as backgrounds and textures. The record is filled with little themes spontaneously placed. You can hear the results especially well on MOE HAWK, where Ron [Miles] and Doug [Weiselman] and I weave in and out, occasionally landing on harmonies and unison parts that dimensionalize what would otherwise be a guitar solo over chords. Not that it wouldn't be a great guitar solo!"

Said great guitar solo would be the contribution of Bill Frisell, Scheinman's frequent, and similarly song-obsessed collaborator. The agile ensemble also includes trumpeter Ron Miles, keyboardist Rachelle Garniez (piano, accordion, claviola), Doug Wieselman (clarinets), Tim Luntzel (bass) and Dan Rieser (drums). Scheiman says she "was hoping for the sound of an improvised orchestra. I had all the musical families represented - brass, woodwinds, strings, percussion - and every one of these musicians is a great, instinctive arranger...The ideas in these songs were best expressed by an ensemble; the band was certainly not a vehicle for my soloing. One night I woke in a sweat worrying that I had actually forgotten to play."
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Scheinman says the creepy-comic critters on the record's cover, from Sing, a book by her friend, graphic novelist Molly Barker, were intended to illustrate her desire to "lighten up" with this record, to "move away from the mysteriousness and melancholy often remarked about in my playing, which I think at least sometimes is just the way people hear the violin. I sure don't think of myself as either melancholy or mysterious. What I love about these songs is that they express humor, in the old-fashioned sense of disposition and temperament. Maybe that's what these songs are: My constitution!" Barker's drawings (long-legged rabbits? rabbit-eared dogs?) are as intensely wide-eyed as the violinist herself, whose penetrating gaze is a force of nature. Scheinman says she saw the cartoon animals as "pretty vivid metaphors for the creative process. Songs can really gang up on a composer. All you can do to keep them at bay is to keep writing."

Her opening gambit, THE FROG THREW HIS HEAD BACK AND LAUGHED, won't have you splitting your sides but just might conjure the Pink Panther. The insinuating melody, a supple coupling of Wieselman's clarinet and Scheinman's violin, is stealthy as a noir detective but every bit as elastic as Friz Freleng's hipster cat ("That's the funny part," the composer says). She particularly likes what Ron Miles does here: "Ron is a genius at integrating melodic content in a subtle, non-dominant way. He can take a solo without soloing. I'm not sure how he does it." The aforementioned MOE HAWK, née Showdown at the Big Top, is built of cartoon phrases culled from the gazillion, a circus train with an accordion for an engine riding Dan Rieser's woozy drums. SLEEPING IN THE AQUIFER unfolds with all the time in the world, violin and clarinet singing together, the melody both resolute and resigned. It was written in memory of her mother's sister, who disappeared last year. THE BUOY SONG was an attempt " to write a song that was totally devoid of human feeling, just a landscape, a buoy in the mist. I read somewhere that past a certain point of magnification, all portraits become landscapes. That's what's going on here."

SUZA and LITTLE CALYPSO occupy the upbeat center of the record, which focuses on keyboardist Rachelle Garniez. "I love the way she plays. She has a fearlessness about her, the way she wrests every single thing she can from those little keyboards, especially that claviola. We both love the spritely music of the 1930's: ragtime, the choriños, musettes, Lionel Belasco's creole calypsos. My last two records cleaned out most of the world music melodies in my memory bank, but SUZA has more than a little choriño about it, and LITTLE CALYPSO, that's obvious. SATELLITE, initially called "Mexicana," was something I imagined I'd have heard in a border cantina circa 1900." ANTENNA, Scheinman's minimalist siren song, is a centered, far-reaching landscape expressed in steady pulses of persuasive melody; ALBERT, a praise hymn for Albert Ayler, perhaps the most elusive figure in all jazz, repeatedly stops to draw its breath before proceeding, gaining certainty with each recurrence, until it achieves its full measure of glory. The record ends with JUNE 21, a two-and-a-half minute trip around the world that evokes the pleasure of having more time than you thought, as during the long twilight of the summer solstice.

A fitting close to a record with which to take your time.

www.jennyscheinman.com

#  #  #
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