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MUSIC
Orbert Davis explores the Mississippi River
Howard Reich

My Kind of Jazz
Perhaps it was inevitable that
one day Chicago trumpeter-composer Orbert Davis would try to
come to terms with the Mississippi River.
His parents grew up in Louisiana and during summers they
would take him to the river’s
shores, the might and majesty of
the great waterway very nearly
overwhelming him.
“I was always very fearful of it,”
he recalls.
Three years ago, Davis and his
Chicago Jazz Philharmonic
played the world premiere of his
epic “The Chicago River,” a tone
poem that explored the herculean
task of reversing the river’s direction in 1900. The engineering feat
sent Chicago’s sewage and industrial detritus away from Lake
Michigan — enabling the city to
blossom as a major metropolis —
and dumped the stuff into the
Illinois River and on to the Mississippi.
The great river, of course,
looms large in American arts and
letters and played a vital role in
the emergence of jazz, with a
young Louis Armstrong (among
many others) developing their
nascent art on the steamboats that
cruised up from New Orleans.
On Friday evening, Davis will
lead the CJP in the world premiere of “The Mississippi River:
Black and Blues,” a four-movement epic that finally will give
voice to Davis’ thoughts on a
subject as vast as it is deep.
“The Mississippi River divides
east and west,” says Davis, referring to the American land
masses on either side of it.
“But it also unites north and
south.”
By that Davis refers to the Great
Migration, the Mississippi River
serving as a metaphor for the
waves of African-Americans who
traveled north in the early and
mid-20th century in search of
better lives — including his parents.
“I grew up on the Kankakee
River,” adds Davis, who spent his
youth in Momence. “I would
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Orbert Davis and the Chicago Jazz Philharmonic will unveil “The Mississippi River: Black and Blues” on Friday.

“The Mississippi River divides east and
west. But it also unites north and south.”
— Orbert Davis, trumpeter and composer
always look at the water and
imagine it made up of particles of
H2O from all over the country.
“That’s how I wish we were as
people. We can be different and
from different places. But once we
come together as Americans, we
should let go of dwelling on those
differences.
“In our election cycle, we’re all
focused on differences. But water
from all these tributaries come
together in the Mississippi River.
That’s who we should be as
Americans.”
Davis sees the great Mississippi, in other words, as a potent
symbol of what America can be,
and he hopes to express that
theme in his newest orchestral
work.
But the origin of the project is
bittersweet, the idea having come
from Regina Fraser, a former

board chair of the Chicago Jazz
Philharmonic who died in May at
age 73.
Fraser, co-host of the PBS series “Grannies on Safari” and
daughter of the legendary jazz
cornetist Rex Stewart, had suggested that Davis join her TV
show as it took a sojourn on the
Mississippi. Realizing he had been
contemplating the river’s meanings for most of his life, Davis saw
this as an opportunity to get closer
to it, while mining ideas for a jazz
suite.
Fraser’s death brought an
abrupt end to the trip.
“It didn’t make sense without
her,” says Davis, who decided he
needed to write his magnum opus
anyway.
So, as he often does before
embarking on a major composition, he immersed himself in

books and photographs on the
subject.
In general, the new work traces
the flow of the river from the
north, in Minnesota, down to
New Orleans. Along the way,
Davis’ composition explores key
cultural moments in the river’s
history.
The first movement, for instance, focuses on the Ojibwe
tribe of Native Americans that
flourished along the northern
reaches of the Mississippi.
The third movement, “Hymn of
Darkness and Light,” explores
ideas Davis developed from reading “Mark Twain’s Mississippi
River,” by Peter Schilling Jr.
“He talks about Mark Twain’s
childhood, and how the river was
an attraction for young boys,” says
Davis.
“They played there, they congregated there, they had mischief
there. On the surface, the river is
playful. Underneath the river,
though, there are tides that became gravesites for many of
Twain’s friends.”
“Hymn of Darkness” leads to a

grand finale, “The Blues That Will
Never End,” which celebrates
New Orleans music and culture.
Davis’ “Mississippi River” will
serve as the anchor for a program
that, like most CJP events, encompasses a great deal of repertoire
(often forcing Davis to drop pieces
as the night wears on).
Of particular importance to
Davis is “Reencuentro” (“Reunion”), composed by Jorge Enrique Amado Molina, one of the
teenage students from Cuba the
CJP featured in a concert last
November at the Auditorium.
When Davis and CJP colleagues returned to Havana last
September, the young Cuban
handed him the completed score.
“I opened it up … and right
away I pulled Mark (Ingram)
over,” remembers Davis, referring
to CJP’s producing director, “and
I said, ‘We’ve got play this.’
“There are about three or four
measures that are so Duke Ellington that it’s scary. When I told
(the composer) that, he said,
‘Who?’
“He had no idea who Ellington
is! So I gave him a crash course in
American jazz, from Buddy Bolden to Ornette Coleman. I can
only imagine what will happen
when he gets into deeper aspects
of Billy Strayhorn and Ornette.”
Because the concert falls on
Veterans Day, the orchestra also
will play the world premiere of
Davis’ complete “Home and
Away,” a tribute to American
troops. And the evening, aptly
titled “Americana,” also will feature an expanded version of Davis’
“Concerto for a Genius,” featuring
ragtime piano whiz Reginald
Robinson, whose compositions
inspired it.
Ultimately, the concert will
contemplate “What it means to be
an American,” says Davis.
A question that jazz seems
uniquely well positioned to address.
The Chicago Jazz Philharmonic
performs “Americana” at 7:30 p.m.
Friday in the Auditorium Theatre,
50 E. Congress Parkway; $29-$68;
312-341-2300 or visit www
.auditoriumtheatre.org or
www.chicagojazz
philharmonic.org.
Howard Reich is a Tribune critic.

hreich@chicagotribune.com
Twitter @howardreich

‘Prince/Bowie’ shows why they were heroes
By Kerry Reid
Chicago Tribune

After Prince died, Chevrolet
paid its respects with an ad featuring a vintage red Corvette,
above which floated the phrase
“Baby, that was much too fast”
and “1958-2016.”
“Speed” is the theme for this
year’s Chicago Humanities Festival, and for fans of both Prince
and David Bowie, their deaths
were indeed too much, too soon
— and way too close together.
The parallels between the two,
who played fast and loose with
different styles of music while
creating indelible yet fluid personas that challenged core notions
of identity, are unavoidable. They
also inspired this year’s William
and Greta Flory Concert for CHF
at Parker School on Monday night
— titled “Prince/Bowie: We Can
Be Heroes.”
Conceived by longtime Chicago musical theater stalwarts
Rob Lindley, Doug Peck (who also
served as musical director) and
Bethany Thomas and featuring a
killer lineup of vocalists and musicians, the concert worked on
several levels at once.
A greatest-hits package. A brief
intro to the biographies of the two
men, who were born Prince Rogers Nelson and David Robert
Jones, respectively. A smart dialogue between them through
their music. And finally, a cri de
coeur on the eve of the national
election for embracing the many
ways of being alive that they
celebrated in their work.
As Lindley put it at the top of
the show, “They challenged what
it was to be human, what it was to
be a man, what it was to be black,
what it was to be part of something larger than ourselves.”
Thomas kicked off with a highoctane version of Prince’s “Let’s
Go Crazy” (eminently suitable
advice — or at least an apt descriptor — for this past year,
surely). From there, the concert
focused first on the best-known
songs of Bowie, and then Prince.
The Bowie segment included
JC Brooks of JC Brooks & The
Uptown Sound, adding insinuat-
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Rob Lindley, from left, JC Brooks and Evan Tyrone Martin perform during the “Prince/Bowie: We Can Be Heroes” concert Monday at Parker School for the Chicago Humanities Festival.

“They challenged what it was to be human, what it was to be a
man ... to be part of something larger than ourselves.”
— Rob Lindley
ing slither to “Space Oddity”;
gender-queer performer and
Neo-Futurist Malic White ripping
out “Rebel Rebel”; and Andrew
Mueller bringing swagger to
“Ziggy Stardust,” while hosts
Thomas and Lindley lounged in
chairs behind them. (The set,
with its jumble of furniture and
lamps, gave the impression of a
private jam session in a hip loft,
while Cathy Nathan’s costumes,
hair and makeup suggested the
various phases of both men’s
careers.)
Thomas returned on “Young
Americans,” hitting notes that
Bowie himself probably hadn’t
been able to touch for years, and
Lindley gave a plaintive twist to
“Life on Mars.”
The Prince segment added

Mark Hood with “Raspberry
Beret” and “Purple Rain” and
Evan Tyrone Martin with “Little
Red Corvette.”
The festival’s theme got a more
obvious — and poignant — nod
when White performed Bowie’s
“Changes,” followed by Lindley’s
take on “Time” from Bowie’s
“Aladdin Sane” incarnation. The
arrangements on the latter felt
like a Weimar cabaret crossed
with a circus calliope — which
was pretty much perfect.
The show got most interesting
when it began interweaving the
artists’ work. Blending Bowie’s
“Fame,” as rendered by Brooks
with flashes of sardonic wit, with
Mueller’s fever-pitch take on
Prince’s “Controversy” made
perfect sense.

Gender issues got a workout,
with White taking on Prince’s “If
I Was Your Girlfriend” and
Thomas and background singers
Allison Bazarko and Katherine
Thomas performing Bowie’s
anthemic “Girls,” which he wrote
for Tina Turner. Peck, Mueller
and White (a vocalist whose
powerful pipes are belied by their
tiny stature) joined forces on a
hypnotic take on Bowie’s “Boys
Keep Swinging.”
The performers didn’t waste
time with monologues about
what these artists meant to them
as personal or creative inspirations. But Lindley quoted Bowie’s
1999 commencement address at
the Berklee College of Music.
“Music has given me over 40
years of extraordinary experi-

ences. I can’t say that life’s pains
or more tragic episodes have been
diminished because of it. But it’s
allowed me so many moments of
companionship when I’ve been
lonely and a sublime means of
communication when I wanted to
touch people. It’s been both my
doorway of perception and the
house that I live in.”
This was followed by Thomas
as Prince answering the same
question about what music meant
with a sneering, “You have a concert ticket? Come to the concert.”
A darker hue to what was
largely a celebratory rave came
through in a feverish medley,
performed by Hood, Brooks and
Martin, of Prince’s “Sign ‘O’ the
Times,” Bowie’s “I’m Afraid of
Americans” and Prince’s “Baltimore” — the latter released in
2015 as a tribute to Freddie Gray,
who was fatally injured while in
police custody in the title city, and
featuring the chorus, “If there
ain’t no justice then there ain’t no
peace.”
Inevitably, death and loss got
their due as Hood performed
Bowie’s haunting “I Can’t Give
Everything Away” from his last
album, “Blackstar,” and Lindley
and Thomas shared vocals on
Prince’s aching “Nothing Compares 2 U.”
And then the company reunited after Lindley’s passionate plea
for everyone to vote (well, one
can assume the candidate preference) to perform Bowie’s “Heroes” and “Under Pressure.”
It felt like the perfect coda to
the evening. And though Bowie
and Prince were not the only
musical greats to leave us this
year (fans of Merle Haggard,
Phife Dawg, Maurice White and
Buckwheat Zydeco, among many
others, also have reason to
mourn), “Prince/Bowie: We Can
Be Heroes” mostly succeeded at
capturing what made these two
men matter. They weren’t afraid
of change and “the other.” That’s
a pretty good way to live. Even if
baby, it all ends much too fast.
Kerry Reid is a freelance critic.
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