Unconventional Entrepreneurialism

Eric Lewis has reasons for a calisthenic ap-
proach to the piano. He prefers to play
while standing. Which is physically exerting
enough, but there’s also the added weight that
comes from a set of body armor.

“I just got two forearm guards in the mail
yesterday,” Lewis said while on tour in Califor-
nia. “It’s mostly medieval, and some contempo-
rary Batman type stuff. I'm blending it in with
suit jackets.”

No question that this choice of onstage at-
tire would be classified as unconventional for a
jazz musician, especially one with an impres-
sive pedigree. But Lewis has a solid philosophy
and aesthetic underpinning the novel gear.

“It’s just about entrepreneurialism,” Lewis
said. “Sun Ra and those guys tried to get the-
atrical, and I'm just focusing it in to a martial
space. And it’s a statement about rigidity, classi-
cism. We’ve never seen a black guy in King Ar-
thur’s court. Black people don’t have the same
connection to war heroes, let alone European
wars of the 1300s. Wearing medieval armor and
mixing it in with my suits speaks to a fantasy
history, and just speaks to something in me.”

Lewis is now aggressively marketing such
personal concepts. In 1999, he won the Thelo-
nious Monk International Jazz Piano Competi-
tion and logged considerable time working for
Wynton Marsalis, Cassandra Wilson and Elvin

Jones. All while hosting jam sessions until late
at night in New York clubs. But around 2005,
he left that entire circuit, partially out of frustra-
tion about not landing a record deal of his own.

“I started reading a lot of psychology books,
neuroanatomy books because people called me
crazy,” Lewis said. “Started reading about what
Navy SEALS had to do. If they didn’t have their
chops correct, they’d get killed. So I wanted to
be that intense.”

The result of that study is his self-released solo
acoustic disc, ELEW Rockjazz Vol. 1 (elewrock
jazz.com). His versions of songs identified with
Nirvana, The Killers and the Rolling Stones came
about when he decided to change his image, but
he found musical connections, too.

“It’s a different language but I could hear
correlations to what I was playing with Elvin,”
Lewis said. “Minors, major flat sixths. I could
hear all these harmonic correlations that re-
minded me of McCoy Tyner, especially when
I heard guitars playing fifths.”

Perhaps the most unusual reinterpretation
on Rockjazz is Lynyrd Skynyrd’s “Sweet Home
Alabama,” which is identified with a white seg-
regationist vision of the South. Yet, like with
medieval armor, Lewis consciously absorbs it.

“I was in a bar one time and heard it come
on and it was groovin’ and beautiful in terms of
that I-IV-V harmony and I could hear poignan-
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cy of vocals,” Lewis said. “After seeing the
lyrics and reading the about the controversy, it
works out. Because since I'm a black guy cov-
ering that tune, it’s the same thing that Barack
Obama speaks to, where things are changing.
Rather than being afraid to talk about some-
thing, the best way to overcome something is to
take control of it and own it.” —Aaron Cohen
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Transit Mission

“We play off the sound of the
instruments, a curious experience,
without chord changes or preset
rhythmical structure. More an
open dialogue with the horn ...
an evolution of duets, much
more room to express life
experience that might not come
out in a conventional setting. A
transmission in motion. A Transit
Mission.” —Bobby Kapp

Available at:
www.cdbaby.com/
bobbykappnoahhoward
www.bobbykapp.com
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Mark Sherman Quintet DVD
Live At Sweet Rhythm NYC

DownBeat Critics Poll
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“Mark is one of the absolute
best vibraphone players on
the planet today ...” —Dick
Metcalf, IMPROVIJAZATION

Paul Meyers
Paul Meyers Quartet Featuring
Frank Wess & World On A String

“One of the most eloquent
jazz guitarists since Kenny
Burrell ...” —NY Times

www.markshermanmusic.com
www.mileshighrecords.com

Paul Wertico’s Mid-East/
Mid-West Alliance
Impressions of a City
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—dJohn Ephland, DownBeat

“musical narrative at its finest.”
—Matt Marshall, JazzInside NY

“Haunting and memorable ...
an engaging musical experiment
and one that is highly unique.”
—Brad Walseth, JazzChicago.net

Available at
CDBaby and iTunes.
www.chicagosessions.com
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