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Improvised Excellence
The New School for Jazz and Contemporary Music Turns 25

I

n the heart of New York’s West Village sits a shrine to jazz, a testament to improvisation and a
monument to creative thinking. While many a jazz club in the neighborhood fits that description,
this particular hub is The New School for Jazz and Contemporary Music.

For the last 25 years, The New School has recruited, nurtured and
trained the next generation of jazz musicians by enlisting professionals from around the city to work as de facto college professors. In turn,
those professionals have been the lure that has attracted such jazz students as pianists Brad Mehldau and Robert Glasper, saxophonists
Walter Blanding Jr. and Sharel Cassity, guitarists Peter Bernstein and
Mary Halvorson, bassist Avishai Cohen, violinist Miri Ben-Ari and
drummer Jamire Williams.
It’s a concept that today seems so prevalent to the jazz continuum—
to have practicing, touring professional musicians teach—but 25 years
ago was extremely radical, when saxophonist and educator Arnie
Lawrence and a small group of like-minded individuals founded the
school in 1986.
“The quick story is that Arnie Lawrence was a good friend of David
Levy, who was the dean of Parsons School of Design,” said Martin
Mueller, executive director of The New School and member of the
jazz faculty since its conception. “David Levy was also a musician. He
played baritone saxophone and obviously appreciated jazz.
“Arnie, David and a couple of other people in the institution cooked
up this idea, which was very natural to The New School spirit. The
entire philosophy of The New School has been to have the practitioner
as educator. In a philosophy class, you learn from a real philosopher. In
a social science class, it’s a real social scientist. It’s only natural that in a
jazz school, the faculty would be made up of all practicing jazz artists.
It fit the DNA of The New School.”
It also dovetailed perfectly with the way jazz has always been
taught best: from one generation to the next, by artists who applied their
craft everywhere, from the clubs of New York to the great concert halls
around the world.
Arnold Lawrence Finkelstein, better known in jazz circles as Arnie
Lawrence, was a catalyst for recruiting those players-turned-educators,
especially in the early days. He’s been called the “New School’s Pied
Piper,” “wonderfully crazy,” a “cosmic cowboy of jazz,” a “very positive screwball,” a hero and a mentor. Though he passed away in 2005,
his presence and legacy still resonate with faculty members and alumni.
Lawrence had played with everyone from Charles Mingus to
Maynard Ferguson and even did a stint in The Tonight Show Band. He
had the promotional savviness, salesmanship and jazz community connections to bring artists into the school.
At a time when working jazz musicians didn’t traditionally teach at
universities, Lawrence recruited a star-powered faculty—Chico
Hamilton, Jimmy Cobb, Sir Roland Hanna, Donald Byrd, Jimmy
Heath, Hank Jones, Jim Hall, Tommy Flanagan, Frank Foster and
Reggie Workman, to name a very few. One of the other early recruits
was pianist Junior Mance.
“Arnie? You couldn’t help but love him,” Mance said. “He was very
talented, but in a different way. Some people thought he was a screwball, but he was a very, very positive screwball.”
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Mance laughed as he recalled the story of how he became part of
the New School faculty. He was returning home one evening when he
passed a bar and saw Lawrence and Chico Hamilton inside. The two
men asked him to come in for a glass of wine.
“Arnie said, ‘We’re starting a jazz school up at The New School and
we want you to teach,’” Mance recalled. “I said, ‘What? No guys, I’m
not a teacher. I’m a college dropout.’”
Lawrence and Hamilton were insistent. They wanted Mance to
teach the blues and asked him to educate students about what he learned
from years on the road. But Mance remained skeptical.
“What was happening was while I was arguing with one, the other
one was telling the bartender to pour me another drink,” Mance
laughed. “So they kept going and going. To make a long story short,
they said, ‘Listen, just do us a favor. Show up at the school tomorrow
morning and speak to our class.’”
“So, I said ‘OK.’ I talked to one of the classes, either Chico’s class
or Arnie’s class, and these kids started asking me questions. I was surprised that they knew as much as they did about me. And you know
what? That sold me on it.”
That one class turned into a 23-year career for Mance. The 82-yearold artist recently retired from teaching to focus on his recording career
and performances with his quintet.
Larry Goldings was one of the students asking questions that first
day, Mance said. A member of the first class to enter The New School,
Goldings—a multitalented keyboardist, arranger and composer—said
he was lucky to be in the right place at the right time. Born and raised
in the Boston area, the young Goldings was a piano wunderkind who
desperately wanted to go to New York. He heard about the upstart college program from guitarist Peter Bernstein, a friend and future New
School alum who lived in the New York and had been hearing a buzz.
“Somehow, I convinced my parents that I would go right to New
York after high school to a totally untested, experimental school,”
Goldings said. But he said it was one of the best decisions he’s made.
“Arnie really had a way of making you feel special,” Goldings
recalled. “Within 10 minutes, I knew I was going to the program. I
remember after playing for Tommy [Flanagan], and Arnie said, ‘Well,
looks like you’ll be gigging enough to pay your own tuition.’ It was
sweet, but I don’t know that I believed him. Still, they both made me
feel great and really special, and that I was going to be part of a really special program.
“With Arnie, from the day I met him until the day I graduated, he
was, more than anyone else, the person who made me feel extraordinary. He always created situations where I would be exposed to meeting a great musician, whether it was playing in front of them or playing
with them in a master class.”
Goldings said one of the cornerstones of the school was to connect
students with the musicians that were closest to jazz legends. A student would learn more from studying with someone who played with

Soprano saxophonist Jane Ira Bloom works with students.

Faculty members at the New School Jam, which took place on
Sunday afternoons at Sweet Basil in the ’80s. From left, Ted Curson,
Mike Richmond, Arnie Lawrence and Jimmy Cobb
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Charlie Parker or Clifford Brown than they would from a textbook.
Saxophonist David Liebman taught one of Goldings’ favorite classes.
Each week, Liebman would come to class armed with a turntable and a
stack of records.
“It was the first time I heard flamenco,” Goldings said. “It was the
first time I ever heard the Bulgarian Women’s Choir. He brought in a
record of Jewish cantorial music. I heard so much stuff that I otherwise
would not have heard until much later. Of course, this was pre-Internet,
so it was much harder to be exposed to such a breadth of music, but Dave
was incredible.”
The school’s curriculum was just as free and improvised as
Liebman’s class, along with jazz itself, and Lawrence was the ringmaster. Goldings remembered one day in a theory class taught by Henry
Martin, when Lawrence peaked his head in.
“He said in his very unique fashion with a Brooklyn accent, ‘Excuse
me, I’m sorry to interrupt, but the rest of the day will be Art Blakey Day.’
And in walks Art Blakey. That class had almost the entire student body.
You could see Henry was not happy because he was in the middle of a lesson. You could see smoke coming out of his ears. But for me and some
other kids, it was like, ‘Great!’ For the next three hours, it was Art Blakey.”
For many students, the school was also about getting a taste of professional gigs. In his first year, Goldings regularly played sets at Sweet
Basil in Greenwich Village before the school’s Sunday afternoon jam
session. That led to regular gigs at the club. Sir Roland Hanna eventually took Goldings to Europe to be part of an international jazz party in
Holland. There, he played a set with James Moody, Al Cohn and Harry
“Sweets” Edison. “I was 18,” he said with hint of incredulity.
Gigging outside of school was not only accepted—it was encouraged
as long as you made up the classwork that you had missed. That tradition continues to this day. When asked about his memories of The New
School, pianist Robert Glasper, a 2000 graduate, said he missed so many
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classes due to touring that he had to play vibes in a Coltrane ensemble
concert for extra credit. “I was horrible!” he wrote in an email.
For others, the school provided a chance to meet musicians who
might offer advice, work, or both. Two members of Junior Mance’s current quintet were his students at The New School—tenor saxophonist
Ryan Anselmi and baritone saxophonist Andrew Hadro.
Hadro, a 2007 graduate, noted that Mance was, and continues to be,
a huge influence on him because the pianist never approached jazz in an
academic manner. Hadro also remembers his freshman year, sharing an
elevator ride with Hamilton.
“I had my baritone on my shoulder and caught the elevator down to
the lobby,” Hadro said. “Chico Hamilton was in the elevator, just me and
him. He looked at me with that wry grin that only Chico can manage and
says, ‘You ever heard of Gerry Mulligan?’ I’m sure I mumbled something stupid and told him yes, of course. He proceeded to tell me the
whole story of the Gerry Mulligan Quartet, which he was a part of, and
how it started in his living room and all about the group. That’s when I
got smacked in the face with the realization that I was finding my way
into the middle of the music that I had been checking out for my whole
life. I was in Chico’s ensemble at school the next semester—and brought
all of my horns, including my flute. He told me that he had a pretty good
flute player in his band once. I took his bait and asked him who it was.
‘Eric Dolphy,’ he said. I don’t think I played much flute that day.”
It’s those firsthand accounts and interactions that continue to make
The New School a different type of environment to alumni. In terms of
those who made an impact, Hadro also singled out Jane Ira Bloom—
because of the high standards she set for students in her classroom—and
saxophonist George Garzone for his ability to help students straighten out
their musical problems and for teaching him “how to actually practice.”
Glasper cited the musical support of people like Workman, Charles
Tolliver, Cecil Bridgewater, Charlie Persip and Gerard D’Angelo.

Goldings added pianist Kenny Werner, journalist Ira Gitler and
radio host Phil Schaap. “He definitely humiliated some kids and with
good reason,” Goldings said. “If you couldn’t name one Duke Ellington
record, you’d have to ask why were you in this program.”
For tenor saxophonist Albert Rivera—a 2005 graduate who has two
records out as a solo artist and gigs with Don Braden, Jimmy Greene,
Claudio Roditi and Winard Harper—Workman drew him to The New
School.
“When I realized Reggie Workman was a full-time faculty member,
I knew I had to go,” Rivera said. “John Coltrane is, and will always be,
my idol, and knowing that Reggie had spent some time working with
John Coltrane (and many others I look up to), I felt that it was the best
chance I could get in receiving the direct knowledge that was passed on
from the greats like Coltrane to Reggie Workman, and then on to me
by simply hanging and taking classes and trying to get a deeper understanding for this music.”
Back in his office, Mueller noted that the school has changed dramatically over the past quarter-century. “We’ve come light years from
those early Wild West days,” he chuckled. “I can truly say that we were
probably the most expensive jam session on the planet.”
The change has come partly out of necessity. Before moving the
school to 13th Street, the original location was the second floor of The
Parsons School of Design on Fifth Avenue. Mueller joked that the original equipment room was next door to an art studio where live nudes were
often painted. When that class was in session, a line formed at the equipment room. Then there was the time that the great pianist Jaki Byard
pulled a knife out in class because a student was getting out of line.
“Some of these stories can be told, and some can’t,” Mueller smiled.
“Here I was a young administrator trying to make sense of what the hell
I was supposed to be doing. How am I supposed to make sense of this?
How can I interpret these kinds of characters into an institutional life?”
But that was also part of The New School’s charm. After 25 years,
Mueller said the school has found a balance. He cited that while the
school now has more accountability and a strict core curriculum, more
than half of the credits needed to graduate continue to be elective courses. Students can also choose from 37 ensembles to play in.
“Our school has evolved and changed over all these years,” Mueller
said. “We take our tone from the culture and from each new generation
coming in. We do that consciously and we do that through the natural
consumer need. In essence, we give them what they want.”
It’s part of Arnie Lawrence’s lasting legacy, a legacy that also
includes a large international student population, especially from Israel.
When Lawrence moved to Israel with his wife in 1997, he helped develop a much stronger jazz education system there, and a pipeline to The
New School. Mueller said as much as 10 percent of the institution’s student body comes from Israel now.
That may grow considering a new curriculum agreement between
The New School and the Israel Conservatory of Music in Tel Aviv.
Headed up by New School alumnus Amit Golan, the program gives students two years of New School training in Tel Aviv, then those students
finish their degree in New York. The first class studied in Manhattan
this fall.
When you ask alumni about the most valuable part of The New
School experience, like true musicians, they say, “discipline,” “New
York City” and “the hang.”
“New School showed me to an extent what I needed to do to succeed
as a professional musician,” Rivera said. “It showed me how to be
patient, how to listen, how to work with others and above all how to be
a hard worker. I knew if I didn’t take the time then to spend hours in the
practice room trying to work things out [as a student], as I got older that
shed time would become less and less.”
“I gained a great musical family being at The New School,” Glasper
explained. “A lot of very talented cats went there, and it was great to play
and learn from each other. It definitely furthered my growth in this music.”
“It wasn’t about books,” Goldings said. “It was about taking advantage
of these masters who made their home in New York.”  —Frank Alkyer

