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GUITARIST STANLEY JORDAN
SPEAKS OUT ABOUT FREEDOM AND
AUTHENTICITY ON AND OFF THE BANDSTAND

7 o say that Stanley Jo
" prominence in the mi
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hands on the neck,
sefting a new s
j ~ plays guitar and
~ Charnett Moff
_ Avenue, which will fol

BY DAVID R. ADLER

rdan turned jazz guitar upside down when he came to
d-1980s is almost a literal truth. Emulating the piano, his
developed a “touch style” of guitar by fretting with both
opening another confrapuntal avenue for the instrument and
tandard of excellence for solo performance. Today Jordan often
piano simultaneously, in his own projects and with bassist

ott's NeTTwork, among other groups. His next album for Mack

ow Duets with Kevin Eubanks, is slated for release in 2016.

as found an enthusiastic welcome
, sitting in with the Dave

Matthews Band, Umphrey's McGee and Phil Lesh
and Friends. He remains active in software de-
velopment and music therapy. And along the way
there's been a profuund personnl chm:ge: Jordan
has adopted an androgynous “femme loo|k that
he's spoken very little about until now, He's relue:
tant to label himself but happy to relate how his
appearance, one of many aspects of his multilay-
ered identity, has everything to do with his art,

Currently based in Sedona, ﬁ‘\rlz.. l(:rdan. 56,
is rarely home. “They tell me its nice,” he says.

Lately Jordan h
on the jam-band circuit

After a three-night run with NeTTwork at Richard
Bona’s new Club Bonafide in Manhattan, he took
off to Russia, Soon he'd be leaving for Luanda, An-
gola, But back in New York in early November to
sit in with the Roots on The Tonight Show Starring
Jimmy Fallon, Jordan was available for a wide-
ranging chat about his personal journey, peppered
with offhand references to Ohm's law, Godel’s
completeness theorem, philosopher Ken Wilber,
transgender activist Virginia Prince and more. In
the end, Jordan's story speaks to issues of gender
and sexuality that go far back in the history of
jazz yet often go unacknowledged.
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» Jordan onstage at the
Detroit Jazz Festival
in September

JAZZTIMES « JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2016

ADLER: TELL ME ABOUT YOUR AFFINITY FOR THE
JAM BANDS. .
JORDAN: I've always felt really comfortable with the
jam-band scene. Long before they called _1t that I
used to play rock with my buddies, back in the 70s.

WERE YOU PLAYING TOUCH STYLE YET?

I was just starting to, in ’76 or '77. The WhO](? concept
of music as a happening, as a scene, going with the
flow, improvising, was happening not just in rock
but in jazz, and that was a big influence for me. I saw
Herbie Hancock, George Benson, Stanley Turren-
tine—this was like 1970. I saw Prince Lasha, I saw
the Charles Moffett band, and that’s when I first saw
Charnett, when he was 8. This whole idea that music
is about freedom was a stamp on my psyche right
from the beginning.

YOU DID A VIDEO INTERVIEW WITH LEE HAWKINS
FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL’S WEBSITE, AND HE
MENTIONED IN PASSING THAT YOU USED TO HAVE
AN AFRO WHEN YOU STARTED OUT. IT’S THE CLOSEST
I’'VE SEEN ANYONE COME TO ASKING ABOUT YOUR
APPEARANCE IN RECENT YEARS. CAN YOU DISCUSS
WHAT BROUGHT ABOUT THE SHIFT IN HOW YOU
PRESENT YOURSELF?

Art and life work together mutually. I've always
tried to approach my life as an artist, trying to create
beauty. A lot of things that make art special are the
same ingredients that are the essence of life. Then
there’s also the idea that great art puts you in the
moment, which is what the sages from the East have
been saying for thousands of years, that to grow
spiritually you have to be in the moment. Part of the
reason jazz has always attracted me is that it’s about
making that amazing creative moment.

And yet as I progressed on the professional side, I
started to realize more and more that there are some
limits to that freedom. There were unspoken rules.
And I started to notice that just by naturally being
myself I was breaking some of those rules and I was
starting to get flak for it.

AS A PLAYER?

Even in my dress code. For example, I had some
experiences with “Papa” Jo Jones, who for a brief
moment took me under his wing and was showing
me around the city. It was a wonderful experience,
but I remember one time he pulled me aside and
kinda told me off a little bit. He said,
you know, and if you're gonna go with me you have
to be respectable and wear a suit.” So, note to self,

next time with Jo Jones, wear a suit. I didn’t even
have a suit! [laughs)

[One night] 1 was
on break and someoy
“I've seen you m

I wear a suit,

playing [in my suit], and I was
1€ came up to me and said,
any times before, and I just have to
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a thousand dollars on the suit and you get it tailored,
then thats a whole different thing.

IS WORTH IT. ... PEOPLE SAY,

5O DID YOUR STYLE START EVOLVING FROM THAT

wll::: g?i?xﬁ:?:re tracks that came out on Cornu- ‘l SEE YUU,VE CHANGED YUUH I.UUK,,
ia [1990], I hired i
o explors the sylesspect mor ey we TIN5

had different looks: I had a really nice tailored suit,
and then I also had a more hip look. Then we did a

i botudamorip ook T wedds - PTG NOW

to see that to really be true to myself, I could not be M
stuck in one mold. There’s no one image that really I I_U[]K HAPPY.
fits who I am. That was the beginning of dealing with
that. I'd always kind of known it.

When 1 did Friends [2011] I took that idea to an-
other level. By then I had evolved a lot and started

to appreciate my own diversity as a person. And 1

decided that on this album I was going to cover a
bigger range of expression, all the different facets and it's not over, I still have fear; this is a daily thing—

of who I am. So I wore different things in order to but by overcoming that fear I feel like I can maybe do

get into the head of the different songs. AndIfound  some good and actually accomplish something.

that the experience was phenomenally successful.
If jazz is about expressing who you are, you

gotta really deal with who you are. And who am

1? There’s so many different facets. I'm a hippie,

I'm a homeboy, I'm a girly girl, 'm an Ivy League

academic, I'm a tech geek. [Ed. note: Jordan gradu-

ated from Princeton University in 1981.] I'm GQ,

I'm Vanity Fair. 'm an athlete, I’m a teacher, I'm

HAS THE FEAR LESSENED IN RECENT YEARS WITH

MORE AND MORE PUBLIC ACKNOWLEDGMENT OF
LGBTQ RIGHTS? DO YOU FIND THERE'S MORE OF AN
OPEN DOOR YOU CAN WALK THROUGH?

Yeah, I feel like there’s been a gradual change. And 1
also feel like in my own little corner of the world I've
helped to create a change. Virginia Prince said people
a healer. All these things are really real to me. I are hardwired for the truth. If you just put your truth
started out playing classical music, I come from out there you can trust that people are going to have to
rock, I come from jazz, and all these things I did deal with it, and sooner or later they probably will.

when I was really young. I grew up ata time when
things were very open and there were a lot of musi- DO YOU REFER TO YOURSELF AS TRANSGENDER?

cal influences intermixing, different cultures and I don't really know. I can’t give you a word for what
stuff, And there was this feeling that through music I am. The best label I can think of is “Stanley.”

you could change the world. That became part of honestly. I'm pretty comfortable with that. And by
the reason why I play. the way, [President Obama]’s mother was named

Stanley. A lot of people don't know that Stanley can
be a female name.

Let me tell you about a really pivotal moment in my
life. I was in this remote place where I figured nobody
knew who I was. And I passed by this dress shop. 1
saw all these great clothes, and I was like, “Man, look
at the stuff women get to wear! My male stuft is just so
at drab and boring." So I decided, “OK, I'm going in.”

SO WHEN YOU SAY “DEAL WITH WHO YOU ARE”
YOU'RE TALKING ABOUT MORE THAN GENDER.
I'm talking about on every level. One of the big
complaints [ got is that | couldn’t make up my mind
what style of music to play. That was one of the big
criticisms. T was like, “Well, who says that I'm even
trying to make up my mind?” First, let’s look at wh

my actual intentions are.

I don't fit into a mold that I'm aware of. I had to WHEN WAS THIS?
deal with that, and at the same time had to transcend  This was around 2010. This was one of the triggers
that. Because I had to realize that by manifesting the that first got me moving forward. So I went in there
courage to be all these different facets of myself and af}d I told them that [ was SE‘OPPi“E for my girl-
overcoming the fear of the consequences of that— friend, which actually wasn't a lie because I found
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» An evolution
in style:
(clockwise from

top left) Jordan on
1986's Standards,
Volume 1

and 1990’s
Cornucopia, )

and in promo |
photos for 2008’
State of Nature
and 2011 Friends

her some stuff too. But I found this really pretty floral
brocade mini-dress with open arms. I got it back to
the hotel and I put it on over my jeans and looked in
the mirror, and, oh my God, it was a life-changing
moment. Because this dress in combination with the
jeans created a look that was very feminine, on one
hand; there’s a feminine aspect of my body, and it
kind of highlighted my curves. And at the same time,
because the arms were open, it doubled as a muscle
shirt, and it showed my upper-body development.
And I saw both the male and the female elements
blended really harmoniously.
I was looking in the mirror,
I was around 50—I saw me. It
version of me. It was the fulles
that I had ever seen in my life.
realized that my spirit transce

and for the first time—
Wwas not some partial

t representation of me
And in that moment |
nds gender,

ARE YOU INTERESTED IN A FULl
YOU COMFORTABLE WHERE YOU ARE NOw?

'm comfortable where | am now, and as far as the
future, we'll see. T Jike the body that | have, but what
are the possibilities of what | can do with that body?

It goes beyond the conventional thing that p'ye been
led to believe. And this for me

L TRANSITION, OR ARE

isa renaissance, a
personal renaissance,
YOU MENTIONED YOUR GIRLFRIEND, ARE YOU STIL
TOGETHER?

Yeah, we've been together for 10 years,
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SO SHE’S BEEN WITH YOU THROUGH THIS WHOLE
PROCESS. HAS IT CREATED ANY FRICTION? -
All relationships require work and have their ups anq

downs. But I'm blessed that she supports and loves .

for who I am.

HAS THE CHANGE HAD A DIRECT EFFECT ON
YOUR PLAYING?
I feel like the expressiveness in my music has gotten
deeper and my ideas flow more naturally because my
heart’s more open. In order to be authentic I have to
express the full range of the parts of my identity. But
it's not like there’s this one look or that I've changed
from Look A to Look B. It's more like I'm free to
go with the flow. Like someone might wake up and
decide, “Am I going to wear the red striped tie or the
blue-and-green tie?” It's the same as everyone else,
just with more variation. I realized I had to have more
variation than the norm to feel comfortable.

In jazz we have double standards. The jazz world

is very masculine, and it’s not just that the leaders are
usually male. The energy of masculinity is really high-
ly prized. That's one of the reasons got tired of going
to jam sessions, because it’s testosterone overload.

It’s all ego and no respect for the song, no concept of

melody, no nuances. They play the head and it’s like,




“OK, we got that over with—let’s blow!” Whereas the older cats
didn't play like that. They had a relationship with the music. And
that relationship is one of those sort of feminine qualities t};at I
feel has gotten lost.

The masculine energy is powerful and compelling, but I feel
that jazz has come to overemphasize it. There is a lot of banging
away at the instrument and showing off what you can do. The
feminine energy is more about being in relationship with the
music and letting it guide you. It can be simple and beautiful—
that’s not selling out. It can also be complex, but only because the
ideas are flowing, not because you're trying to prove how smart
you are. Finding my true balance has deepened my music. Both

energies are good, so every musician should be free to find the
right balance for them.

HAVE THERE BEEN NEGATIVE CONSEQUENCES IN YOUR CAREER?
Yeah, there’s been some.

I NOTICED SOME IGNORANT COMMENTS ON YOUTUBE VIDEOS
AND SUCH.

Yes, but usually when I've seen negative comments it was
when my look was off, or I was having a bad hair day or
something. You say that to women and they’re like, “Hey,

welcome to our world” They’re judged by how well they pull
off the look. So if you're going to enter into that world you're
going to deal with those same issues. Over time I've gotten
better at really putting my look together, and people are see-
ing what 'm getting at.

There’s an interesting positive consequence too: For the first
time I can move through the mainstream world and not be
feared. I mean, that’s a sad commentary.

YOU MEAN AS A BLACK MAN?

Yeah, as a black man. People don't fear me when my look is more
femme. And I never really realized just how feared I was because
it was so constant that I didn’t notice. Like if there’s a smell in the
room, after a while you don’t smell it anymore.

At the same time, sometimes I see people pointing and
laughing at me. So I've grown from feared to jeered! But the
thing you learn when you’re different is that most people
don't care. Yeah, there are times when I feel a little bit out
of place. That could include in musical situations. But what
I find is that ’'m comfortable in my skin for the first time.

It's worth it. You win some, you lose some. People say, “I see
you've changed your look,” and I say, “Yes, the difference is
now I look happy” JT
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