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Joe Henry
Connoisseur’s Blend

By Lloyd Sachs

Joe Henry, who knows his wine, was strolling around the Ciccone Vineyard and Winery, a smallish operation run by his father-in-law in northwest Michigan—Suttons Bay to be specific, a quiet upscale town on the Lelanau Peninsula perched on Grand Traverse Bay. He was a long way from his home in southern California, but not so far from the northern Detroit area where he spent his high school years and met his wife, Melanie Ciccone (aka Madonna’s sister). 

But even surrounded by grape vines, enjoying the early afternoon afterglow of a glass of pinot noir, Henry had coffee on his mind. Prompted just a tad by your caffeinated correspondent, he talked enthusiastically about his espresso machine back in South Pasadena, the shots he pulls for musicians in his basement recording studio and the San Rafael coffee outfit from which he orders his beloved Jaguar blend.

That Henry was discussing espresso in a wine setting seemed appropriate. A singer and songwriter grounded in pop tradition, he creates excitement through his deep involvement in other genres. The one that brings out the musical connoisseur in him is jazz. His life changed at 15, he said, when a friend played him Thelonious Monk’s Criss Cross: “I had never heard anything like it. It was like seeing 8 1/2 [the Fellini film]. I thought whatever this is, I’m going in. I wanted to be part of it.” In due course, he dove into Miles Davis and Duke Ellington and Bill Evans, and Ornette Coleman, Don Cherry and John Coltrane, and became encyclopedic on the subject.

If Henry had done nothing but get Coleman to play on his 2001 album Scar, his reputation in jazz would be secure. Coleman never plays on other people’s records. But if some listeners were surprised by the alto saxophonist’s appearance on the track “Richard Pryor Addresses A Tearful Nation,” to which he contributed an exquisite and gripping solo, it was less of a shocker for fans who remembered Cherry (and bassist Cecil McBee) playing on Henry’s Astral Weeks-inspired Shuffletown (1990). Henry’s albums have since featured Don Byron, Bill Frisell, Marc Ribot, Brian Blade, the Dirty Dozen Brass Band, Anthony Wilson and Ron Miles. His latest effort, Blood From Stars (Anti-), opens with a solo piano performance by Jason Moran, whom Henry recruited after being "blown away" by his Monk tribute at New York's Town Hall ("Ten minutes into the show, I had already decided that, somehow, I had to incorporate him into what I was doing," he told a newspaper interviewer), and features rising saxophonist Levon Henry, Joe’s 17-year-old son. 

And then there are Henry’s stalwart efforts as a jazz and blues producer. He instigated and fashioned New Orleans r&b legend Allen Toussaint’s brilliant reinvention of himself on The Bright Mississippi (2009). The 71-year-old pianist had never before recorded an instrumental album, much less one of traditional jazz classics. Henry subsequently produced a forthcoming album by singer and pianist Mose Allison that, with a cast of players including guitarist Wilson, saxophonist Walter Smith III, pedal steel wiz Greg Leisz and Henry’s brilliant rhythm section of bassist David Piltch and drummer Jay Bellerose, promises to be unlike anything the 81-year-old Allison has done. “It’s very raw,” said Bellerose. 

Henry, whose non-jazz clients have ranged from Solomon Burke to Ani DiFranco to Harry Belafonte (with whom he’s working on an ambitious historical project), employs jazz artists on his own recordings not to spice things up with catchy solos, a la Phil Woods on Steely Dan’s “Doctor Wu.” He looks to them to expand his sound and enrich his songs, which never turn more than a few degrees from jazz. “Parker’s Mood,” one of the highlights of his largely acoustic 2007 album Civilians, is a dreamlike reverie of Charlie Parker. “Loves You Madly,” from Tiny Voices (2004), acknowledges Ellington while plugging into New Orleans march music. “Over Her Shoulder,” an instrumental ballad on the new album on which Levon and Ribot duet against a backdrop of spooky electronics, is decidedly Monkish. 

In describing his son’s approach to the saxophone as “romantic and fractured simultaneously,” Henry could be describing his own intellectually spiked songs, with their blend of edgy immediacy and mystery. His earliest influences included Ray Charles, Louis Armstrong and Johnny Cash; listening to them on the radio while growing up in Charlotte, N.C., and Atlanta, he was carried away by the individual power of their voices and the stories they told. By the time he was 13, he was obsessed with songs and “heavily invested in Bob Dylan’s constructed mythology.” 

Years later, Henry connected the dots between Dylan, the artists who influenced him, and Monk. “I respond to Monk the same way I respond to Woody Guthrie and Leadbelly,” he said. “He’s like country blues, completely alive and electric, not mannered or genteel. When he plays, it’s like he’s taking a bite out of a piece of fruit.” 

South Pasadena is about 10 miles outside of Los Angeles. The 49-year-old Henry lives with his family in a landmark Chalet-style house designed for the widow of assassinated President James A. Garfield. Unlike most California houses, it has a basement. Not only that, its basement, which is taken up by the recording studio, has windows. Recording sessions usually take place in a windowless environment. The light coming through Henry’s basement windows feeds the bright, open, congenial atmosphere of his sessions.

“Joe dispels the old romantic myth of art only coming through the suffering of 18-hour days locked in a basement until you turn into cream cheese,” said guitarist Ribot, a core member of Henry’s working group. “He’s a real gentleman. Even when everyone feels the energy of working with a major figure, they’re free to propose things.”

The trust Henry inspires in musicians was reflected in Ribot’s willingness to play cornet on Blood From Stars. Since giving up the instrument as a kid—braces forced him to switch to guitar—he had played it professionally only when his former boss Tom Waits had an immediate need for an additional horn. “I have about three minutes of chops,” Ribot said with a laugh. But that was enough for him to enliven Henry’s “The Man I Keep Hid” with crackling trad school licks. 

“It sounds like we sampled an old King Oliver record and fucked with it,” said Henry, grinning. “To me, Marc sounds strangely disembodied. Like a foreboding dream. I love it when someone with such an expansive musical mind picks up an instrument they don’t play often. It forces them to articulate deep thoughts in a more primitive way.”

It’s easy to attribute the cinematic quality of Henry’s music, with its washes of emotion, elusive characters and atmospheric sound effects, to his living in the shadow of Hollywood. “I know there is a vibe here unique to this city, and I relish it,” he said, describing his studio as “a bit of a movie lot for me, a broad canvas on which I can build and project.” But from the time he was a kid, he said, “I heard every song as a movie.” His formative experiences in the South, Detroit and New York, where he came of age as a singer-songwriter, left the deepest impressions on him. 

The greatest advantage of living where he does, Henry said, is having resources at his disposal that he couldn’t afford in New York. Not that he isn’t a man of modest means in his cozy studio. Like his mentor T Bone Burnett, who lent his stature to Shuffletown when A&M was hesitant to let Henry produce it, Henry likes “papery, floppy kick drums, the overtones of a boxy upright piano, the buzz of bass strings.” He’s after a naturally ambient sound—or, as he put it, “the sound of our collective humanity—a singer breathing between lines, or Miles’ chair squeaking on ‘Some Day My Prince Will Come’ when he leans back to begin his solo.” 

The Bright Mississippi was recorded in New York, but with no loss of freedom or fellowship. The musicians sat in a circle around the piano. Toussaint had never played the Jelly Roll Morton, Sidney Bechet and Louis Armstrong classics Henry picked out for him—or more modern works including Ellington and Strayhorn’s “Day Dream” and Monk’s “Bright Mississippi.” Though Toussaint knew fellow New Orleans native Nicolas Payton, whose father, Walter Payton, was the bassist on many of his projects, he hadn’t played with him or the rest of the cast, including Ribot, Byron, Brad Mehldau and Joshua Redman. But having worked previously with Henry on the social club-style album I Believe To My Soul (featuring Mavis Staples, Ann Peebles, Billy Preston and Irma Thomas), the Katrina benefit album Our New Orleans and The River In Reverse (which teamed him with Elvis Costello), Toussaint happily followed the producer’s lead. 

“There were all these voices telling Allen he shouldn’t do the project,” said Bellerose. “But Allen saw something in Joe and latched onto him. He saw a great lover of music who conveyed that he was there to help him because he respected him so much.” 

“Normally, when someone considers me as a musical entity, they think of the New Orleans thing in one way or another,” said Toussaint. “Joe heard something different and more sophisticated. I trusted him dearly. The songs he chose were all wonderful songs. I played them without much thought. I know some of these songs are branded as jazz, but I didn’t consider that I was playing jazz. They were just wonderful songs.” 

Henry was determined not to approach The Bright Mississippi as a genre exercise or nostalgia trip. He made a point of not using a traditional rhythm section, choosing the brilliantly inventive, texture-minded Bellerose, who is not a jazz drummer, over his old friend Brian Blade, who as Wayne Shorter’s regular trap man decidedly is. Bellerose’s ear-opening modern strokes and his ability to stretch and suspend rhythms feed the album’s fascinating tension between old and new, pop and jazz. “Jay is like a painter,” said Henry. “He’s completely and unfailingly song-oriented.” 

To Henry’s bewilderment, many writers and promoters continue to tag him as an alt-country artist, based on a relatively brief period in the early ’90s when he recorded two albums with Minnesota alt-country favorites the Jayhawks. Though Short Man’s Room (1992) is held in high esteem by some fans, and Kindness Of The World (1993) was an admirable attempt by Henry to tailor his style to the Jayhawks, the partnership didn’t make for the most natural fit. With its dark ambient sound and tricky narratives, Trampoline (1996) returned Henry to what he does best. He elevated his game on Fuse, an intoxicating mix of ’70s soul effects and jazz swing, hip-hop drums and avant-rock textures.

Then came Scar, which yielded Henry’s one big hit via Madonna’s transformation of “Stop” into “Don’t Tell Me,” and unexpectedly brought Coleman into his life. “The evening I spent with Ornette in the studio and the afternoon before at his apartment talking and playing was life-changing for me—musically, and as a point of personal validation,” Henry said. “He treated me like a peer, and I can’t tell you how important that was to me at that moment, and continues to be. Beyond that, his playing exceeded my expectation for what we might achieve together. It’s the most perfect blues he plays on his solo—fractured, stately, wounded and defiant. I felt that once he had played, I could almost throw away the whole lyric, as if so much scaffolding around a building.”

Coleman, said Henry, was visibly moved by the great respect he was shown when he arrived to play on “Richard Pryor Addresses A Tearful Nation” and the freedom he was given to approach the tune however he liked. He recorded many more takes of his solo than was asked of him, determined to capture the special quality of Henry’s intimate, soulfully dusted voice. That’s what drew him to the project. Henry, for his part, has been moved by the jazz community’s acceptance of him. “I have been shown amazing creative generosity all told, and I can’t begin to account for it, to be honest. I think it is mostly because I approach them all with a fully realized idea of what I believe they uniquely have to offer, and with complete respect for their artistry.”
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