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Into The Zone
by Ryan Keberle

Earlier this year I released my third record as a leader 
with my newest project, Catharsis, a piano-less quartet 
that focuses on delivering blues-driven, emotionally 
charged performances without the superfluous 
melodrama and overly indulgent solos that have been 
known to take place in the jazz world of late. 
 In my liner notes I wrote about the differences, as 
I perceive them, between playing from the heart and 
from the soul, or what some might call a left-brain 
approach, versus playing from the right-brain’s 
theoretical and technical mindset. I argued that the 
former is far more important in the process of creating 
quality enduring music and that, unfortunately, the 
right-brain approach, with its emphasis on virtuosic 
technique and theoretical complexities, seems to be 
gaining traction amongst musicians and listeners these 
days. I can’t tell you how many gigs I’ve played for 
predominantly jazz student audiences recently where 
the human element seems secondary to the altissimo 
register of the saxophonist, polyrhythmic abilities of 
the drummer or quantity of 16th notes the piano player 
is capable of stringing together.
 Virtuosity and complexity have been hallmarks of 
modern jazz since the beginning of the music’s history, 
with a very high technical bar set by artists like 
Coleman Hawkins, Art Tatum, Charlie Parker and John 
Coltrane. However, when these complexities and 
virtuosic demonstrations form the focal point of the 
performance at the expense of musicality, it can make 
for an esoteric form of music, which, often times, 
leaves the average listener out in the cold. 
 In the end, after many spirited and informed 
debates with my peers, I’ve concluded that the primary 
reason for this trend is a flaw in our jazz education 
system. The machine that has become mainstream jazz 
education has unnecessarily skewed its focus towards 
music theory (right-brain concepts) and even more 
specifically towards harmonic concepts involved in 
jazz improvisation. I think this is due to the fact that 

teaching harmony and chord/scale relationships is 
relatively easy when compared to teaching musicality, 
emotional sincerity and other more abstract concepts. 
 Teaching musicality, whether that means general 
musical principles such as dynamic contrast, theme 
and development, or something less tangible like the 
creative improvisational process, is challenging 
because it requires a certain amount of self-realization 
on behalf of the student (and teacher, for that matter) 
and an ability to listen in a detailed and focused way.  
 Especially challenging is fostering the student’s 
ability just simply to create music. If you ask a master 
improviser to recall or describe an improvised solo 
they’ve recently played, most will be hard pressed to 
remember much, if anything, about their solo given the 
almost subconscious state one enters when channeling 
music in such an honest and sincere way. Be it 
improvising in front of an audience, composing at the 
piano or practicing alone, this elusive state of mind, 
what some call “being in the zone”, is when the most 
gratifying music is made. However, given the lack of 
attention spent on this concept by jazz educators, the 
“zone” is rarely achieved in the practice room for most 
young aspiring improvisers and, therefore, never 
developed and realized for use on the bandstand.
 I’ve learned that the most effective approach is 
possibly the most obvious - to practice consciously 
entering and playing in the zone regardless of the 
student’s technical abilities and theoretical knowledge. 
The challenges faced in ‘learning’ jazz improvisation 
are numerous and immensely daunting. Instrumental 
technique, rhythmic integrity, stylistic authenticity, 
melodic vocabulary, harmony and other theory-related 
concepts and performance practices are all topics that 
demand total dedication from the student. The list 
could go on. If a student waits until these demands are 
addressed before developing their musical and creative 
spirit, it may be too late. 
 Instead, regardless of age or experience, students 
should be encouraged to practice spontaneous creation 
of honest music and in a codified logical way that 
reflects the structured approach of any good curriculum 
or pedagogy. To start, I encourage students to practice 
improvising free from the boundaries of conventional 

jazz practices like tempo, key, chord/scales and style. 
The objective is to encourage unedited musical 
statements minus self-critique; to quiet that inner critic 
while letting the creative musical juices flow. This is 
actually really hard and I find it to still be incredibly 
rewarding. The same exercise can also be done with a 
steady tempo (ideally supplied by a metronome!), 
which I find useful given the fact that the majority of 
jazz we perform is grounded by a steady pulse. This 
also typically proves to be the most challenging since 
making clear rhythmic statements tends to be most 
students’ weakest link. And, finally, this exercise can 
be used to practice one or more chord/scales and in a 
variety of harmonic rhythms. This can be a great way 
for a student to work on applying their right-brain-
acquired skills in a left-brain setting.
 Aside from being an incredibly rewarding routine, 
I find this also provides fun and a much needed break 
for the student (and teacher) after working on long 
tones, scales, arpeggios and other theoretical concepts. 
In the end, through an emphasis on musicality, the 
creative spirit and focused critical listening, hopefully 
we’ll begin to see a resurgence in students’ appreciation 
for good music rather than high, low, fast, loud and 
complex music. v

For more information, visit ryankeberle.com. Keberle is at 
Jazz Standard Dec. 1st with Maria Schneider, Zankel Hall 
Dec. 7th with Miguel Zenón, Manhattan School of Music 
Dec. 12th as a leader and Brooklyn Conservatory of Music 
Dec. 14th with Paul Carlon. See Calendar. 

Since trombonist Ryan Keberle’s arrival in 1999, his diverse 
talents have earned him a place alongside a staggering array 
of legends, superstars and up-and-coming innovators. 
Leading his piano-less quartet Catharsis or little big band 
Double Quartet, Keberle draws upon lessons learned playing 
alongside masters including Maria Schneider and Wynton 
Marsalis; hip-hop and R&B superstars like Beyoncé, Justin 
Timberlake and Alicia Keys; Latin jazz leaders like Pedro 
Giraudo and Ivan Lins; indie rock ground-breakers such as 
Sufjan Stevens or playing in the house band at Saturday 
Night Live, on the soundtrack of a Woody Allen film or in 
the pit for a Tony-winning Broadway musical.

One Song
by Katie Bull

There’s often no better place to make some sense of 
our crazy world than in the music. As listeners we lose 
ourselves in songs, only to feel a renewed sense of 
connection to life. This month the shorter days and 
darker starry nights of the season just got brighter with 
the bounty of jazz singers who will spread their 
illumination, lighting the way for our personal and 
collective change. 
 Big Band Holidays featuring the Jazz at Lincoln 
Center Orchestra with Wynton Marsalis and Cécile 
McLorin Salvant (Dec. 12th-14th) at Rose Hall is sure 
to be a night to commune around the jazz ‘fire’. Monk 
Vocal Competition award winner Salvant simply can’t 
be touted enough; everyone should hear her 
extraordinarily expansive range of expression and feel 
her stage presence as it radiates in all directions. 
 At the Apollo Theater, Duke Ellington’s Nutcracker 
Suite with the David Berger Big Band and Abyssinian 
Baptist Church Choir will feature the gospel and R&B-
influenced voice of jazz vocalist Lizz Wright, alongside 
Metropolitan opera soprano Priscilla Baskerville and 
tap dancer Savion Glover (Dec. 7th). Wright sings with 
movingly gutsy simplicity. She has a masterful ability 
to go inward and sing from a quiet yet combustive 

center.
 At Dizzy’s Club, the spirit of the season will be in 
full intensity: look out for the vivacious and downright 
powerful blues edged Brianna Thomas (Dec. 4th), who 
will be featured in a holiday show, and the double-
threat singer/trumpeter Bria Skonberg, 2013 DownBeat 
Rising Star, will smoke the stage with her strongly 
supported and dexterous voice (Dec. 5th). Also at 
Dizzy’s Club, the Duduka Da Fonseca/Helio Alves 
Jazz Samba Christmas will feature renowned Brazilian 
vocalist Maucha Adnet. She can rouse pure joy and 
should not be missed, particularly if you are a Latin 
jazz fan (Dec. 20th-23rd).
 Speaking of Brazil, American-born and London-
based jazz diva Stacey Kent will sing at Birdland (Dec. 
3rd-7th) from The Changing Lights (Blue Note), a life-
affirming album with the authentic soul of Brazil 
pulsing in her buoyant clarion tone. 
 For a more experimental journey hear the Kettle 
Collective - vocalists Andrea Wolper and Maryanne de 
Prophetis along with guitarist Gene Ess, bass guitarist 
Jochem Van Dijk and pianist Connie Crothers - at Ibeam 
Brooklyn (Dec. 20th). Wolper and de Prophetis are 
respected vocalists rooted in tradition, who skillfully 
improvise in their own unique vocabularies. 
 In the CD world two releases in particular are a 
celebration of jazz legacy. The world premiere of the 
never-before-released stand-alone version of Tony 
Bennett’s Live at the Sahara: Las Vegas 1964 (Columbia 

Legacy) is a swinging sure thing. And the Verse Music 
reissue of Nina Simone’s Little Girl Blue (Bethlehem) 
will make your jaw drop. It captures the brilliance of 
Simone’s virtuosic piano playing, integration of Bach 
influences and deep younger voice (she was 25). With 
the heart and phrasing of an old soul, this album is 
perfection incarnate.
 Jumping forward to the future of jazz, Polish 
vocalist Grzegorz Karnas releases one of the most 
engaging experimental vocal jazz albums in years, 
Audio Bead (Budapest Music Center). Karnas’ textured 
baritone is both gritty and cleanly smooth. A passionate 
and driving leader, who we will be hearing a lot about 
in the coming years, Karnas shapeshifts with all the 
instruments in his trio. 
 And speaking of what’s coming, when he finally 
hits the American shoreline, one of the greatest jazz 
singers in Europe will surely be welcomed with 
tremendously open arms. Until then, we can celebrate  
Swiss vocalist Andreas Schaerer’s At the Age of Six I 
wanted to Be A Cook (Jazzwerkstatt Wien), his most 
recent release. Schaerer’s voice, Peter Rom’s guitar and 
Martin Eberle’s trumpet weave elements of Swing, 
African music, blues and even hip-hop edges into an 
entirely unpredictable and engaging avant-groove like 
nothing you’ve heard before. 
  We are living in some crazy times: NSA, GMO, 
CO2, OMG - it’s overwhelming. A better world can be 
sung into existence, one song at a time. v
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