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University of Louisville music professor Mike Tracy, second from left, said students in Estonia “were like sponges, soaking up every
bit of information about jazz | could give them.” He helped the Estonian Music Academy in Tallinn establish a jazz program last year.
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U of I's Tracy takes music abroad

By Rick Mattingly
Special to The Courier-lournal

usic professor Mike
Tracy was looking for-
ward to having some
extra time at home to
practice during his sabbatical

close ties to U of L.

His biggest project, howev-
er, involved spending several
weeks in Estonia, where he
helped the Estonian Music
Academy in Tallinn establish a
jazz program. Tracy also took
advantage of a unique opportu-

from the University of nity to play jazz in Rus-
Louisville this past |NSIDE sia.
academic year. » Where “I hadn’t intended

Instead, he ended up
becoming something of

Tracy and his
trio perform.

on doing any of that,”
said Tracy, who is di-

an American jazz am- B Placeete rector of the Jamey Ae-

bassador.

His travels began in
June 2004 with a trip to
Brazil to teach at the Universi-
dade de Brasila and to visit the
Universidade Estadual de
Campinas in preparation for an
upcoming exchange program.
In March, he visited Poland to
participate in the 75th anniver-
sary of the Akademia Muzycz-
na im. Karola Szymanowskie-
g0, a music school that has

hear jazz.

bersold Jazz Studies
department at U of L.
“But those experiences
really recharged my batteries
and rekindled my love for what
Ido.”

The seeds for Tracy’s trip to
Estonia were planted during
the 2003-04 holiday season,
when a group of music educa-
tors from that country visited

See JAZZ, 13, col. 1

In March, Tracy performed at the
Yaroslavl Jazz Festival in Russia.
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In March, Tracy visited Poland to participate in the
75th anniversary of the Akademia Muzyczna im.
Karola Szymanowskiego in Katowice.
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U of L as part of a search for infor-
mation about starting a jazz pro-
gram. They ended up inviting Tra-
cy to work with their students and
applied for a Fullbright Senior
Specialist Scholarship to cover his
fees and expenses.

“Jazz represents a lot of things
to the people in those countries
that we don’t appreciate any
more,” Tracy said. “It’s not just
about the notes or about getting a
gig. Life is tough in those coun-
tries, and as some of the people I
met told me, jazz lets them express
themselves in a way they can’t
otherwise do.”

Tracy made his first trip to Es-
tonia during the last week of Au-
gust 2004. He spent three weeks at
the Estonian Music Academy set-
ting things up.

“They had no syllabi, no text
books — nothing,” Tracy said. “I
didn’t even know what the school
expected us to accomplish. But the
students were very skilled. They
had been selected through an au-
dition and ranged in age from
mid-20s to mid-30s.”

Tracy conducted classes in the-
ory, improvisation and jazz his-
tory. He also held “combo classes”
s0 he could play with the students
as much as possible and they could
apply what they were learning.

“They were like sponges, soak-
ing up every bit of information
about jazz I could give them,” Tra-
cy said.

Shortly after Tracy returned to
Louisville, a group of Russian jazz
students arrived to study at U of L
through the Open World program
sponsored by the Library of Con-
gress.

“We gave them as many oppor-
tunities and experiences as pos-
sible,” Tracy said. “They did con-
certs at school and also played at
Big Rock (Jazz Festival in Chero-
kee Park), and they made a CD.
They were also able to study with
visiting jazz artists the Heath
Brothers.”

After the Russians left, Tracy
returned to Estonia for a seven-
week residency. His wife, Louis-
ville Orchestra violinist Heidi Tra-
cy, and their two children, Lake

Mike Tracy played with students at a concert in Brazil.
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Where to sample some live jazz

Live jazz is performed regularly
at these Louisville locations.

For up-to-date information
about who's playing where, visit

the Louisville Jazz Society Web site

at www.louisvillejazz.org.

Artemisia, 620 E. Market St.;
(502) 583-4177

Avalon, 1314 Bardstown Road;
(502) 454-5336

Clifton’s Pizza Co., 2230 Frank-
fort Ave.; (502) 893-3730

Good Times Pub, 12612 Shelby-
ville Road; (502) 245-3220

and Jenna, accompanied him.

“We lived next to a castle,” Tra-
cy said. “My children were able to
experience this amazing culture,
including taking classes where
they were taught how to be medie-
val knights. We were also able to
visit several other European cities
while we were there.”

During Tracy’s first trip, the Es-
tonian Music Academy had given
him $2,000 to buy jazz CDs for the
school in Louisville that are not
readily available in Estonia. To
stretch the money as far as pos-
sible, Tracy stocked up on used
jazz CDs from local shops such as
ear X-tacy, Better Days and Under-
ground Sounds. In addition, Jamey
Aebersold donated a selection of
his instructional play-along sets.

“The library was thrilled,” Tra-
cy said. “It is very difficult for peo-
ple in the former Soviet countries
to get American records. When
someone manages to get an Amer-
ican jazz album, all the musicians
get together and listen to it over
and over, learning every note.

Jack Fry's, 1007 Bardstown Road;
(502) 452-9244

The Jazz Factory, 815 W. Market
St.; (502) 992-3242

Park Place Restaurant, 401 E.
Main St. at Slugger Field; (502)
505-0172

The Rudyard Kipling, 422 W.
0Oak St.; (502) 636-1311

Seelbach Jazz Bar, Fourth Street
and Muhammad Ali Blvd.,; (502)
585-3200

Syl’s Lounge, 2403 W. Broadway;
(502) 776-9105

There is such a hunger for the mu-
sic, and everyone shares whatever
they can get.”

During his seven-week stay,
Tracy worked with the students to
strengthen the foundation he had
established during his first visit.

“I gave them more material
than they could ever learn in a
year,” Tracy said. “I told them that
each of them would learn it at his
or her own rate.”

Although much of Tracy’s goal
was to educate the Estonian musi-
cians about American jazz, he also
encouraged them to draw from
their own heritage.

“The Estonians have rich clas-
sical and folk music traditions, and
they are very proud of their cul-
ture,” Tracy said. “Although they
were very hungry for American
music, when they improvised you
could hear their own culture com-
ing through. So as they evolve and
mature as jazz musicians, it will be
interesting to hear how they mix
American music with their own
musical influences.”

IF YOU GO

The Mike Tracy Jazz Trio
Regular gig: Performs at Ruth’s
Chris Steak House, 6100 Dutch-
mans Lane, 6 to 9 p.m. every
Tuesday.

Special performances: The
trio will perform at Artemisia,
620 E. Market St., from 7:30 to
10 p.m. Saturday. Tracy will also
perform at the University of
Louisville School of Music Facul-
ty Gala at 8 p.m. Sept. 9 in
Comstock Concert Hall ($10, $5
students; 502-852-6907).

On the Web: See more photos
and hear audio clips at www.-
michaeltracy.com

Just before Tracy was due to
leave Estonia, he received an e-
mail inviting him to perform at a
jazz festival in Russia with the stu-
dents who had been at U of L the
previous fall. Funding was ar-
ranged through the Library of Con-
gress, and in March, Tracy headed
for Yaroslavl, Russia, where he was
amazed by the vibrant jazz scene.

“There is a jazz center in the
middle of town, and they sponsor
this 10-day festival every other
year,” Tracy said. “Every night at
the festival there were three bands,
ranging from Dixieland to be-bop
to off-the-wall. The concerts ended
about 11 p.m., and then there would
be jam sessions until 5 or 6 in the
morning. It was like being in New
York in the '30s and *40s.”

Tracy also visited Moscow,
where he discovered several active
jazz clubs. He found more jazz in
St. Petersburg.

“They have this art-deco place
called the Jazz Philharmonic Cen-
ter, which reminded me of the
Louisville Palace,” Tracy said. “I
saw a big band rehearsal, and the
musicians, who ranged from 20 to
70 years old, were playing really
well. The walls were covered with
posters of all the great jazz musi-
cians.”

Since his trips, Tracy has talked
to the Open World organizers
about taking American jazz stu-
dents to countries such as Estonia
and Russia.

“I want my students to see what
this music means to people, and
that this is for real,” Tracy said.
“Even if we speak different lan-
guages through words, we speak
the same language in another way
— and we can all play music to-
gether.”
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