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Artist's portraits of jazz
masters at Oakland gallery

By Robert Taylor
Staff writer

The term "jazz masters" has been applied to any
number of landmark series, including Verve's
remarkable record archives and the National
Endowment for the Arts' tributes, honoring
everyone from Anita O'Day to McCoy Tyner.

the compressed title for a new exhibit that turns the
spotlight on Bay Area performers, in a series of
masterful portraits by James Gayles.

The Oakland artist creates paintings that are
tributes as well as lively career illustrations.
They're portraits that may be combined with

text, whether jotted in the background like notes on
a blackboard, copied from a vintage newspaper
clipping, or reproduced from a map of Oakland to
show jazz roots nearly a century ago.

These are all paintings, usually watercolor and
acrylic on canvas, but it's easy to imagine them

as cover illustrations on a rediscovered stash of 12-
inch vinyl recordings N or on a series of postage
stamps honoring the myriad creators of

America's own musical art form.

Gayles, an illustrator and graphic artist for this
newspaper, also contributes notes and drawings for
a fascinating display in a side gallery, "Pages from a
Sketchbook," which charts the development of the
exhibit with preliminary versions of paintings and
text. The smaller gallery also includes a listening
station where visitors can hear interviews with some

At the Swarm art gallery in Oakland, "JazzMasters" is

of the contemporary Bay Area musicians who are
portrayed, conducted by Wanda Sabir.

Swarm Gallery won't be entirely silent during

the run of Gayles' "JazzMasters," which

continues through April 13. There's a

reception for the artist from 6 to 9 p.m. today, March
20, with the Marcus Shelby Quartet and vocalist Faye
Carol performing. A panel discussion on jazz and
visual art, with a host of participants, takes place at
6:30 p.m. Thursday, March 27. It will include
Gayles, musicians and music educators, with Greg
Bridges of FM radio stations KCSM and KPFA as
moderator.

In a distinctive style, Gayles portrays expressive
faces as if they were a series of planes, suggesting
living, breathing musicians rather than watercolor
and acrylic on canvas. There are two overlapping
views of Faye Carol in one portrait, swirling in
motion, a microphone in one hand. You can almost
hear her singing.

There's a powerful but cheerful profile of
drummer Eddie Marshall, backed by an abstract
pattern that might be richly detailed baroque fabric
N looking as if he's breathing it in or spouting

it out. The pattern is picked up in his beard, or
maybe his beard inspired the pattern.

Saxophonist Dewey Redman (1931-2006) is
portrayed in full color on the canvas, and again in
black-and-white peering from the background, as if
he has peeled back translucent paper to look in on
himself. Saxophonist Pharoah Sanders and pianist
Ed Kelly look almost kaleidoscopic, their blue faces
expressive against bright red, orange and green
backgrounds.

The text Gayles adds to these portraits N some of
them painted collages N makes it clear that he wants
to educate his audience, not just dazzle them with
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style and expression. A forthright depiction of
saxophonist Sonny Simmons adds these words: "I
was mostly influenced by nature rather than
musicians, except for Charlie Parker because he
sounded just like a bird." Pianist Earl "Fatha"
Hines' portrait includes a reproduction of a

very young musician in a sepia-tone photograph,
and text reminding viewers that he settled in
Oakland in the 1960s.

It's fascinating to feel the past in these

paintings, displayed in a contemporary art gallery in
Oakland's revitalized Jack London Square,

down the street from Yoshi's jazz club and not
many blocks from the West Oakland neighborhood
that was a haven for black musicians nearly a
century ago.

That contrast is evident in a stunning portrait of
acoustic bass player Marcus Shelby, painted almost
entirely in shades of blue, with the reproduction of a
newspaper clipping posted over his left shoulder. It
reports on Duke Ellington and his orchestra
appearing at a dance and concert during the

jitterbug era, lauding the vocal styling of Herbert
Jeffreys, who was best known as a singing cowboy
in such movies as "The Bronze Buckaroo."

Gayles pulls the past into the present with the
exhibit's most enticing discovery N a big,
pencil-on-paper drawing of Sid LeProtti and his "So
Different Jazz Band." Behind the group is a
reproduction of a map of Oakland, and the added
text points out that LeProtti, a piano player from
West Oakland, performed in 1913 on San
Francisco's Barbary Coast with his musicians,
and they may have been the first to use the word
"jazz" in their name. Gayles depicts them in spare
outlines, enriching them with details of their faces,
hair and shoulders, as if they're rising out of

the past to greet us on the edge of Oakland's
waterfront.

Reach Robert Taylor at 925-977-8428 or
rtaylor@bayarea new sgroup.com.

gallerY

n SWARM: "JazzMasters," paintings by James Gayles.
Through April 13, noon-6 pm. Tuesdays-Sundays,
noon-9 p.m. April 4, 560 Second St. near Jack

London Square, Oakland, free, 510-839-2787, www.
swarm

studios.net
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