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Jazz giant awarded $50,000 distinction

BY MARK STRYKER

FREE PRESS MUSIC WRITER

October 08, 2009 07:44 AM

img

When trumpeter Marcus Belgrave grew tired of life on the road in 1963 after five years with the Ray Charles Band, he could have settled in any city in the country. Belgrave, who had found New York cliquish and cold, considered Dallas, Los Angeles and Washington, D.C. But in the end he chose Detroit. Lucky us.

For 46 years, Belgrave's world-class musicianship, charisma, swing and commitment to mentoring young musicians -- many of whom have become stars -- have made Detroit a hipper city than it would have been without him. The Troy-based Kresge Foundation today is putting an exclamation point on a community's grateful affection by naming the 73-year-old patriarch of Detroit jazz the 2009 Kresge Eminent Artist. The $50,000 prize recognizes Belgrave's lifetime contributions as a performer and teacher.

"This is richly deserved," says Wynton Marsalis, who played alongside Belgrave in the Jazz at Lincoln Center Orchestra. "He's the epitome of soul and of taste. His sound is just so evocative, and he's a master of swing and blues. When he walks into a room, he brings a good time with him."

In its second year, the Kresge Eminent Artist award has emerged as Detroit's most prestigious and lucrative award for an individual artist. Last year's winner was painter and sculptor Charles McGee. The award is part of the $2.8-billion national foundation's multimillion-dollar annual investment in Detroit arts and culture, including support for institutions and individual artist fellowships.

The selection of Belgrave underscores the central position that jazz holds in Detroit and the city's historic role as a feeder of talent to the national scene. The primary exports since the '80s include pianist Geri Allen, saxophonists Kenny Garrett and James Carter, violinist Regina Carter, bassists Bob Hurst and Rodney Whitaker and drummers Karriem Riggins and Ali Jackson. All were nurtured by Belgrave.

"I had a Christian upbringing -- it's more of a blessing to give than receive," says Belgrave. "It was something I could do in the community to make a difference."

Born in Chester, Pa., Belgrave was lured to Detroit by the city's legacy as the hometown of a remarkable number of leading jazz musicians. The Motown studio provided steady work at first, but when the scene cooled in the late '60s and early '70s, Belgrave found sustenance in teaching. He was associated with a string of community arts programs, school residencies and his own Jazz Development Workshop, shoestring operations supported by grit and grant money.

He also hired promising students for gigs. Whitaker says that Belgrave was so giving of his time and had so much passion for music that he inspired similar attitudes. "He loved to play and had such respect for all musicians, that he taught us that the music came first," he says.
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