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CHOPS
The closing weekend of the TriBeCa Film Festival happens to coincide with an extraordinary annual event: Jazz at Lincoln Center's Essentially Ellington High School Jazz Band Competition & Festival where 15 high school jazz bands from across North America get the chance to wow audiences and Wynton Marsalis, artistic director of Jazz at Lincoln Center, with their interpretations of the work of the great Duke Ellington.  A world premiere at the TriBeCa Film Festival, CHOPS follows three such bands, two from Seattle, one from Jacksonville, Florida as they prepare for and compete in the 2006 Essentially Ellington event.  While CHOPS is a natural draw for jazz-lovers, it's equally compelling for anyone who appreciates a film with a great story and great characters.  
CHOPS is a Bruce Broder film produced in association with Winnercomm, Inc. and Jazz at Lincoln Center.
ABOUT THE FILM
CHOPS invites audiences to view the action from a number of different seats in the house: as students, as parents, as jazz aficionados, as fans of competition…and for those of us lucky to be New Yorkers, as proud hosts who may not have entirely understood what goes on inside Jazz at Lincoln Center’s home, Frederick P. Rose Hall, also referred to by Artistic Director Wynton Marsalis as The House of Swing.  
CHOPS began rather modestly from the parental perspective of Bruce Broder, a Florida  advertising guy who one day left work early to see his son Owen participate in a Jazz class when Owen was in middle school.  

“The language and the analogies the teachers used to get the concepts of Jazz and of improvisation across to these 11 and 12 year old kids was amazing to me,” Broder recalled recently.  “And in a really discernable way, you could see that the kids were just loving it.  They were hooked.

“So I started following a small group of kids, including my son, who were part of the middle school jazz combo.  The original idea for the movie was to cover them as they made the transition from middle school to high school.  I knew they would be facing a far less nurturing, far more competitive environment.  And I was interested in how they would deal with their love of music and jazz in the midst of the twin emotional hurricanes that are high school and puberty.
“I was fascinated with the idea that at the same time they were working on their jazz chops, they were also working out what their personas would be, on and off stage.”

As with all nonfiction films, the movie Broder wanted to make would depend on how much access his subjects, in this case his son, his friends and his school, Douglas Anderson School of the Arts in Jacksonville, Florida, would grant him.  Broder remembers well what he calls an early “back off” conversation with his son.  

“Owen had started high school and I was on his case about study habits, practice habits, the usual stuff.  He had made the top band at middle school, and All State band, and he had earned the right to say ‘leave me alone.’  I viewed him very much as a young artist declaring, ‘I’m going to take control of this now.’ As a parent, you have to figure out how much you are going to be involved in certain aspects of your child’s life.”  

It was during his “back off” conversation that Broder the filmmaker also asked his son how he felt about being filmed – by his father – at school and at band practice.
“That’s just my cross to bear,” Owen, then twelve, told him.

“For certain of the kids, there was a noticeable attraction to having the camera around,” Broder explained recently.  “They could all see where it was pointed.  But the kids who turned out to be the focus of the movie are the kids who were comfortable being in front of it – the ones who actually enjoyed it –  and I think this is something the audience can feel,” Broder says.

There were other hurdles to overcome, namely access to the school.  “Just being inside a school with a camera is a very hard thing to pull off,” explains Broder, who found an ally in one of his subjects, jazz band leader Ace Martin.  “Mr. Martin really helped a lot.”

It might surprise viewers of CHOPS to learn that Broder didn’t conceive the movie with Essentially Ellington competition in mind.  Indeed, he only heard about the contest after he’d started shooting inside Douglas Anderson, which had competed there two years before.  


“Mr. Martin knew how difficult it was just to qualify for Essentially Ellington and he did not know as we started shooting if they would be going back, or even trying to go back.  The older kids talked about it and how amazing it was to hear the other bands, but DA returning to New York was in no way part of the plan.”


But at some point – after auditions and rehearsals and preparation of music by other composers – the students themselves expressed a strong interest in Duke Ellington’s music and the chance to go to New York and the Essentially Ellington festival.  “They struggled with their playing just to get to that level,” Broder recalled recently.  “There were clearly some very good players in the class but the question becomes, will they all make the sacrifices in terms of practice and commitment to gel as a band.”
Around this time, one of Broder’s friends suggested he show some footage from what would become CHOPS to a mutual friend, Tim Cremin, Vice President of Documentary and Original Programming at a company called Winnercomm, which produces a lot of documentary programming for ESPN, Discovery and other major broadcasters.  
Upon seeing the footage, “I was immediately drawn in to the dedication these kids had to learning and playing jazz,” Cremin recalls.  “Essentially Ellington wasn’t even in the picture when we first met, but the personalities of the kids and the heart they put into their music made me want to be a part of this story no matter where it went.  
“I met with our President and CEO, Jim Wilburn, and asked him to let me partner with Broder on producing this.  Jim was smitten by the footage just as I was, and Winnercomm officially partnered with Broder Films to produce CHOPS.”

When Jazz at Lincoln Center called to inform Mr. Martin that the Douglas Anderson band had indeed made the cut for Essentially Ellington, Mr. Martin was once again a great help to the film: he tipped Broder off that there would be an important announcement at practice the next day.

“Up to that point, I think that everyone – me, Winnercomm, Mr. Martin, the students -- had their own idea of what the movie might be.  But that was the moment when I think we all had a sense of what the movie could be.”  
Winnercomm’s involvement in the project also meant that Broder could widen his scope.  “In our first meeting as partners,” Broder recalls, “Tim asked me, ‘What do you want to cover that you haven’t been able to? What’s your dream shot list?’ The result was that within a week we were set up to cover two more bands on the other side of the country.” 

 “We were able to bring in a full-blown post-production house, as well as additional shooters to help document what these kids were experiencing,” offers executive producer Cremin. “Our technical assets, combined with our producing experience, enabled Bruce to expand his filming of the kids beyond a one-camera crew.” 
But before any of those camera crews could shoot an inch of tape, Jazz at Lincoln Center would have to come on board the project and green-light access to their event and to their Artistic Director, Wynton Marsalis.    

“We were, at first, very cautious,” recalls Erika Floreska, Director of Education at Jazz at Lincoln Center and the force behind the Essentially Ellington competition.  

“In this day of reality TV shows that portray culture at its lowest common denominator, and with so many programs out there looking for the negative in anything, we had to be skeptical,” Floreska explains. “From the perspective of the festival, we worried about the possible impact this could have on other bands participating.  Would it take away from their experience in anyway? “

As Floreska remembers it, the first time she heard about Broder’s project was a call last year from “the father of one of the students in the Douglas Anderson band inquiring whether he could film the in-school workshop with Essentially Ellington clinician Ron Carter.  A request to film at the festival in New York soon followed, and in speaking with him, we learned that this was more than just a home video of a parent and son, but a larger project - that he'd been following several students for years as part of a documentary he hoped to create on the subject of how learning jazz music impacts adolescent development.  We then realized he had a larger goal in mind.”
As the filmmakers and the folks at Jazz at Lincoln Center came together, Broder and Cremin began to operate on a broader canvas and an accelerated timetable as they tackled how to document the competition.

“I researched which bands had won before and had a strong idea of which bands besides D. A. we should cover.  I also called Erika, but out of a sense of fairness to the competitors she would not give me any guidance.  However, when I said I was thinking of shooting in Seattle, she admitted that would be a good idea.

“The fact is, the relationship between all the entities has been just amazing,” says Broder.  “We met for the first time at the festival, each of us under the gun with our own tasks, yet we immediately hit it off.”

“Our key concerns revolved around maintaining the integrity of the competition and its presentation in the production,” says Floreska.  “Bruce Broder and Winnercomm complied with all our requests, met all our criteria, so a good foundation was set to move forward.”  With these issues resolved, the crews and cameras were able to cover not just the competition, but the behind-the-scenes experiences of the key characters as well.   Did this change the 2006 experience for the participating bands in any way?  

“I don't think they changed it at all,” says Floreska.  “The filmmakers put in their request for a shoot schedule, some of which we allowed, some we didn't. In addition, we always film the weekend for archival purposes and frequently have TV/press crews present, so the extra cameras didn't really stand out.”   

Floreska also shares that the film crew had little impact on how Marsalis himself operated that weekend.  

“Wynton has been a supporter of anything that helps to transmit the mission of Jazz at Lincoln Center, and jazz in general, to a broader audience.  During the weekend, he was focused on his role as a judge and mentor for all the bands and not the film crew, except when he sat for his interview.”   
“I don’t think the guy is capable of delivering a bad quote,” Broder says of that interview.  “What comes across is how deeply he is interested in the art: playing it, teaching it, fostering it. He’s focused on the art and how it influences and informs life all the time.”


Adds executive producer Tim Cremin, “I have to say that Wynton is one of the most impressive people I have ever met.  You’re a little anxious when you are about to meet him, but within about ten seconds he has you at ease with his personality and just the way he carries himself.  Wynton, along with Jazz at Lincoln Center, seems to feel the responsibility of connecting the history of jazz with the present and future.  Not only is he a fantastic artist, he’s an ambassador for the music.  I think that is why this film appealed to him.”
“During our interview with Wynton,” Broder adds, “he said something that really hit home with me…It was about jazz as a teaching tool.  He said jazz teaches you manners, respect for others, how to be yourself, even a sense of humor.  That quote was cut from the film because I think and hope it’s illustrated without being said.  
“One of the amazing things I learned from this process,” Broder continues, “was how these kids from different backgrounds learned to communicate with and respect each other.  You don’t get to see kids of different races and backgrounds interact this way very often. It speaks to the power of music.  At some point these kids became jazz kids, they took on this collective jazz persona, and you can see it in the way they greet each other, in the language they use when they talk with each other, in the way they move.  In celebrating the music they are celebrating their individuality and at the same time they are celebrating what they have in common.  That’s the beauty of jazz.”  
Adds Cremin, “My greatest hope for this film is that kids, parents, educators and anyone else who sees it gets inspired to find out what this music can do.  Just listening to jazz can inspire you.  But when you see what jazz can do for these kids, both personally and as a group, it’s obvious that it’s much more than learning to play.  It touches their souls and makes them feel good about themselves.  I wish every kid in the world could feel that.”
ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS
Bruce Broder – Director / Executive Producer

In the course of a 25-year career in advertising, Bruce Broder held agency positions from copywriter to president.  He won numerous creative awards at agencies in Michigan, Maryland and Florida.  A graduate of the University of Michigan with a B.A. in English, Broder has written and directed numerous short films and videos.  In 2003, he developed the concept for the documentary CHOPS chronicling the musical journey of the jazz band at one of the nation’s leading high schools for the arts.  CHOPS marks Broder’s directorial debut of a feature length film.

Tim Cremin – Executive Producer

Tim Cremin has been an editor and producer for the past 15 years.  Having won four national Emmy Awards for his work on the ESPN SportsCentury series, Cremin has produced and edited over 35 documentaries for ESPN Original Entertainment, Discovery Networks and Miramax Films.  Cremin currently serves as Vice President of Documentary and Original Programming for Winnercomm, Inc.
Chip Rives – Producer

Chip Rives began his production career as an assistant working for NBC and Bob Costas on the 1992 Barcelona Olympics.  He has spent the past 10 years working primarily for ESPN, producing documentaries for the sports network.  In addition to ESPN, Rives has also worked on various projects for NBC Sports and Discovery.

Joe Carmody – Producer 

Joe Carmody began his career at ESPN SportsCenter in 2000.  After a few years, Carmody began producing documentaries for ESPN Classic on the Emmy-winning SportsCentury series.  His most recent work has been with ESPN Original Entertainment, producing Where Are They Now: 1985 Chicago Bears.

ABOUT THE ESSENTIALLY ELLINGTON
HIGH SCHOOL JAZZ BAND PROGRAM 
Essentially Ellington Program Mission:

Jazz at Lincoln Center is committed to instilling a broader understanding of the rich canon of jazz music and providing educational opportunities for students and adults to explore this music.  Edward Kennedy “Duke” Ellington’s music is not only the core of this canon, but also the very heart of America’s 20th century musical heritage.  We believe that his music, in its original form, should be made more accessible to high school musicians for study and performance.

 Program Objectives:
· To widely disseminate Duke Ellington’s music in original arrangements. 
· To provide the opportunity for thousands of students to learn and perform this repertoire. 

· To support schools in developing their music programs. 

· To create mentoring relationships between students and professional musicians. 

· To further expand Jazz at Lincoln Center’s educational mission.


About the Program 
 

 The Essentially Ellington High School Jazz Band Program is unique among educational resources for high school jazz bands in the U.S. and Canada and American schools abroad. Duke Ellington's music is at the very heart of America's 20th-century musical heritage and lies at the core of the rich cannon of jazz music. Jazz at Lincoln Center, committed to instilling a broader understanding of this music, created Essentially Ellington in 1996 to make Ellington's music accessible to as many high school musicians as possible and to support the development of their school's music programs. 

Each year Jazz at Lincoln Center transcribes, publishes, and distributes Duke Ellington Orchestra charts along with additional educational materials to high school bands in the U.S. and Canada and American schools abroad. These charts are original transcriptions of recordings by the Duke Ellington Orchestra, not simplified arrangements. 

Beyond providing these charts, Essentially Ellington also supports participating bands throughout the school year. Numerous resources for band directors and students are available at www.jalc.org. Band directors receive monthly newsletters in which band directors correspond with jazz professionals who answer questions about Ellington, his music, and his band, and also offer practical ideas for the high school band room. Students are encouraged to enter an essay contest by writing about an experience they have had with Duke Ellington's music—the first place winner earns the honor of naming a seat in Frederick P. Rose Hall the new home of Jazz at Lincoln Center. Essentially Ellington strives to foster mentoring relationships between students and jazz professionals through email correspondence, various conference presentations, and the festival weekend.

New for the 2006-07 season, Jazz at Lincoln Center offers three tiers of membership in Essentially Ellington: Premium Membership, Basic Membership, and Student Membership. 

Many bands just receive the charts to add to their music libraries. It's a great way to receive high-quality music at a reasonable price! All bands, however, have the option of submitting recordings of their performances for professional feedback. All entries will be judged in a blind screening process by professional jazz educators/musicians and every submission receives a thorough written assessment and a certificate signed by Wynton Marsalis. 

Premium membership entitles a jazz band to submit a recording for the Essentially Ellington High School Jazz Band Competition & Festival held annually in New York City at Frederick P. Rose Hall, the home of Jazz at Lincoln Center. Fifteen bands are selected at finalists and, to prepare, each finalist band receives an in-school workshop in their community led by a professional musician. Essentially Ellington culminates in a three-day festival in May for the finalist bands. Students, teachers, and musicians from across North America participate in workshops, rehearsals, and performances. The festival concludes with an evening Concert and Awards Ceremony open to the public at Lincoln Center's Avery Fisher Hall featuring the three top-placing bands and the Jazz at Lincoln Center Orchestra with Wynton Marsalis in an all-Ellington concert.
What high school band directors are saying about Essentially Ellington:

“EE is the first jazz education I received as a music educator. The Ellington charts, recordings and references have been unparalleled teaching tools for me and my students.” – Vaughn J. McLaughlin, Caribou High School, Caribou, ME
“I found the music to be accessible enough for students that they found it exciting and interesting and just challenging enough to always keep them thinking. It’s also a great tool to teach American history and culture.” - Erik Nelson, St. Mary’s Ryken High School, Leonardtown, MD

“Working on the Essentially Ellington music has focused each individual in each section to work harder to reach higher performance goals. It inspires excellence.” - Timothy E. Hooker, Mamaroneck High School, Mamaroneck, NY
“This program is one of the best ways to get true jazz in our students’ hands. I will join every year. “ – Tony Domenico, Bel Air High School, Bel Air, MD

"Essentially Ellington is the most innovative music education festival in the United States.” 

- Kim Harrison, band director at Shawnee Mission East High School, Prairie Village, KS.
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