
The Versatile Guitar of Kevin Van Sant
B) John Hunlle)

Born in Princelon. New Jerscl. Kevin cante to mu.
carl\ .  His molhcr was a l f ! ined singer who pafl icipl l .
in sc i-profissiontl opera and B(radtvay rnusit. .
\ \ 'hen Kevin $rs i t  chi ld. and hc renlcmbers her pri lel .
ing in the housc. Looking back. I do think my cr.
. \ p , \ u r ( . t o  n )u . i . J l r  h ( l p rJ  Je rc l , ' p  n r1  . rpp rL .L  i l r
tof the stor!-rcl l ing qu|l iry ol nlusic. I  lhink hrvin! I
drlmirlrc context k) those soDgs gr\e ntc a nt()re !, t l
t lontl  teactlon lo music. I t  mav be wh\ I m a \urf
tbf bal lads. Kevin rook rhc obligabry chi ldhood pi. l
lessons. but the inslrunlenl never cuught his imau
tlon its thc !ui lar l{tcl lvould. Al ier lhfcc }e:lrs l ivin!
Jitkafta. Indonesia. his lunti ly rclocuted ro Chapcl I I
Norlh Cirrol inr Ihe arca he sl i l l  cal ls horrc.

Like ro nanv pcople t)f  his l leDcrntion (he s .:10). Kc
was drarn to the guit lr  as a teenascr. spendin! l ,
houn l istening lo and lermin3 lhc solos of mck !u
hcrocs l ike Eric Clapton. Carlos Sanrant. dnd.l
Hendrix. I  plalcd a ton of houfs at home atone ner,
p lav in !  $ i t h  Anyone  c l se .  Kcv iu  chuc l
lnpo|tantlt .  his rnLrsicit l  cafs didr) r \ lop lhcrc. Afol
this t irnc hc stLrlnbl! 'd upon a C{)ncord label i iLl/  , ,
f ler lrpc l t lrd his ntusical curiosity was piqued. "Tr ,
tairred al l  lhc grcat ruitaf pla),crs of that gencr|r
uho \ ' ,ere with CiDcord Kenn! RLtrrcl l .  Herb L
Howard Robe s. Laurindo Almeida. Remo palnt,
Barncy Kessel. Kelin rcmembers. _l think \\
struck me most. ul l i rst. \ ' ts thc round of the bi.s .
guit |rs. Through the yetrs I lrould come DacK lo I
ldpe and alwa)s gct sonlcthing new oul of i t .  I  d slur
understand mofc and morc ol u,hat I was hcarinr..
bcgan to imagine what lheif hands wcrc doing on.
lui lar neck. I think rny intcrest in big-sounding t.
chords probiibl) orisinit tcd lrom hcaring the pl i l lcl ,
lhal srmpler. Fronr lherc. hc stu|red playing in his lr
school. j  ZZ band nd jamnling wilh locir l  l i iends.

In the rnid nineties. Kcvin co f i)unde J Ature a gLrr
bass nnd sax tdo. Althoush a ful l t intc workins bi| lr( j
lc\s lhi ln f ive veltrs. they pla)ed gi ls in not onlr
I  n i l e ( l  S t : , 1 ( . .  h r r r  Ru . . r r r .  sp r r i n .  H , , l l r r n rJ
S\\ i trerl iLnd. aDd released lwo CDs. It  \ ' : ts $
J Arurc lhit  Kcvin l irst plalcd i | t  the Montreu\
Fcstiral. appearing in 19911 and 1999 a relar()n\
thi l t  u ould ) '-  ield Kclin lhlec more tr ips k) thc prc.
gious venuc. Bul i I  $it \  the ntu\ict l  cxploral ioD I
Kc\ in sitcs s onc his tavoritc tenlorics ol the ! l(, .' - . l  Azurc *as i t  \er\ col l i lboral ive band which plai
nti ln) originit ls as rvel l  as j lzz standards. Ke

K c \ n l lnd Bcn Pr lmcf  of  Thc \ ; . rn Slnr l , r lnr . r  Duo

f  s  i l  m idsunmc f  c !en ing  i n  D l r rhan t .  No f th
Carolin . lnd i l l though the \un has losl sonl! 'ol i ts
ovcrbearing hcal. rhe huntidit) '  is st i l l  rhick lnd

enveloping. Through lhe swcller. peoplc . lrol l  sl(r\r l l .
sipping boll led waler. carrl ing shoppins b i t \ .  i  no
hurry. their stcps \, lci lhted down in the hcrl.  Alnn)st
impcrceptively. youl ears begin hctr ins thc ntu\ic. Thc
sound emiinrte\ l ionr a carcrnous ouldoor spltcc ol-
cncircled brick walled shops. Somcone. i t  seent\. hts
m dc the uncxpectedly relreshing decision to hirc i l
. iazz qua el to enlert i t iD the passersb\-sol id]vl.  in the
opcn alt.  lor cveryoDc to hear. Eitch tunc gri jbs ntr)rc
ears. rnore laccs appcar. r|d ul l  l i )r this slr ight- i thei ld.
cooking.iazr.

So it  was thc f irsl t inte I sa$ Lluitarisl Kcvin Vtn Stnt
perf irrm. On that night i t  wils r l  i th his quartcl tealuring
suitar. saxophone. bass and drunts. Tlading .cights'

with lhe si lx plavef. Ke!in lr n\ i l ions ct lb lcsslv
bctween subtle. thoushtlul comping rnd drivins. rol l t-
plex solo l ines. Hc s t lnl l  mln $ho s\\avs sl ighl l \  k)
l h (  rh \  t hn l  u .  h .  p l t ' ) . .  r . L  n r i r r l  l r  l t , r l  t n  u , ,n ! ( . n l r i l  , , | L
Immcdialel)- !ou \ense the ntusical conlldcnce his
pla), ing e\udes- On lurrhcr l i \ lenin!. Ke\ in s rcchniquc
ilDd crealivi l l  ne\er dis{ppoint.
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-xlls. "One guy would bring in an idea and we d all
.L! through it and work out parts. I really enioyed
jrking in a trio because it gave me lots of room for
. guitar. and really let me use the orchestral nature of
. instrument." he rcmembers.

lrhough he has a natuml talent. Kevin has worked
,rd to become the all-around jazz player that he is. "[
Inember reading in the liner notes of a Cal Collins
hum that Cal said he liked to play the whole box.'
ld I've always remembered that because the guitar
.Ln be such a versatile instrument. I'm self-taught. and
.crything I do derives from a chord-based concept.
nh in my harmonic organization and in how I have
irpped out the tretboard," Kevin says. "When I was
fst leaming tunes I found it much more satisfying to
ay a song in chord-melody style as opposed to the
rin sound of unaccompanied single notes. Going
rrough this process with hundreds of tunes fbrced me
' leam voicings for every type of chord all over the
.ck, and in the course, rcvealed harmonic relation-

.nips. Just as importantly, it taught me how to always
onnect chords with a melodic thread." Leaming
nrough this process also brought advantageous
.\products. Kevin adds. "During improvisation. by
rrving melody always organized in the context of
- hord shapes, I find it easy to be aware of the harmon-
, role ofevery note I am playing. I feel this allows me
o choose imporlant notes in a phrase with more pur-
\)se than I could with a linear scale-type of approach."

l-ike most working musicians, Kevin has always made
.1 habit of having several projects going. As the status
)f J'Azure became more fluid, Kevin picked up gigs
.rnd side work to fill his calendar. One highlight was his
\ork with veteran saxophonist, Frank Corbi. which
.'ventually produced three CDs. "Frank is both an
.rmazing player and an inspiration as a person." Kevin
'ays. "Even after playing for sixty to seventy years
Frank still reaches for new ideas. He is always melod-
ic first and fbremost, but he also has a lot oihumor and
.rdventure in his playing. I sometimes think of him as
l cross between Stan Getz and Joe Henderson. Frank's
nttitude toward music and people will always serve as
a role model for me. I feel very fortunate to have had
rhe chance to be around Frank for the last l0 or so
yean," he concludes. Kevin has also worked gigs with
\axophonist Blue Lou Marini, drummer Joe Chambers.
trumpeter Ray Codrington. and vocalist Stephanie
Nakasian.

Not a guitarist to leave a musical avenue unexplored.
Kevin's entry into the jazz organ trio came next with
his band. The Orgaphonics. The organ tdo is one of
my lavorite settings forjazz guitar." Kevin says. "lt has
such a driving, sonically fat sound that there's not a lot
of big chording necessary. That lets me explore much
more of the single line improvisation that other instru-
mentation settings don't." This led to the inevitable
conversation about the influence of the great organ
trios ofthe past. "Ofcourse my role models include the
great guitar/organ pairings of Kenny Bunell/Jimmy
Smith. Grant Green/Larry Young. and Peter
Bernstein/Lany Golding. And always Wes."

Kevin has a near-encyclopedic knowledge ofjazz his-
tory. and his love ofjazz guitar is ever-present. Name a
jazz album and the chances are Kevin will recommend
his favorite track. Name a jazz guitarist and Kevin will
cite his iavorite albums, solos. or l ineups. This is a per-
son who listens deeply to music. "Wes. Jim Hall, Joe
Pass and Bamey Kessel were always the ones that
tumed me on the most." he remembers. "You can learn
such a huge amount from just l istening to.iust those
four. Take Bamey Kessel-not only is there a technical
bri l l iance, but his playing is so fi l led with joy." Kevin
goes on to explain how much playing along to records
helped his style mature. "lmprovising lines along with
records,I think, is extremely imponant for any aspiring
jazz player. You are playing in a context of great time,
the backdrop oi what you are practicinS with is
dynamic. and you are constantly hearing the language
in all i ts dialects and accents. without even thinking
about it, you absorb conventional song structures. You
are creatively making music. as opposed to practicing
things devoid of any musical context."

Kevin is also quick to point out that listening to other
instruments is very important for any buddingjazz gui-
tarist. 'As a guitar player trying to cop the feel of
piano. sax, trumpet. or vibes solos, you are
transcending your instrument and just dealing with
musical ideas. When I'd play along with, say, Sonny
Rollins's "Plus 4" I would try to emulate his type of
phrasing and delivery during the solo: I wouldn't
necessarily try to nail specific lines. I'd more just go
for the flavor, which meant trying to play around with
the short rhythmic figures he is known for, and capture
some of the slurs common to saxophone players. Then
Clifford Brown's solo comes in and suddenly it's a
totally different feel and type of phrasing that I'm

.lust Ja.. Cuitat . Februa^ 2009



trying to emulate. Kevin remembers. 'With erery
record i t 's u whole new sel of ideas to explore.
Eventually. through absorbing l irr le pieces of al l  thc

dil ferent musical personll i t ies. your own informed
concept begins lo emerge."

While The Orgaphonics st i l l  gig as much as members
scheduling al lows. Kevin has recently released a CD
with long t ime musical partner. bassist Ben Palnrcr.
which features Horace Silver composit ions. Silver-
was such a prolific composer. There was so much Sleat
material to draw f'rom. Kevin says. Entitled Vrr
Sattt/Pttlner Plut the Musit oJ Honte Silt.1. the CD
covers a wide range ol milterinl while highlighrin-g
some of Silver's less-covered pieces. 'Some of thc
most well-known tunes l ike "The Preacher" and "Songs
tbr My Father" just didn t translate thar well  to u gui-
tar/bass duo setting. so we concentrated on the picccs
that would f i t  into the tempo and teel of a duo." Kcvin
says. 'This led us to tunes thdt we might not have cver
played befbre. but that we were harmonically druwn
to." Addil ionally. the duo has released two other CDs
since 2001. 'Ben and I have played togerher so much
over the lasl l0 years and probably more otien than nor
in a drum-less sett ing. which makes it  vcry eas)'and
comfortable lor us to lock into a groove." Kevin says.
"That s really the most importanr thing fbr any group
of two or twenty: i f  you've got comtbrtable pockcr.
i t  s much easier to be relaxed and play creatively. '

In support of the new CD. Kevin and Ben recently
rcturned f'rom playing gigs in Germany. We really
enjoyed playing over therc- We had good uudienccs
and nuch support." You caD catch sonle videos ffont
those gigs on Kevin ! site (see URL bclow). The video
ol Kevin's original composit ion "Threes in Four" is
especial ly cooking. Kevin says he enjoyed playing.i nr
scssions with local musicians al ier the Vrn Sant/Palnrer
Duo sets. "One thing I real ly l iked in Europe wus lhesc
small club gigs whcre the featured band plays the l i$r
\el .r\  u (oneen i ind lhen it  opcn\ up l, ,r r jJm sc.r ir,n. '
Kevin recalls. " l  think on a local level this encourage:
guys to prepare some tunes itnd arrangements insle{d
of just delault ing to the al l  too common pick-up band
playing out of i t  Real Book. '

Thlt sentiment is not surprising comins f 'rom Kevin i ts
the Joy of sinply playing is so evident in his work. H i\
. l \ l (  i \  l i r n r l )  r (n r red  i n  l hc  . l l c l l l  . i . r / /  r . : u r l i l r  n t i r \ r c r \ .
but {bl l  incorporates his own inlerprctations nd

expbrations. Coupled with his undeiiable technic.L
chops. Kevin s plaving is always adventurous. melodr
cally challenging. nd most ol r l l .  impossible to wajl
away from.

A Conversation with Kevin

JH: You've played in so many different musicl
combinations - duos, trios, quartet, and with su(h
varied instrumentation. How do you approarl
playing in those different settings? Are there an\
favorite combinations for you as a guitarist or an\
that especially stretch your musical abilities?
Kevin: One of the things I love about jazz nusic is I
\ariety of sett ings we as pl iLycrs f ind ouNetves In. Ar
in my view the guitar has more versati l i ty than i | l
othcr instrument. so wc really havc a lol
p r r s . rb i l r t r e r .  l l  I  hud  t r r  (h , ' ose  on (  l b lmar .  r r  n , ,
probably be the clussic guitar/bass/drums tr io. \ '
preference is general ly to be the only chordL
instrument in the ensemble because of the lreedonl .,
openness. But there is also something l iberating ah,
having anolher harmonic instrument l ike piano
orgrn undemeath you. I f ind I an able to "t loat \ in-
notc l ines across the harmony more when I hear
strength ol the chords clearly. l l  i t 's just the guitar..
ears want nle to describe the changes rnore implir
so I play a l i t t le difterently. Im grltet ir l  that I(1,
hale to choose just one conligurrt ionl

Kc\in pcr ibrms xt lhc Montrcux Jlrr  Fcsr i \ r l

JH: Your main instrument is a 1997 Gibson I
"Wes Nlontgomery" model. Tell us about rl
instrument and your other gear.
Kevin: I ve had the L5 tbr about l0 years. i |r).:
perlect l i)r mc because I prcler i| darker. wumlef ',,.
and it jusl leels gre l in my hands. Manl lr ' .
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kers !o fbr a louder nd brshtef lcou\lrc lorrc.
L)\e {ui lnrs lend nol to rnrpl i f_\ rs w Unl-y_. 'The

-\ '  is conslfucted in r $ir\ ' lhi i l  is thc bcst b l irncc ol
,,usl ic and clectr ic ()ne l i)r me. I wils lblc to do a lot
hands oD feseilrch pdor (o choosing lhc t-5. so I

.Ll lv was vcf! sure boLrl \ \ ,hal I  u,rnled in r _i i IZZ
,rr irr.  For cxanlple. detui ls slrch rs l  routed-in pickup
. r\us i i  t lonting pickup and lhe neck scrlc lenglh $'ere
,lh inponrnl considerlt ions. I do also sti l l  hare the
't iazz Suitar I or Ded. r hich isi iGib\on ES 175. and
. , \ r . r  l , l ( '  B r c l  A l l , r : u i t  r . $h i ( h  u . c . . r n  i n t ( r c . t i t t !
nir!  .k)c canre up with. I  don l rerl l \  havc thc
,l lccrcr nrindsct wilh guirxrs. though I do hirvc {
,uple ol othcr guitars lhal havc someho$ l i)und their
\  i n l , '  n r )  p r . r u l r Lc  r r r , n l .  \ u \ h , r \ . r r l  I n ( . \ f ( r \ i \ ( '

, lon st l ing guitar- ancl an lbunez [-5 knockoff. $hich
\cep struDlr with \er) hei l \ \ '  \ tr ing\ and tuncd do$n
tou h. Bu( I plal. the Wes Dincty ninc pcrccnl ol

r r  t ime  .

Kc\r  qr lh  tscn Pr |ncr  o l  Thc \ ' rn  Srn l lPr lnrcr  D o

lH: And amps?
Kevin: For )ears I ha, 'e used only Er ans and Acoustic
lnrarc ampli l iers. Both ol r|hich nrc. coincidcntit l ] ] .
)r i l t  here in No|th Carolina. Though. I rcccntly bought
rhe lrrger l5" nrodcl from Pol)tone thrt I  \e been
Lrsinr on some kruder gigs.

. lH: What's ncxt for Kevin van Sant?
Kevin: Thc main thing is to continue k) f ind a \\ 'av k)
r)rake this work and leel l ike Im alrr iry\ nriLkin!
plogress. Specil icl l l l .  this nlearns continuiDlr to look
ti lr  opportunit ies lo urlel. lr) de!elop lhe pl lying I do

directly. I  iLlso h{\e ir
couple ol rccording
proiccts cither r lre!d)
in the \\orks or in lhe

plannins str lres. I 'm lccl ing rnoti latcd 1() do n1ore wilh
Ihc ofqan group righl no$,. So onc of thc ideas I ha\ 'e
lbr nN ncxt CD mighl nlunilesl with thal group. Aside
I r , ' I r  t h , r \ c  t . r [ ! i h l (  l h I l ! .  I r n  r l u : r1 .  l r ] i n !  t , '  ! ( l
clo\cr-() soundin! l ikc that suitar playcl I  hear in oy
he rd . I  l i ke  the  ra ) ' hc  p l  ! s .

Ytnr run.l inl / i .r ' i /?i ( l)r i  on(l | ik)! !)n th( \ 'eb dt.
n  n  i , . ( t , , r , r / r ' r r r l , , , " .

,\hrr th. dutht,: Jt'| t ltr"tl(\ | ilt!!tl]!!tr!)!r4D r i\ !

lir.lltn.. rtik1 t)r,\l itt nn (1tu4\'l ttill. N.t t cdt.lrkt. Hi\
r . ,k  l t \ i t lu t \  t , t , tu tk  t t r l  nk dt t \ . lk ts  drr .dk\ l  r t  r . \k ,k  .
nd I t | | t kt I dnl i t tlr 1 nut i1,tu I lr l)l i r <ti I t t^.

locl l l \ .  and Io 1r\  t ()

keep conring uf \ \  i th

lnlc
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ad\ anl{ lre () l  the
Intcrnct ls 1| nlern\ ol
rc{ching r potenlial lv
iDl in i tc
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