One-man Jazz Movement

By Dan Morgenstern

Arnvid Meyer – this truly great Dane who left us on August 29, aged 80, after a 20-year battle with Parkinson’s – did more for jazz than seems possible for one person in a single lifetime.

I knew of Arnvid only as the trumpeter-leader of a terrific small Danish band that backed Ben Webster on a 1965 LP when I heard from him. In his role as founder of the Danish Jazz Center, he wrote that he and his friend and associate, Erik Wiedemann, author of a fine history of jazz in Denmark and noted Ellington scholar, were coming to New York and wanted to visit the Institute of Jazz Studies in Newark. Among other things, Arnvid was hoping to find some duplicate issues of Down Beat to fill gaps in the Center’s collection (he did), but the three of us found a hundred things to look at and talk about, and friendships as well as archival relations were forged.

There were further visits, and I gradually became aware of some of all the things Arnvid was involved in. He’d put down his trumpet in 1973, having worked with a host of American guest artists, most of whom he brought to Denmark, and having furthered the careers of many leading Danish musicians. He needed more time to serve as artistic director of the world-famous Montmartre jazz club in Copenhagen and to run the Center he founded in 1971, as well as for dozens of other matters of an administrative or educational nature. Arnvid was truly a one-man mass jazz movement.

In l988, I saw for myself what a job he had done at the Jazz Center, housed in a thatch-roofed Danish farm building converted into a residence for his wife and two children and huge dog — you guessed it, a Great Dane, friendly as could be and specializing in knocking over (preferably filled) drinking glasses with his swinging tail — plus a jazz archive. Arnvid’s was an imposing collection covering almost all of Danish jazz, in various audio formats, in print, on film and videotape, and of course documentation of visiting firemen, as well as a great deal of international material, splendidly organized, almost all by the founder-director himself.

Another Brainstorm: The Jazzpar Prize

My visit, along with friend and colleague Gary Giddins, was prompted by yet another Arnvid Meyer brainstorm, The Jazzpar Prize. We were there for the exploratory first meeting of the international prize committee and unveiling of the bronze statuette, and to meet representatives of the discreet sponsor, the Scandinavian Tobacco Company.

Affectionately known as “The Nobel Prize of Jazz,” Jazzpar was awarded annually to an active musician deserving of further recognition. It included a bronze replica of the sculpture and $30,000 in cash, plus several concerts. At the last of these, in Tivoli Gardens, the statuette and check were presented, for most years by the Danish prime minister. Also included was a recording date, live or studio, for a marketplace CD. The world’s biggest jazz prize lasted for 15 years, ending only because sponsorship of cultural events by tobacco, as here at home, was banned. Even so, Jazzpar survived longer than any jazz award except the quite different NEA Jazz Masters. 

Among the predominantly American winners were Tommy Flanagan, Lee Konitz, Jim Hall, Geri Allen, Roy Haynes, Muhal Richard Abrams and Andrew Hill. When Arnvid’s health faltered, he turned his leadership role over to his son, Cim Meyer, editor of  the world-class, Danish-language bi-monthly magazine, Jazz Special, as well as head of Jazz Contact, a non-profit also founded by Arnvid, who remained active in many ways.

With his flowing full beard and piercing eyes, Arnvid was an imposing presence, but he was the kindest and gentlest of men — unless confronted with ignorance. This he encountered in the form of official bureaucracy, which forced the Danish Jazz Center to move to the music conservatory in Odense, a nice if unpronounceable city on the island of Fyn or Funen. There it is in the good hands of the jazz writer and scholar Frank Büchmann-Møller. But since the bulk of the collection was Arnvid’s personal property, he willed it to the Royal Danish Library in Copenhagen.

Worked Until the End

Arnvid was still at work until the end on projects such as a definitive Danish jazz discography and music to go with it, and a book and CDs of highlights from his bandleader years. These included many stellar visitors on the order of NJJS favorites Benny Carter, Buck Clayton, Vic Dickenson, Roy Eldridge, Edmond Hall, Coleman Hawkins, Charlie Shavers, a.o. This work, in collaboration with his son, Cim, he lived to see completed, and it is expected to be published very soon. That is something to look forward to, but it can’t replace this singular man, who leaves behind so many good works for jazz. 

There’s something else in Arnvid’s legacy that I cherish — a children’s book created by a close friend, the gifted 

illustrator Klaus Albrectsen. Skovtrolden Arnvid  (Arnvid the Forest Troll) stars Arnvid Meyer as a trumpet-playing and benevolent being, which indeed he was. It captures some of his essence — a very Danish brand of humanism that imbued his love affair with jazz.
—————
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