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Let’s just bash!  From the outset, he sets the mood. Positive style, as they say 
in Jamaica. That’s my way of saying: show love! It’s time we all gave love. 
It’s vital to never forget it. It’s not an order, just a suggestion. I keep my dark 
side to myself; I don’t have time to be negative. Let’s have fun! This phrase 
is thus the title of his new record, a reference to ‘bash parties’, the joyful 
parties across the Atlantic. Nothing to do with the expression ‘bash’ as in ‘hit 
someone’. On the contrary: All negatives have to be turned into positives, 
like Michael Jackson’s ‘Bad’. He continues with a few witty remarks in 
Portuguese, then in Spanish, just for the sake of it. No doubt about it, Jowee 
Omicil lives up to his name: he’s one of a kind…. In the same way, the 
saxophonist with Haitian roots definitely speaks ‘surrounded by the 
languages of the world’ to use the expression coined by Edouard Glissant, 
the French writer and essayist from Martinique. All roads lead to Jowee, in 
terms of Haitian jazz. The list of the projects he has taken part in and which 
took root on the island confirm this: from Beethova Obas to Émeline Michel, 
from BélO to Black Dada… Just like Papa Legba, the God who sits at the 
spiritual crossroads, the messenger who holds the key to everything. And like 
his forefather, before reaching that point, Jowee Omicil did his share of 
travelling. 

 



I was born in Montreal on the 1st of December, 1977… I’m a Sagittarius!  this 
fan of the zodiac specifies. It’s a sign, it sets the tone for your life. He grew up 
in this bilingual metropolis, mainly uptown, in the mixed-race 
neighbourhoods he moved to after his mother’s death. He spent time 
among both the Haitian and the Quebec communities; with the former, he 
played soccer, and with the latter, hockey. Among other things. At the time, 
music to him was what his father listened to on the radio, French variety 
singers or local covers of their music. Then he discovered Run-D.M.C., LL Cool 
J and the Refugees thanks to his half-brother Pharell, who was older than 
him. Hip hop inspired me! It was something completely new, confides the 
man who was brought up by a father who worked as a minister and a 
teacher and who founded the first Evangelical church in Montreal. This was 
also how he got into music, although he avoided taking the holy orders. At 
the age of fifteen, when his father decided to put together an orchestra for 
the church, he recruited his own children. Jowee’s brother became a 
trumpeter, and Jowee himself a saxophonist, even if he saw himself more as 
a pianist. Providing accompaniment for weddings, parish events, choir 
performances and brass bands, Jowee learned a lot. He even played for 
the town’s Philharmonic orchestra, two years after he got started. You have 
to know how to play by ear, but still read sheet music. The lesson he learnt 
from his music teacher has served him his whole life, and he still has his nose 
stuck in the Marcel Mule’s exercise books. This duality, like the gift of ubiquity, 
still characterizes the saxophonist, who is never happier than when he is ‘in 
and out’. Or in other words, when he gets it just right. 

 

From a young age, he developed an ear for music by listening to his elders: 
the educational combos playing compass and cadence méringue music 
which he heard at community events, including Nemours Jean-Baptiste, 
Shleu-Shleu, Tabou Combo, Zotobre, Super Channel 10… and Coupé Cloué, 
the maestros of groove. And quickly thereafter, all the alto saxophonists who 
presided over the early nineties: Steve Coleman, David Sanborn and Kenny 
Garrett who is now a very close friend. One day, my teacher told me I hadn’t 
heard anything yet. He told me to go and dig into Charlie Parker’s work. This 
proved a revelation. He destroyed me! His form of expression is primordial for 
jazz lovers, but it contains something very violent. A warrior’s ploy, which 
gives voice to a whole era! 



 

As a rookie, he followed the established trail, took note of everything and 
learnt it off by heart, throwing his body and soul into it. And in fact, the other 
decisive encounter during his training was with the most soulful of the 
Parkerians, Ornette Coleman, whom Jowee Omicil met in 2008 at the 
Montreal jazz festival. I thanked him for his melodies, his blues music. He told 
me his address and phone number! I waited three years before I went to his 
place, but he opened the door to me as if we’d seen each other yesterday.  
Jowee talked for hours with the master of harmolodics, without ever 
touching an instrument. Everything was expressed between the lines, with 
no need to follow these words with action… I felt very at home with him. 
Ornette is one of the warmest people I’ve ever met. He’s liberated and very 
funny. Jowee saw him one more time before his death, in June 2015.  

 

In the meantime, Jowee Omicil learned a lot. Firstly, as a student of the 
prestigious Berklee College of Music, where he took classes from 1997 to 2001. 
He was not top of the class, and had to work two or three times harder than 
the others to get up to speed.  They had been playing since they were kids, 
and I had only started a few years ago! I learned discipline through practice, 
and how to play for hours without getting tired!  The next challenge was how 
to move on from Berklee. Jowee settled for good in New York, a city he 
already knew. In the Mecca of jazz, he took the time and care to perfect his 
knowledge of sound by roaming from club to club, teaching in charter 
schools, but also playing in the street and the subway. There’s nothing like it 
for controlling your energy, your breath, and playing with the vibes of the 
world around you. He made a memento of this period with his first record, 
Let’s Do This, which he recorded under his own name alongside some friends 
from his year at Berklee, such as the vibraphone player Warren Wolf, but also 
Harold Faustin, the Haitian guitarist and mentor of voodoo jazz. It was time 
for him to set off to look for his roots, and in 2007, he moved to Miami. I was 
able to look for my groove in the Haitian groove. There’s a big community 
there. It’s an hour and a half’s flight from home. This produced Roots & 
Groove, a collection on which he covered Mesi Bon Dye, the classic by the 
aesthete Haitian composer Frantz Casseus, as well as including his own 
compositions. Five years later, in 2014, he closed his initiatory triptych with 
Naked, which he dedicated to his father and on which he paid homage to 



a number of mentors: he signed his name to Prayer 4 Coltrane and covered 
Footprints by Wayne Shorter as well as the gospel track My Shepherd is a 
King, and even Kote Moun Yo, a Haitian hymn. It was then time for him to 
move on. 

 

Today, even though he still has one foot in Miami, he comes to Paris to be 
alone and collect himself. This music-bulimic and insatiable traveler sates his 
appetite there. All the flavours and the ingredients in the world are in Paris. 
There, he unearths raw materials to work on the total mix he has in mind, 
never losing sight of his essential rhetoric. I come from the church. Gospel is 
a part of everything I do. This is the case yet again with his new album, his 
first ‘international’ record, on which melodic storytelling remains essential. 
You have to tell stories with music. Otherwise, it sounds hollow. I don’t make 
music for myself, but so that people can take refuge and escape into it. 
Every day, I have sounds in my head, but I have to be able to share them. 
To process the ideas in his mind, Creole culture is his melting pot. He thus 
worked with a wide variety of fellow musicians on this album: the Liberian 
Kona Kahsu (bass), the Guadeloupian Jonathan Jurion (keyboards), the 
Cameroonian Jendah Manga (bass) and Conti Bilong (drums), the 
Martiniquais Michel Alibo (bass), Emmanuel Bertholo Tilo (drums), Justwody 
Cereyon (bass), the Guianese Jean-Phi Dary (keyboards), the Serb Nenad 
Gajin (guitar), the Canadian Jeffrey Deen (percussions) etc. 

 

Altogether, fourteen musicians paraded through La Buissonne over the five 
days the recordings took, with a full moon shining all week. There were plenty 
of young folk – the son of the sound engineer Gérard de Haro even makes 
an appearance on the clarinet – and a few fathers. I chose people I had a 
good feeling about, musicians who give everything their best. When you 
make music, you have to give it your all, without trying to out-do the others. 
That’s already a lot to ask! The notion of soul cropped up again too. There 
was a lot of fraternity and unity!  The whole group united around the 
melodies weaved together by the smoking hot Jowee and his cries which 
shot straight up to heaven. We recorded over eighty pieces. On the last day, 
we even made over two hours of music in one go, starting at midnight! Non 
stop ! Whatever comes next should be a delight.  



 

In the meantime, the saxophonist takes us on a good trip, during which we 
come across a transfigured version of Aznavour’s La bohème and the spirit 
of the Cap-Verdian Luis Morais, the soul of New-Orleans and a disguised 
tribute to Tinariwen, a track which gives a nod to Jay Z, and others which 
bear a greater resemblance to Indian music … We even cross Le pont 
d’Avignon, afropop style. On this track, Jowee dances, whereas elsewhere, 
he plays confidently, such as when he concludes the track soberly 
dedicated to his friend Roy (Hargrove) on the cornet!  I have always wanted 
to play the trumpet. I started seriously working on it two years ago, with a 
Don Cherry style pocket trumpet. It’s more visceral than the saxophone. You 
have to know how to sing before you even place your fingering insists Jowee, 
who can also be found at the mike when the notion takes him. Elsewhere, 
he pays homage to Miles, using a mute, and then plays the clarinet in an 
old-fashioned style. The album is a trip in multiple directions, especially to 
countries I have already visited, as well as imaginary lands. There is a lot of 
diversity in the sounds that make up my music and that’s how I wanted to 
present it, for the first of my records to be produced by a major record 
company. Travel is fundamental. When a listener closes his eyes, buckles his 
belt and sets off on a trip, that’s means I’ve reached my aim. For me, music 
is very simple: you’re into it, or you’re not. So let’s go, let’s bash… 

 

	


