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ONE 
THING,
AFTER

ANOTHER
STEPHEN HAWLEY MARTIN 
TRAVELS A PATH FROM ADVERTISING 
EXECUTIVE ONTO THE COSMIC HIGHWAY
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while strolling along U.S. Highway 1. He 
says he walked away without a scratch. 
“It was like a miracle, it had to be,” he says. 
“Instead of under the car, I went over it. 
My shoes were 50 feet ahead of me ... how 
is that possible?” 

It wasn’t until much later in life, he 
says, that it occurred to him that surviv-
ing that accident was miraculous — and 
maybe an early sign that he was here on 
earth for a purpose. “I didn’t share that 
with anybody until I started writing these 
books,” Martin says. 

The second event occurred when he 
was in his mid-20s. He was feverish, he 
says, and he experienced the sensation 
of feeling that he was somewhere around 
the ceiling of his room and looking down 
on his physical body. He attributed it to 
partying, but he now thinks it was a near 
death encounter of sorts (see excerpt on 
Page 77).  

After his revelation in the hammock, 
Martin says, his outlook on life and world 
were altered. He had already been reading 
books about metaphysics and had stud-
ied Rosicrucianism, a mystic bouillabaisse 
of various religious beliefs and practic-
es melded with other purported secret 
knowledge. He read copious quantities 
of books about reincarnation and the 
afterlife, as well as chronicles of sayings 
from a purported space being; studied 
various academic writing and research 
into the paranormal and metaphysical; 
and eventually came up with his own 
understanding of how the universe works 
and what he needed to share with others. 

He presents his worldview via print, 
e-books, podcasts and guest appearanc-
es on various broadcasts. He is prolific in 
his efforts: There are dozens of books by 
Martin from his own Oaklea Press, includ-
ing looks at life, the afterlife, reincarnation 
and the clairvoyant Edgar Cayce. Their 
titles suggest that they hold the secret to 
life, the truth to life, an explanation of how 
to master life and a blueprint to happiness. 

Martin has also delved into research 

from the University of Virginia and its 
Division of Perceptual Studies in the 
School of Medicine. The late Dr. Ian Ste-
vens initiated paranormal studies there 
in the late 1950s and founded the Divi-
sion of Perceptual Studies. His research 

was known for taking a scientific look at 
people who claimed they had memories 
of prior incarnations, and he wrote books 
on the subject, including “Children Who 
Rember Previous Lives: A Question of 
Reincarnation.” 

Dr. Bruce Greyson continued that 
work from the 1970s on and has reviewed 

more than 1,000 incidents involving 
people who said they had near-death 
experiences. For Martin, the work of 
Greyson and other division researchers 
provides “convincing evidence” that con-
sciousness can exist independent of the 
brain’s involvement; that the brain inte-
grates consciousness in the body, that it 
doesn’t necessarily create consciousness.  

Martin reaches that conclusion from 
the division’s reviews of cases, including 
those of people who claimed near-death 
experiences; some who apparently had 
sustained irreversible brain damage but 
recovered consciousness before death; and 
those of children who reportedly recalled 
details of someone else’s life who had died. 

From a religious standpoint, Martin 
considers himself a Christian and often 
uses Biblical language, encouraging 
people to turn the other cheek and to 
love their neighbors. But he contends 
that traditional readings of the Gospels 
get some things wrong. As he puts it, if 
all is one, then everyone’s consciousness 
is part of the infinite consciousness that 
creates physical reality. 

He also says that traditional Christi-
anity misinterprets what Jesus said and 
anthropomorphizes God, but that Jesus 

ONE OF RICHMOND’S MOST PROLIFIC AUTHORS 
IS PASSIONATE ABOUT HIS WORK.

Stephen Hawley Martin, a former principal at The Martin 
Agency, the Richmond advertising firm that brought the Geico 
lizard to life and in an earlier iteration proclaimed that Virginia 
Is for Lovers, is still a creative force. 

His focus these days, though, is less on earthly matters, and 
more with an eye on the paranormal. Look at his author page on 
Amazon, and you’ll find titles including “Your Guide to Achieve 
Fourth Density: The Law of One, RA, and the End of Suffering,” 
“Reincarnation: Good News for Open-Minded Christians & Other 
Truth-Seekers,” and “The Truth About Life and How to Make 
Yours the Best of All.” 

The meaning of life according to Martin? There is an entity, 
“spirit,” at the center of everything, and we are each part of it, 
as is everything else. That entity wanted to know itself, and 
in seeking to achieve that goal it fragmented, and now it’s in 
pieces. That includes everything, even us, and we are striving 
to return to the entity.  

“At some point, spirit created an almost infinite number of 
bubbles, or whirlpools of itself, i.e., consciousness, and turned 
them loose so they could interact,” Martin writes in “Facts About 
Life and Death.” 

From that concept, he expounds on reincarnation, soul mates, 
politics and political leaders, extraterrestrial beings, the Buddha 
and Christ, and how an awareness of the nature of the entity 
will cure gun violence and school shootings while in general 
bringing about a new age of enlightenment. 

His other key tenet? No worries — you’ll have infinite chances 
to get things right. That Judgment Day thing? Think of it as a 
learning assessment. “God is not going to come down and put 

his finger in your face,” Martin says. 
Now Martin is an acolyte of sorts, spreading the word about 

his take on how things are and what makes the universe work. 
It’s a calling, a later-in-life drive to make people aware of what he 
perceives as the true state of things — the true state of every-
thing. “I feel like I have a mission to wake people up,” Martin says.  

LEAP OF FAITH 
By his own account, Martin had a typical post-World War II 
childhood in Richmond. The son of Hawley Phillips and Evelyn 
Martin, he was raised in a household that was not especially 
religious, one more oriented toward science and rationalism.

He earned a bachelor’s in economics in the late 1960s at Hamp-
den-Sydney College. Advertising was the family business; his 
father had worked with Ferguson Advertising, and his brother, 
the late David Martin, had co-founded an ad agency in Richmond 
— Martin & Woltz. Stephen Martin began his professional career 
in Baltimore in 1967 with VanSant Dugdale, then moved to Martin 
& Woltz in 1973 and ran that agency’s office in Washington. He 
then worked with his brother at the founding of the Martin 
Agency in 1975. He served in several positions there at various 
times, including director of client services, senior vice president 
for plans, and senior vice president for direct marketing services. 
He was president and chief executive officer for Athey Martin 
Webb in 1987-88. That agency became Hawley Martin Partners in 
1988, with Stephen serving as a founding partner with his brother 
and working as chief executive officer for the firm until 1993, 
when it was bought out by the Interpublic Group of Companies. 

Richmond resident Jim Maxwell worked with the broth-
ers and managed Hawley Martin Advertising Agency. He also 
co-wrote an Oaklea title with Stephen Martin, “The Martin Man-
aging Method.” Maxwell noted that the agency and the brothers 
built success in developing campaigns for national names, but 
would deliver the same top-tier work for clients in Richmond, too. 
“It was probably one of the highlights of my work as a profession-
al,” he says. “It’s not everyday that you get to work with giants.”

Maxwell describes Stephen Martin as having a strong sense of 
self-actualization and as spiritual. “That’s what drives him,” he says. 

Maxwell says that David Martin also had a deep sense of 
spirituality about him. Stephen Martin says that he had “lots 
of deep discussions” on spirituality with his brother. 

Advertising was a good life for Martin, and he focused on work, 
but then, he says, the mystical world intruded. Martin was 35, lying 
on a hammock in his backyard, when he experienced an all-is-one 
epiphany that the grass, the trees, the sky, his own being were all 
part of something greater. It was life-changing, he says, the start 
of his pursuit of alternative theories and knowledge, but it also 
was not something he was comfortable sharing with coworkers.  

He says that there were two other experiences early in life 
that he thought nothing of at the time, but that, looking back, 
he believes were encounters with the extraordinary. 

One happened when he was a teen and was struck by a car 

Publicity photo of Steve and his brother David circa 1990 with 
a photo of their father, Hawley Phillips Martin, when Hawley 

was the foreman of a ranch in Arizona. O
“I FEEL LIKE I 

HAVE A MISSION 
TO WAKE 

PEOPLE UP.” 
–Stephen Hawley Martin
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was talking about his Father in a way that’s closer to 
the Hindu sense of God as both in the world and tran-
scending it. Martin says he thinks a young Jesus may 
have spent time in India in an ashram before he started 
his ministry. 

In “Facts About Life After Death,” Martin cites Matthew 25:40, 
and Jesus saying that “whatever you did for the least of these 
brothers, you did for me.” From that, he concludes that “we are 
all from God and of God,” and that each person’s awareness is 
“a tiny sliver of a larger screen [God].” 

“I have obviously a different take on things,” he says. 
Martin contends that the one we are striving to rejoin has a 

side, the “love thy neighbor” side, that encourages unity, harmo-
ny and helping one another, while another side is me-oriented, 
selfish and harmful. He breaks it into Service to Self and Service 
to Others, and he suggests that those two sides are in conflict, 
which can be seen in the current political scene. 

He’s concerned that the U.S. political situation may dete-
riorate into anarchy and issues a clarion call to readers to be 
aware of political gaslighting and manipulation and to vote for 
candidates who are working to pull people together. “The Earth 
is going through a time of change,” he writes. “[We] are moving 
into a new time, political chaos in this country, and hopefully 
we will get through it.” 

OTHER PATHS 
True to his professional roots, Martin is still at work, serving 

as a marketing consultant, including recent work with 
a digital agency in Asheville, North Carolina, that spe-
cializes in recruitment for police and fire departments.   

Advertising was Martin’s career, but books and writ-
ing were his passion. He says he started Oaklea in 1995, 

presenting work by other authors, his own titles and some ghost-
writing for clients, too. As of this summer, he had six books in 
the queue to edit and publish. His clients find him; many of 
them have written works with a spiritual theme. Martin says 
that’s to be expected. “Google my name, and all these [spiritual] 
podcasts and books come up. That’s where I am now.” 

James King, an English citizen who lives in France, says he 
found Martin in late 2020 through “Afterlife: The Whole Truth.” 
They began a correspondence and Oaklea last year published 
King’s “The Story of Us: Extraterrestrials Explain Who We Are 
and How Our Universe Came to Be.” “We found many things 
concerning spiritual evolvement of interest to us both,” King 
says in an email. “Stephen’s books provide answers of a broad, 
understandable nature.”

Oaklea Press features about 16 titles that Martin has written 
or co-written, as well as works by others. His titles cover the 
basics, ranging from “The Secrets of Successful Entrepreneur-
ship” to “The CEO’s Guide From Good to Great.”  

His other titles include some fiction and his own writings on 
the paranormal and other New Age topics. He writes with ease, 
just as he talks, and writes quickly. In June, days after the school 
shooting in Uvalde, Texas, Martin released “A No-Brainer Way 

to Stop the Killings.” The book’s solution is 
to teach the kids most likely to engage in 
mass shootings that they are part of some-
thing greater and will never die. “And you 
know what? Once every 18- to 20-year-old 
male knows the truth, the killings will stop. 
That by itself is reason enough to get the 
word out,” he writes. 

His titles on life after death are his best-
sellers. In mid-September, his book “Afterlife, 
The Whole Truth: Life After Death Books I & 
II” was No. 16 in Amazon’s Kindle rankings 
in the category New Age Reincarnation, and 
No. 103,157 overall in the Kindle store. 

Martin says he does one or two pod-
cast interviews each week, and that’s 
where most people become acquainted 
with him and his books. Most of the pod-
casts he works with focus on spirituality 
or metaphysics. “There’s a lot of them out 
there,” he says. “I think there is a whole 
movement of people who are waking up 
to this reality.” 

He had an online radio show from 
2007-2009 that dealt with a range of 
topics, focusing on the truth about life as 
he sees it, talking with people who said 
they had experienced reincarnation or 
had been clinically dead, academics who 
study the paranormal and reincarnation, 
ESP, near-death experiences — the gamut 
of the paranormal.

Martin has been married twice and has 
been with his second wife, Hilary, since 
1987. He has three children: Hawley, Hans 
and Hannah Grace. Martin’s passion for 
metaphysics draws mixed reactions from 
his immediate family.

His wife, he says, thinks it’s just “woo-
woo.” “We don’t talk a lot about it.” it,” he 
says. Hilary Martin describes her-
self as a traditional Christian, and 
they attend church together. She 
says that her husband’s out-of-the-
mainstream, metaphysical pursuits 
are simply a part of his personality. 
“He’s just very interested about any-
thing, really, all kinds of topics,” she 
says. “He loves to tell a story. He’s pas-
sionate about books and reading and 
literature, and getting [them] into the 
hands of readers.” R

A Near Death Experience 
An excerpt from Stephen Hawley Martin’s “Facts About  

Life After Death: Three Books In One Volume”

“LET ME TELL YOU ABOUT MY NDE {NEAR DEATH EXPERIENCE}, AND WHY I DO 
not think it would have been pleasant if I had not returned to life. I’m not proud 

of why it happened. I was in my mid-twenties, and like many young men at 

that age, I thought I was immortal. I was a bachelor living in an apartment in an 

old townhouse with two other young men in the Bolton Hill neighborhood of 

Baltimore. I had a bad case of the flu, it was Saturday night, and I was upstairs 

in my bedroom, nursing the flu and reading a book, when I heard people 

downstairs coming into the apartment. 

Before long, there was a party going on. Well, nursing the flu in my bed-

room was not where I wanted to be on a Saturday night. At age 25, one is 

not about to miss out on a party no matter how sick one might be. So, even 

though I felt woozy, I climbed out of bed, put on some clothes and went 

downstairs to join in. I smoked and I drank, and before long I realized I could 

hardly stand up. I practically knee-walked back upstairs and flopped on the 

bed, which seemed to spin like a helicopter propeller at liftoff. I felt nauseous, 

the spinning continued, and I was about to throw up. But I didn’t think I could 

possibly stand up and get to the john. 

Lying there, feeling awful, I felt my body rise up and come back down with 

every breath — like maybe I was actually going to lift off like a helicopter, when 

a sort of pressure started building up inside me. It kept building, and after a 

few moments, I had the sensation that I — my body — popped. Everything 

seemed to shift, and for a moment I panicked — had I exploded? The next thing 

I knew, I realized I was up near the ceiling looking down at my body on the bed. 

I thought, “What am I doing up here?” I kept looking down at myself all 

sprawled out like road kill, and I thought, “Oh my God, am I dead?” 

With that, my awareness shifted. I could think, but it was a different type 

of thought — a much clearer thought process. I realized I was up near the 

ceiling, which puzzled me. I thought, “Wait a minute, I’m up here — not down 

there. How can I be up here?” And suddenly it dawned on me that I identified 

with whatever part of me seemed to be bumping against the ceiling, which 

meant it wasn’t actually me down there on the bed — even though I was sure 

that was my body down there. 

I had an epiphany. “Wow! I’m not my body — we aren’t our bodies — people 

aren’t bodies.” With that, I flipped upside down and was inches from the ceil-

ing. I recall that I saw all the texture of the ceiling as though it were under a 

microscope — all the little dents and grooves and texture of it because it was 

so close to me. Then I swiveled and looked down at my body again. It looked 

very pale, and everything went black. The next thing I knew it 

was Sunday morning and I was awake, back in my body, feeling 

much better than when I’d crashed on the bed the night before. 

Okay, so why do I think that if I had remained dead, it would 

not have been pleasant? Because I was an atheist. Now, don’t 

get me wrong. I don’t think someone would be punished for 

being an atheist. It’s just that, as a Scientific Materialist atheist, I 

didn’t think there was such a thing as life after death. I thought 

that when you die, that’s it, lights out like when you pull the 

plug on a TV set or vacuum cleaner. Since I believed that was 

the case, I didn’t know I needed to head for the light. Not only 

did I not see a light, it would not have occurred to me in a 

million years to look for one.” 

Martin started 
Oaklea Press in 1995, 
publishing works by 

others and titles 
that he has written 

or co-written.
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laborator during this period was two-time 
Grammy winner Marcus Miller. The iconic 
bassist and composer was just 16 when he 
was introduced to Smith, yet Miller quick-
ly earned Smith’s confidence, and some of 
Miller’s earliest compositions found a 
home on Smith’s Columbia-era albums. 

“He provided me with that stage as a 
writer,” Miller says, “and he would let me 
arrange the band and tell them what I 
thought they should play, which was kind 
of crazy, because I’m this little 16-, 17-year-
old kid instructing the older guys. But he 
got a kick out of it.” 

Identifying and empowering promising 
young players is among the highest call-
ings a masterful jazz musician can answer. 
Miller draws a direct line from Smith’s 
support to that of Miles Davis, with whom 
Miller would also go on to collaborate.  

“Once [Smith] figured out that I had 
some talent,” Miller recalls, “he’s like, ‘C’mon, 
do your thing.’ And I’m doing the same 
thing with young guys in my group. I don’t 
know if Miles had a mentor, or if it just 
came from him, but that’s a tradition that’s 
being passed down through generations.”

LEGACY AND INFLUENCE 
There may be no better lens through 
which to view Smith’s lasting impact than 
that of Devonne Harris, who plays keys 
for Richmond group Butcher Brown and 
produces beats as DJ Harrison. “Here’s a 
guy who took his dream and his vision 
and actually made it happen,” Harris says. 
“For a lot of creatives who are here in Rich-
mond, that’s definitely influential.”  

Harris grew up surrounded by Smith’s 
music — “My dad had a lot of his records,” 
he says — and he sought out those same 
albums upon starting his own collection. 
He’s since continued down Smith’s trail-
blazing path by customizing the sound of 
his keys. “He creates his own textures,” 
Harris says. “I’ve definitely picked up on 
that from him.” 

Smith returned to Richmond from New 
York in 1988, seeing in his hometown qual-

ities that local artists such as Harris con-
tinue to benefit from: a location that’s 
convenient for East Coast touring and 
easy access to air travel. Ironically, Smith 
was in Atlanta being interviewed for radio 
when Butcher Brown first crossed his 
radar a handful of years ago. “The inter-
viewer said, ‘Man, have you heard this 
group from Richmond, Butcher Brown? 
Let me play this record for you,’ ” he recalls. 

Smith made contact via the group’s 
drummer, Corey Fonville, and he arranged 
to visit the Butcher Brown home studio. 
“We jammed a little bit, we hung out, he 
played the Rhodes and started playing 
some of his hits,” Fonville recalls. “It was 
a very special moment.” 

“Having him over at the house was like 
our own private master class,” Harris says. 
“It was great. It was almost like he wanted 
to come into our world. Obviously, we 
know so much about his world.” 

As a beatmaker, Harris understands 
another important facet of Smith’s legacy: 
hip-hop sampling. Smith’s compositions 
have been sampled heavily, perhaps most 
notably on Jay-Z’s “Dead Presidents,” a 
song that incorporates the lilting piano 
from Smith’s “A Garden of Peace.” 

Smith’s 1977 “Live” album was crucial 
to Harris’ early exploration of sampling, 
and repurposing Smith’s music is one way 
to acknowledge that influence. “He’s one 
of the artists that understands that sam-

pling is paying homage,” Harris says. “We 
grew up on this, and we want to show the 
artist we’re sampling, ‘Hey, we know about 
this, and we’re trying to keep it alive.’ ” 

Richmond DJ Zak Young, who makes 
beats as DJ Mentos, cites Smith’s use of 
space as another reason his tracks are 
revisited. 

“[With] music that’s real dense, it’s 
harder to find isolated sounds,” Young says. 
“But with a Lonnie Liston Smith record, 
you might have an organ sound or a synth 
sound, and the vibrations that go along 
with it. That airy, sparse sound that we 
appreciate in his music would allow a pro-
ducer to isolate something more specific.” 

The openness with which Smith has 
approached music throughout his life 
extends to hearing his songs sampled. “I 
look at it like it’s an arrangement,” Smith 
says. “When they sample it, they arrange 
it differently. That’s what we do with 
songs. We arrange it our way, but some-
body else might record it and [say], ‘OK, I 
can put this spin on it.’ ” 

Smith got to close that loop and collab-
orate in real time on the groundbreaking 
1993 Guru album “Jazzmatazz Volume 1,” 
which paired hip-hop production with live 
studio performances by notable jazz art-
ists, including Branford Marsalis, Donald 

Byrd, Gary Barnacle and Roy Ayers. 
“I learned a lot in that situation,” Smith 

says, “because I was around the rappers. 
... They used to tease me, because I’m so 
laid back. I’d come in the room, and they’d 
say, ‘Oh, man, get my coat. A cool breeze 
just came in.’ ” 

It wasn’t the first time he helped break 
down a barrier between the two genres. 
In 1988, hip-hop group Stetsasonic released 
“Talkin’ All That Jazz,” with lyrics that 
pushed back against accusations of artis-
tic inauthenticity associated with sam-
pling. It incorporated the distinctive, loop-
ing bass notes from “Expansions,” and 
when the time came to negotiate rights 
— then a hot-button issue, given mounting 
legal pressure around uncleared samples 

— rapper and producer Daddy-O spoke 
directly with Smith. Securing sampling 
rights typically involves an upfront fee, a 
percentage of profits or both, yet Smith 
bestowed an unusually generous blessing 
by asking for neither. “Literally, he gave 
me the copyright for my song,” Daddy-O 
recounts. “For me, it was almost an out-
of-body experience.

“I solidly believe that we should be 
connected to the music before us,” Dad-
dy-O adds, praising Smith’s willingness to 
confer artist to artist. “There’s absolutely 
no reason that the kind of [call] that hap-
pened between me and Lonnie Liston 
Smith Jr. should not be an ongoing thing.” 

“It demonstrates yet again his open-
ness and his expansiveness,” Branch says 
of Smith’s embrace of sampling. “The idea 
of expanding yourself beyond what you 
immediately see. He’s just been a really 
important figure in jazz music.”  

Morgan State University’s board of 
regents agrees, and on May 15, 2021, the 
class of 1961 alum was awarded an honor-
ary Doctor of Fine Arts degree. He calls it 
a “proud moment” — a highlight during a 
year in which public appearances were 
scarce. Smith has continued performing, 
often standing at his keys in recent years, 
a technique he picked up while gigging in 
London. He no longer wears the colorful 
knit hats that defined his look during the 
Cosmic Echoes days, though you’re still 
likely to see him in dark-tinted glasses like 
he wore then. 

Plans to tour are on hold, owing to  
pandemic concerns and travel restrictions. 
He’s featured on the eleventh volume in 
Adrian Younge and Ali Shaheed Muham-
mad’s “Jazz Is Dead,” collaborative LP 
series, out later this month. And he has 
intends to return to the stage when con-
ditions improve.

“Lonnie would say to me, ‘Hey, man, I 
just want to bring people some beauty,’ ” 
Miller says. “You didn’t have to take a jazz 
appreciation course to dig it. That was his 
mission, to create music that had a vibe, 
that had depth to it, but also had some-
thing that would bring the community 
together.” RC
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Musical partner and friend Marcus Miller (left) listens 
as Smith plays the keys of the cosmos.

Miles Davis and Lonnie Liston Smith performing in concert

“When they 
sample it, they 

arrange it 

differently. That’s 

what we do with 
songs.”
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times you reach [inside the piano] to the 
strings. Trying all kinds of things.”  

Given Smith’s adventurous approach, 
both with Sanders and soon after with 
Argentine saxophonist Gato Barbieri, it 
seemed preordained that he would link 
up with Miles Davis in the early 1970s. 
Recording for Davis’ albums “On the 
Corner” and “Big Fun” demanded Smith 
make new strides in his development as 
an artist, some of which were spurred by 
the legendary trumpeter’s signature 
directness. 

“Can I take it home and practice?” 
Smith asked upon being assigned to play 
an unfamiliar Yamaha electric organ. 
Davis’ reply: “No.” 

Then there’s the time Smith learned 
at the last minute that he’d be one of 
three keyboardists playing simultaneous-
ly. Davis’ words of encouragement: “What 
the f--- are you waiting for?” 

“That’s how Miles made you strong,” 
Smith says. “He’d get upset if you weren’t 
creating every day or every night you 
were performing with him.”  

One crucial leap forward during 
Smith’s time with Davis resulted not from 
the bandleader’s gruff motivational style, 
but from Smith’s application of the tools 
Davis was using. “He had all these pedals 
hooked up on the floor on his trumpet,” F
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Musician Pharoah Sanders (left) and Smith in France, 1977

“I had to try to 
figure ouT 

ways to get more 
sound. So 

I’m using my 10 
fingers, but 

then sometimes 

you might use your 
forearm.”

he recalls. “ I said, ‘Now, if I hook these 
pedals up to the Fender Rhodes, I wonder 
what would happen?’ And it worked.” 

“It’s not often that you get to be inno-
vative and popular and uplifting all at the 
same time,” Branch says of Smith. “He 
may be the definitive musician to com-
bine those three things.” 

WORLDWIDE SUCCESS 
Smith recorded his 1973 debut, “Astral 
Traveling,” at the encouragement of Bob 

Thiele, the producer and Flying Dutchman 
label owner who recorded countless jazz 
greats, including John Coltrane. Audienc-
es responded quickly, and within months, 
Smith left Davis’ ensemble to form his 
own. While he saw similar success with 
his second effort, “Cosmic Funk,” his third 
album, “Expansions,” launched his career 
as bandleader into the stratosphere. “That 
just took off worldwide,” Smith says. 

The music database Discogs lists 33 
pressings of “Expansions,” including mul-
tiple editions from 1975, the year it was 
released, manufactured as far away as 
Germany, France and South Africa. “Bob 
Thiele was dealing with RCA Records, and 
they started scrambling,” Smith says. 
“They had to go back and reprint thou-
sands and thousands.” Smith’s break-
through LP landed at No. 10 on Billboard’s 
year-end jazz albums chart for 1975. 

“Back in the days when he released 
the ‘Expansions’ album, there was no 
genre called smooth jazz,” says Branch, a 
founder of the Richmond Jazz Society. 
“He would be the bridge between smooth 
jazz and spiritual jazz, because his music 
is very smooth and very appealing and 
very soothing, not as abrasive as some of 
the other spiritual jazz or some of the 
avant-garde jazz.” 

The title track of “Expansions” is a jazz-
funk touchstone, featuring a buoyant 
blend of treated keyboard sounds and 
fusion elements, with vocals from Smith’s 
brother Donald entreating listeners “to 
understand we all must live in peace.”

“My father and my mother were very 
spiritual,” Smith says. “I was expanding 
on making it more universal, that gospel 
and that spirituality that I received from 
them. Let’s take it to the whole world and 
expand their minds, so we can have a 
vision of the new world, everyone living 
in peace and harmony.” 

Those themes remained at the fore-
front of Smith’s music, from a string of 
late-1970s albums on Columbia Records 
to an early-1980s run on Bob Thiele’s newly 
formed Doctor Jazz imprint. A key col-
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in their own ways
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all it the Big Bang of the cosmic sound.
In 1970, at the storied Record Plant recording studio in Los Ange-

les, Lonnie Liston Smith Jr. first sat at a Fender Rhodes electric 

piano. While he waited for the other players to unpack at a 

recording session for the Pharoah Sanders album “Thembi,” 

Smith familiarized himself with the Rhodes. Then, as he 

began to play, history happened.

“Everybody ran over,” Smith recalls, “Pharoah, the engineer, 

everyone said, ‘What are you doing?’ I said, ‘I don’t know, I’m 

just writing this song. It’s the first time I’ve played the Fender 

Rhodes.’ They said, ‘We’ve got to record this right now. What are 

you going to call it?’ I was studying astral projection, and it sound-

ed like we were floating, so I said, ‘Let’s call it “Astral Traveling.” ’ ”

kinds of music, and that was a great influ-
ence. In New York, [The Harmonizing Four 
would] do the Apollo, then he’d go and 
listen to all types of music, and he’d tell 
me about all these great musicians when 
he got back home.” 

Richmond also bustled with touring 
talent in the 1940s and ’50s, at venues such 
as the Hippodrome, the Market Inn and 
the Mosque (now the Altria Theater). As 
he soaked it all in, Smith searched for his 
own voice.

Smith graduated from Armstrong 
High School in 1957. He speaks highly of 
his experience there — of the new facil-
ity the school moved into, and of the care 
he received from his teachers. He sought 
to make the most of every musical outlet, 
including the choir, which he led as pres-
ident in his senior year. (He was also 
named the “friendliest” and “best dressed” 
male student in his graduating class.) 

“We used to all sing,” he recalls. “I have 
two younger brothers, and they have the 
same beautiful tenor voice that my father 
had, but I can only sing the bass. … I was 
in the marching band all the way from 
elementary school through college, sang 
in the choirs, sang the bass parts, and of 
course, meanwhile, [I was] playing piano.”

He continued his musical education 
at Morgan State University in Baltimore 
and joined the house band at the city’s 
Royal Theatre. The Royal was part of a 
circuit, with sister theaters in New York; 
Chicago; Washington, D.C.; and Philadel-
phia. “All these top acts would do seven 
days in each city,” Smith recalls. “When 
they came through Baltimore, you were 
playing behind all the Motown acts, 
Curtis Mayfield, all of them.”

Smith had found his calling, but his 
searching continued. In 1963, he moved 
to the city where his father’s Harmonizing 
Four tour stories originated.

“When I went to New York,” he remem-
bers, “I wanted an opportunity to play 
with all the masters that I’d been listening 
to. I got an opportunity to play with Max 
Roach, I played with Art Blakey and the 

Jazz Messengers, Rahssan Roland Kirk, 
all the singers — Betty Carter, Dakota 
Staton, Joe Williams. These are the people 
that I used to go watch at the Mosque.” 

PUSHING BOUNDARIES
But Smith sought more than escalating 
levels of success. The horizons he explored 
after joining saxophonist Pharoah Sand-
ers’ ensemble in the late 1960s pushed at 
the outermost boundaries of jazz instru-
mentation. 

A bandmate of John Coltrane’s when 
Coltrane was venturing deep into the 
avant-garde, Sanders looked to extract 
more human sounds from his instrument 
— growling and overblowing that evoked 
an intense range of emotions. Smith 
helped Sanders create major entries in 
the spiritual jazz canon, including the 
albums “Karma,” “Jewels of Thought” and 
the aforementioned “Thembi.” 

Richmond-based saxophonist and 
Plunky & Oneness leader James “Plunky” 
Branch was living in San Francisco at the 
time, and he’d see Sanders play at every 
opportunity. He calls Smith’s playing 
“essential to what Pharoah was doing.” 

“It combined the rhythm of jazz and 
African music along with what I called 
invocation-type music — a prayerful sus-
pension of chord changes, performing 
this music based on how it feels. … Lonnie 
made that modal music have body, spir-
ituality and substance.” 

“When I got with Pharoah,” Smith 
explains, “I had to try to figure out ways 
to get more sound. So I’m using my 10 
fingers, but then sometimes you might 
use your forearm. You’re not banging, 
you’re trying to get more sound. Some-C
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Lonnie Liston Smith has released more than a dozen jazz 
albums, many of which have become collector’s items. 

“I was sTudying 
astral projection, and 

it sounded like we 
were floaTing, 

so I said, ‘Let’s 
call it “asTral 

Traveling.” ’ ”

Smith, a Richmond native, is credited 
with establishing a vast and influential 
area of the jazz landscape, one defined by 
a fluidity of sound and an uplifting spir-
itualism. As he sat at that Rhodes piano 
in LA, his career was zooming skyward. 
Stints with great jazz players were already 
in his rearview mirror. But that particular 
moment found Smith drifting in a sonic 
direction that would soon reach across 
the globe and that has since spanned 
generations of musicians who have fol-
lowed in his footsteps. 

“Seems like all the songs I did — ‘Give 

Peace a Chance’ and ‘Expansions’ — people 
say they need that now,” Smith says. “They 
definitely need ‘Visions of a New World’ 
because I think this is the first time in the 
history of mankind when the whole world 
is shut down at the same time.”

A MUSICAL UPBRINGING
Smith, 81, who now lives in Twin Hickory 
in Short Pump with his wife, Louise, grew 
up in Church Hill, surrounded by musi-
cianship to a rare degree. His father, 
Lonnie Sr., sang with the nationally known 
gospel group The Harmonizing Four, rub-

bing elbows with some of the genre’s big-
gest names.

“All the gospel groups used to come by 
the house,” the younger Smith remem-
bers. “Sam Cooke when he was with the 
Soul Stirrers, the Dixie Hummingbirds, 
Sister Rosetta Tharpe. She was crazy 
about my father and the Harmonizing 
Four. … She moved to Richmond, and I 
used to listen to her play guitar and said, 
‘Wow, this is different.’ ”

Smith says his father was always on 
the lookout for new sounds, and not just 
within the world of gospel. “He loved all 
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exhibition culminates in the All the Saints 
annual parade. Additionally, VisArts’ 58th 
annual Craft + Design Show returns to 
Main Street Station Oct. 14-16. For more 
details, visit visarts.org. 

At Manchester’s Art Works from Sept. 
23-Oct. 22, “Up From Ashes: A Life in Clay” 
presents examples of Lee Hazelgrove’s 35 
years as a ceramic artist, while “Trains” 
presents elements of the locomotive life 
and a “Train Day” event on Sept. 24, in 
conjunction with the nearby Richmond 
Railroad Museum. Chris Semtner’s “Phan-
tasmagorium” runs Oct. 28-Nov. 19, and the 
Poe Museum curator, author and artist 
presents paintings influenced by delving 
into the dark and mysterious. For more 
details, visit artworksva.com. 

At the Galleries 
The artist-run nonprofit 1708 Gallery 

turned a significant corner in its 43-year 
history with the recent purchase of its 

building on West Broad Street. Through 
Oct. 9, Leila Weefur’s “Play Prey,” co-curat-
ed with the Afrikana Film Festival, offers a 
multichannel film work about the experi-
ence of a queer Black child in the Christian 
church. An exhibition featuring works 
from throughout the long career of the 
late Myron Helfgott, who made immersive 
art before it was cool, runs Oct. 21-Dec. 4. 
The gallery goes outside Nov. 18-19, with 
the 15th annual site-specific InLight this 
year taking on Bryan Park with combi-
nations of illumination. For details, visit 
1708gallery.org. 

The recent move of Artspace to the 
Stratford Hills Shopping Center meant 
another transformation for the 34-year-
old gallery. Highlights of the ensuing 
season include the photography exhibi-
tion “Reflections,” through Sept. 17, show-
casing work by Elisabeth Flynn-Chapman 
and inaugurating a gallery space in her 
name. The theme for the member’s bien-
nial is “Watershed,” and it runs Nov. 11-Dec. 
18. Beyond art, this effort will include 
excursions, walks and talks about the 
James River watershed. For more details, 
visit artspacegallery.org.  

The contemporary Reynolds Gallery 
and its two locations, 1514 W. Main St. 
and 401 Libbie Ave., enter with several 
shows. At Main Street, the two artists 
in “Vital Signs,” through Oct. 2, include 
Richmonder and multidisciplinary maker 
Unicia Buster, and Petersburg-based Hugh 
Lightbody, with large-scale abstracts that 
double as portraits and metaphors. This is 
followed, Nov. 4 through Christmas, by a 
group show of some 10 artists, including 
Corydon Cowansage, Clare Grill, Alison 
Hall, Matt Phillips and Katia Santibañez, 
At Libbie, Oct. 21-Nov. 23, the work of Vir-
ginia Beach painter and photographer 
Barry Purcellis is showcased. For more 
details, visit reynoldsgallery.com. 

—HARRY KOLLATZ JR.  

PAINTINGS AREN’T MUSICAL, 
except when they are, and you’ll find out 
how in the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts 
exhibition “Storied Strings: The Guitar in 
American Art,” opening Oct. 8. 

The presentation includes 125 works 
spanning 200 years by such artists as 
Romare Bearden, Thomas Hart Benton, 
William Eggleston, Jacob Lawrence, Annie 
Leibovitz and Charles Wilson Peale. Also 
on display are 35 guitars made by Fender, 
Gibson, Gretsch and Martin. Amid the 
audiovisual kiosks of performances will 
be a recording studio created in collabora-
tion with Richmond's In Your Ear Studios, 
allowing visitors to observe musicians lay 
down tracks. Videos of their performanc-
es will be released on the VMFA’s website 
and YouTube channel. 

The exhibition is curated by Leo G. 
Mazow, the VMFA’s Louise B. and J. Har-
wood Cochrane Curator of American Art, 
who himself enjoys playing the guitar.  

“Without sounding too mystical,” 
Mazow explains, “the guitar allows us to 
hear stories, all kinds of them, and in large 

part this comes from the instrument’s 
affordability and portability. The guitar 
can reach people in profound ways, and 
I’m not saying other instruments can’t, 
but the guitar can go nearly everywhere 
with almost anyone.” 

The exhibit is $16 for adults. For more 
details, visit vmfa.museum. 

EXHIBITION PREVIEWS 
Museums and Art Centers 
At the University of Richmond’s muse-
ums are three noteworthy shows. Through 
Nov. 18, the Joel and Lila Harnett Museum 
of Art has “The Portraitist,” featuring 
Duane Michals’ photographic portraits.    

“Therefore I Am: Portraits from the 
Joel and Lila Harnett Print Study Center” 
runs through July 7, 2023, at the Modlin 
Center for the Arts atrium, showcasing 
portraits from the 16th to the 21st cen-
turies. Richard Waller, former executive 
director of UR’s museums, curated “Swan 
Song: Celebrating the Permanent Collec-
tion” (Nov. 3-April 21, 2023). The exhibition 
highlights notable acquisitions of the 

past 44 years. The museums are free and 
open Sunday-Friday, 1 to 5 p.m. For more 
details, visit museums.richmond.edu. 

Across town, the Institute for Con-
temporary Art at VCU strives to keep 
to the moment. Among its upcoming 
shows is “Resume at the Point of Inter-
ruption” (Sept. 9-Jan. 8, 2023), featuring 
work by poet/photographer/filmmaker 
dana washington-queen and curated by 
Enjoli Moon. The artist, who prefers her 
name be written in lowercase, grew up 
playing sports, and the exhibition’s title is 
from a NBA regulation stating that while 
a game can be halted for special circum-
stances, play must resume at the ball’s 
last position. Here, washington-queen 
examines the qualities of freedom. Among 
the ICA’s other shows are Naima Green’s 
multimedia “I Keep Missing My Water” 
(Sept. 9-Jan. 8, 2023), presenting the flu-
idity of experience while along bodies of 
water, and a yearlong commissioned work 
by Cuban American artist Rafael Dome-
nech, “The Medium Is the Massage,” that 
turns art-making and exhibition prepara-
tion inside out with the presentation of 
materials and research. Visiting the ICA 
is free. For more details, visit icavcu.org. 

In the Fan District, the Visual Arts 
Center of Richmond, which for 60 years 
has celebrated creativity, hosts “Commu-
nity Build” (Sept. 9-Oct. 21) with a group 
of multidisciplinary artists, Lukaza 
Branfman-Verissimo, Valeska Populoh, 
and Lil Lamberta and the All the Saints 
Theater Company. All three use puppetry, 
performance and procession to create 
collective and personal moments of cel-
ebration, resistance and reflection. This 

Sept. 2–Oct. 22 
Candela Gallery “All the 
Orchids Are Fine” presents work 
by multimedia artist Nadiya 
Nacorda, a child of immigrants 
and political refugees. Nacorda’s 
work addresses matters of 
intimacy, affection and identity. 
candelagallery.com 

Sept. 15–Nov. 13 
The Cultural Arts Center at 
Glen Allen At the Gumenick 
Family Gallery, “Kaleidoscope: 
Rekindling a History” showcases 
a variety of quilts from the 
Kuumba African American 
Quilting Guild ranging from 
reimagining traditional patterns 
to modern renditions of textile 
art. Nov. 17-Jan. 22, 2023: OMA, 
a Scripps intergenerational art 
program for people living with 
dementia, presents “Opening 
Minds Through Art (OMA),” 
featuring work by those 
remaining creative through their 
challenges. artsglenallen.com 

Sept. 15–Nov. 13 
Quirk Galleries The musical 
abstract geometrics of Robert 
Walz are in the Main Gallery, and 
the floral still lifes of Jeanie Keys 
are in the Pink. quirkgallery.com 

Sept. 16–Nov. 20 
Perkinson Center for the Arts 
and Education “Confluence” 
features work by the faculty 
of Virginia State University’s 
Department of Art + Design. 
perkinsoncenter.org 

From Sept. 23 
Eric Schindler Gallery 
Work by Kyle Phillips, the 
Brooklyn, New York-based 
painter of both the figurative and 
abstract, is on exhibit. 
ericschindlergallery.com 

Opens Oct. 6 
The Branch Museum of 
Architecture and Design 
“Characters” showcases work 
by typographer Tre Seals. 
branchmuseum.org

GALLERY
GUIDES

SIGHT & SOUND
The fall arts scene is full of fascinating rhythms

This photo of guitarist Woody Guthrie is part of the VMFA’s 
exhibition “Storied Strings: The Guitar in American Art.”

An image from dana washington-queen's "Resume at the Point 
of Interruption" at the Institute for Contemporary Art at VCU F
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comfortable making plans. … So numbers 
are good, but we definitely can always use 
more, that’s for sure.” 

The lineup for the 2nd Street Festival 
includes pioneering DJ Grandmaster 
Flash, a member of the hip-hop group 
Grandmaster Flash and Furious Five, 
which was responsible for hits such as 
“The Message” and “White Lines.” The 
group was inducted into the Rock & Roll 
Hall of Fame in 2007. Closing out the show 
on Sunday is local singer/actor Anthony 
Cosby Jr., with a Prince tribute perfor-
mance known as “I Would Die 4 U.” 

“He was a crowd favorite,” Bassard 
says of Cosby. “I thought he would be 
great to close this out.” 

Each festival requires months of plan-
ning and support from staff and sponsors, 
but even the best-laid plans are subject 
to unfortunate surprises that could leave 
audiences disappointed. In 2018, headlin-
er Stokley, recently separated from cel-
ebrated R&B band Mint Condition, was 
scheduled to perform a solo show as the 
headlining act. The hoarse-voiced singer 
walked onstage to apologize to the crowd 
for not being able to perform and prom-

ised to return when he was feeling better. 
Bassard said she appreciated the gesture 
and was relieved that she or someone else 
didn’t have to break the news to hundreds 
of people waiting to hear “Pretty Brown 
Eyes,” or “Someone to Love.” So what 
became of his promise? 

“No, I have not heard back from Stok-
ley,” she says, adding that she’s hopeful 
that the singer would be able to fit Rich-
mond into his touring schedule if she were 
to reach out. Next year is the 35th anni-
versary of the festival, and a good chance 
for “Someone” to make good on his word. 

The Richmond Folk Festival hasn’t 
been around as long as the 2nd Street 
Festival, but it’s one of the city’s signature 
events. Even so, with the steady influx 
of newcomers to the city, there may be 
many who are making their first visit next 
month. Lecky has some advice.  

“Wear comfortable shoes,” he says. 
“Be prepared to really see cultures and 
music and food and crafts and … all sort of 
facets of life within a 13-acre space. And it 
really is just sort of Richmond at its best. 
It's just a lot of fun. And it's a lot of good 
energy.” —CRAIG BELCHER

FOR THE ORGANIZERS OF TWO OF RICHMOND’S 
biggest festivals, last year was a test. It was their first attempt 
to resume the large events they were known for since pandemic 
restrictions had shut down mass gatherings. By most accounts, 
the Richmond Folk Festival and the 2nd Street Festival returned 
to form, attracting thousands of people for music, food and 
good times.

“I really didn't think we were going to get a lot of people at all,” 
says Sharon Bassard, events and booking manager for Venture 
Richmond, the organization behind the 2nd Street Festival. “So, 
I was just blown away by the number of people who came out 
on both days.” 

Bassard said attendance at last year’s festival was about 35,000, 
near their normal totals. This year is the 34th for the festival, a 
celebration of the history of Jackson Ward, a downtown neigh-
borhood that was once the cultural hub of the African American 
community. This year’s free event happens Oct 1-2. 

A few days later, the Richmond Folk Festival, also produced 
by Venture Richmond, returns to the city. After a virtual version 
in 2020 and a return to in-person events last year, Stephen Lecky, 
Venture Richmond’s director of events, concedes that preparing 
for this year has been different. 

“We do feel the pinch of … staffing and ordering 
things early, [and] costs being higher. We’re still work-
ing on COVID protocols with our artists and staff and 
some key volunteer spots,” Lecky says. “So, there's still 
some … similarities to last year, but it certainly feels 
different than a couple of years ago, that's for sure.” 

One thing that hasn’t changed is the diverse and 
eclectic lineup of artists and musicians at the festival. 
This year, there’s blues from Grammy winner Cedric 
Burnside, Zimbabwean a cappella quintet Black Umfo-
losi, a performance from The Korean Performing Arts 
Institute of Chicago, and Mexican marimba from Son 
Rompe Pera. 

The 2nd Street Festival has added some things to its 
entertainment schedule. This year marks the return of 
the Kid’s Zone, an area put together by the Children’s 
Museum of Richmond that features crafts, activities 
and other stuff kids like. Also “kind of new” is a mini 

parade recognizing the work of African American benevolent 
associations, such as the Beneficial Club, the Order of the Eastern 
Star and historically black fraternities and sororities. 

“Between the 1800s and the 1900s, these organizations came 
to uplift Richmond’s Black community during that time,” Bassard 
says. “It's great to draw our attention to recognize [them].” 

Venture Richmond has gotten attention in recent weeks for 
something that isn’t connected to one of their signature events. 
The organization held a contest to name the city’s new street 
sweeper that will keep the bike lanes clear. The winning name, “MF 
Broom,” is an homage to the late rapper MF Doom, known for the 
metallic mask he was rarely seen without. MF Broom isn’t on the 
artist list for the festival, but Lecky seemed intrigued by the idea. 

“Oh, my gosh, you know what, we really should have a parade 
and have MF Broom [clean] that,” he says. “I’m shocked at how 
much attention it’s got.” 

Last year, the festival was facing a decline in volunteers, as 
longtime festival staff aged out of the event. That hasn’t been 
the case this year. 

“We're definitely seeing more folks signing up right now … 
than we saw last year at this point,” Lecky says. “I think there was 
a lot more uncertainty last year at this point. People feel more 

There's more than music in store at the Richmond Folk Festival (right). Singer 
Anthony Cosby Jr. brings his tribute to Prince back to 2nd Street this year. 

Sept. 10 
The 43rd Street Festival 
is a neighborhood festival 
that’s billed as “Richmond 
coolest.” It features juried 
art, music and food from 
10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Free. 
43rdstgallery.com. 

Sept. 16-18 
St. Benedict Catholic 
Church hosts St. Benedict 
Oktoberfest, a celebration 
of German traditions 
with dancing, music, 
beer and German cuisine, 
along with hundreds of 
vendors and gifts. Opens 
at 4 p.m. on Sept. 16. Free. 
stbenedictoktoberfest.com 

Sept. 24 
Pridefest, one of the 
largest celebrations of 
the LGBTQ community 
in Virginia, returns to 
Brown’s Island. The event 
features local and national 
entertainers, food trucks, 
and activities for families 
and youth. Noon to 8 p.m. 
Free. vapride.org 

Oct. 7-8 
The 52nd Annual Richmond 
Oktoberfest comes to 
the Richmond Raceway 
Complex, bringing two 
days of German music, food 
and beer, and the famous 
German "Germutlichkeit.” 
Starts at 3 p.m. on Friday 
and 6 p.m. on Saturday. 
$12-$15. 
richmondoktoberfestinc.com 

Oct. 15  
Back on Arthur Ashe 
Boulevard is the Scott’s 
Addition Pumpkin Festival, 
from noon to 6 p.m. Expect 
bands, rides and plenty 
of large orange fruit. 
scottsaddition
pumpkinfestival.com

FESTIVAL
GUIDE

FALL OF FESTIVALS
The season of gathering returns with two major city festivals
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ed in any other venue in the region,” Mar-
keting and Strategic Communications 
Manager Erika Stanley says. “And as a 
part of this ongoing work to lift up the 
arts, it's really important to hear from 
so many different perspectives, because 
that's what makes our culture vibrant.”  

Next month, the play “Smart People,” 
a comedy about racial and sexual politics 
on the eve of Obama’s first election, will 
be staged for two nights (Oct. 1-2). On Oct. 
6, folk musicians Rhiannon Giddens and 
Francesco Turrisi perform, and later in 
October there is “Step Afrika, Drumfolk,” 
a musical about what happened when 
enslaved Africans were banned from 
using drums. In November, the Preser-
vation Hall Jazz Band plays as part of 
their 60th anniversary celebration, and 
the play “Miss You Like Hell,” about a road 
trip with a troubled teenager and her 
estranged mother, comes to the center.  

“[What] I'm very pleased with this year 
is the high number of women artists, 
women-led arts ensembles and organi-
zations, and artists that are committed 

to our season,” Brohan says. 
A few artists visiting the campus will 

also interact with university students 
and the community. Singer-songwriter 
Roseanne Cash, daughter of legendary 
country singer Johnny Cash, comes to 
the campus in February for a sold out-
show and will participate in a discussion 
on how the arts can strengthen women 
as leaders. Syrian American spoken-word 
artist Amal Kassir will perform at the 
Modlin Center on Nov. 12, and the fol-
lowing semester, she’ll return to work 
with a small group of students at the 
university. The students will develop their 
storytelling skills and write and perform 
their pieces at the end of the workshop. 

“It's not just about artists that we can 
bring to the stage, but people need to see 
themselves reflected, both onstage and 
in the audience … because the arts are 
for all of us,” Stanley says. “People from 
all over Richmond and beyond can see 
just incredible performances and trans-
formational experiences, right in their 
backyard.” —EMILY CARTER

AFTER A PANDEMIC HIATUS, 
the Modlin Center for the Arts at the Uni-
versity of Richmond opens its doors again 
for in-person performances. This year’s 
lineup features acclaimed jazz bassist 
Christian McBride, country music royalty 
Roseanne Cash, folk musician and former 
member of the Carolina Chocolate Drops 
Leyla McCalla, and the Grammy-winning 
bluegrass band Steep Canyon Rangers.

“This coming season… is our rees-
tablishment and the emerging of our 
continuing relationship with both the 
campus and the community of Richmond 

after the kind of interim hiatus years of 
the pandemic,” Modlin Center for the Arts 
Executive Director Paul Brohan says. 

The Modlin Center’s 165,000 square-
foot facility opened in 1996 and houses 
galleries, classrooms, studios and perfor-
mance spaces. The venue closed its doors 
during 2020’s lockdown and pivoted to 
posting performances from other venues 
on its website. Last year, there were a 
small number of in-person shows present-
ed to smaller audiences. With the venue 
back at full capacity, Modlin staff say they 
wanted to showcase different types of art 

and artists and make it accessible. 
UR is on the GRTC bus line,  and ample 

parking is available once you wind your 
way through the narrow streets of its 
350-acre campus. No ticket to an event 
exceeds $35. The Modlin Center also fea-
tures many free performances through-
out the year, with its UR Free Theatre and 
Dance season as well as the department 
of music’s free concert series.

“Modlin has long presented a really 
wide and deep diversity of performing 
arts and artists that are represented, and 
the genres that we present are not reflect-

BIG SHOW ON CAMPUS
University of Richmond's Modlin Center for the Arts is back with a full slate of performances

(Left) The student performers of UR Free Theatre and Dance. (Above) The Preservation Hall Jazz Band.
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Sept. 20-25 
The Richmond Ballet’s season 
opens with a Studio Series 
performance of “Scarred 
Bouquets” (Skarpetowska/
Brahms) and a world premiere 
by Ma Cong. Showtimes vary. 
$25-$50. Richmondballet.com

Oct. 14-16  
The Virginia Opera presents 
“The Valkyrie” at the Dominion 
Energy Center at 8 p.m. on 
Friday and 2 p.m. on Sunday. 
$85.80-$492.50.  
Virginiaopera.org

Oct. 23 
Singer Sonia De Los Santos 
performs at the University of 
Richmond’s Modlin Center for 
the Arts as part of its Family 
Arts Day Celebration at 3 p.m. 
Activity tables, art projects and 
food will be available in the 
Booth Lobby at 1 p.m. $5-$25. 
modlin.richmond.edu

Oct. 25-26 
Comedian Chris Rock comes 
to the Altria Theater at 8 p.m. 
$49.50-$170. Altriatheater.com

Nov.12 
Singer and self-described 
“cabaret artist” Georgia Rogers 
Farmer brings her show “Come 
on Over” to the Cultural Arts 
Center at Glen Allen at 7 p.m. 
$40. Artsglenallen.com

PERFORMANCE 
PREVIEW 
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off, we split 50/50 with the artist,” Chafin 
says. “That way, the artist makes money, 
and they recoup their production costs, 
and we’re equal partners in making the 
mechanism work. If it goes crazy, we 
profit — if it doesn’t, we don’t lose any-
thing.” 

A principle of Shockoe Records is 
that once that recording investment is 
paid off, the artists are in control of how 
much assistance they desire. And if they 
attract attention from a major label, then 
Shockoe Records worked. 

READY TO GO 
Jameson Price, half of the duo with 
Laney Sullivan that forms Høly River, 
describes how they’ve self-managed for 
over a decade. “We value our autonomy 
and control over our communications and 

career, but it’s difficult to excel at every 
aspect of music management, and we 
hope to work with Shockoe Records in 
the places that we feel we could grow.” 

Album releases are cued up and 
demonstrate the variety of the roster. 
First, there’s Wise’s blues-inflected “Reck-
less Sophistication,” with a vinyl release 
scheduled for October. Next up are the 
soul sounds of Rodney Stith and later, 
music from the reflective, dynamic and 
nature-conscious Høly River. On the way 
are releases featuring the swaggering and 
inventive hip-hop of Fischer and the vig-
orous jazz of Hill.

“We talk about the ‘Richmond sound,’ ” 
Fischer says, “but it’s not one thing, it’s a 
spectrum. You’ll have some artists from 
here, once they get signed, they move to 
[Washington] D.C. or New York or L.A., and 
Richmond disappears from their bios. But 
this is our place, and we’re coming from 
here.” —HARRY KOLLATZ JR.

SINGER-SONGWRITER ELIZABETH WISE DIDN’T 
know what to do next. In January of last year, she pondered 
the fate of her latest album, “Reckless Sophistication,” after her 
marketing manager dropped out. She paused to text her agent, 
the PBS television producer Craig Martin (co-host of “The Good 
Road”). Over the next several months, Wise’s challenge evolved 
into Shockoe Records. 

TURN THE PAGE 
A cofounder of In Your Ear studios, Carlos Chafin was the pro-
ducer for “Reckless Sophistication.” Martin and Wise met with 
him to determine how to advance her work. 

A vast gulf separates working midrange artists from radio 
airplay hitmakers. Streaming services offer little compensation, 
leaving few options for recording artists. 

“You can play live and sell merch,” Chafin says. “But that’s 
it.” Five years ago, Chafin inaugurated Shockoe Sessions as an 
invitational meet-and-mix event that featured live music at In 
Your Ear. When the pandemic hit, those gatherings turned into 
a series of hourlong concerts on the web. In June, Shockoe Ses-
sions hit the 100th episode mark. 

“We saw a hundred bands,” says Shockoe Sessions host Reese 
Williams. “We saw them for two solid years with amazing orig-
inal content, not cover bands, not people who were doing it on 
weekends, but dedicated professionals and all of them good — all 
struggling, working part time, working full time, having kids, 
doing music part time, spending all their money on a recording 
session then hitting this wall. You can’t watch this anymore 
without doing something about it. So we’re sitting here saying, 
‘How do we get this music out there?’ ” 

Chafin had an answer. 
“When the three of us were talking, Carlos said that if we’re 

going to do all this work for marketing Elizabeth’s record, this 
isn’t worth the trouble over one person,” Wise recalls. “We might 
as well put this thing together and add other artists.” 

THERE’S SOMETHING HAPPENING HERE 
Into this mix entered a relative newcomer to Richmond who is 
no stranger to making things happen: Queon “Q” Marti, a Brook-
lyn native who worked on films by Martin Scorsese and Joel 
Schumacher and started Carter Magazine, a publication with 
the motto “Where History Meets Hip-Hop” that earlier this year 

celebrated its 11th anniversary. 
A February event for Carter was held at the Common House 

and tied into a Shockoe Sessions event featuring the hip-hop 
stylings of Chance Fischer and the classic soul of Rodney Stith. 
Q observed the proceedings and concluded that the energy he 
sensed should power something larger. What, he didn’t then 
know. 

That soon changed. 
Martin, Q and Chafin met for drinks at The Daily in Carytown. 

“And I went off on one my rants,” Chafin says, addressing the 
sorry state of the music industry. “And the two of them looked 
at me and said, ‘Why don’t you shut up and do something about 
it? You know the talent, and you have the technology.’ ” Chafin 
laughs as he recalls his reply: “I said, ‘Because I’m not going to do 
it by myself.’ And then they unintelligently raised their hands 
and said, ‘We’ll help you.’ ” 

I AM A ROCK 
Meetings commenced, involving 20 to 25 interested parties 
ranging from entertainment lawyer Ashley S. Brooks to Plan 
9 Records founder Jim Bland. The three initiators agreed that 
they needed to form a legal entity. They needed a name. 

“I’m all about ‘The Good Road’, ‘good’ this and that,” Craig 
Martin says. “I thought, ‘Good Music.’ ” 

“But Kanye West already has that,” Q notes, chuckling. 
“And then Q’s the one who said, ‘Shockoe Records,’ ” Chafin 

recalls. 

I’M NOT LIKE EVERYBODY ELSE 
“I’ve not seen anything like it,” says Weldon Hill, a Richmond 
native and veteran jazz pianist, composer and educator who’s 
one of the five founding artists for Shockoe Records. “It’s a legit-
imate partnership. We’ve been waiting for something like this 
for a long time.” 

Shockoe Records is intended as a catalyst for artists with an 
established audience. It isn’t about managing or starting careers 
— not yet. At Shockoe, artists are responsible for producing 
their recordings, and then the label matches the amount spent 
with promotions and other services. The performer retains the 
publishing rights to their music, but if they need assistance in 
that area, Shockoe Records will help for a standard 10% fee. 

“When we have the product in hand, and soon as it’s paid 
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The roster: Weldon Hill, Elizabeth Wise, Rodney Stith, 
Jameson Price of Holy River, Chance Fischer and Laney 
Sullivan of Høly River.

Sept. 13  
Pop/soul band Lake Street 
Dive, a Richmond favorite, 
plays Virginia Credit Union Live 
at 7:30 p.m. $32.50-$67.50. 
vaculive.com 

Sept. 17
R&B/pop trio Boyz II Men 
bring their smooth and 
soulful sound to Meadow 
Event Park at 6 p.m. $39-$99. 
afterhoursconcertseries.com 

Sept. 24
The Richmond Symphony 
presents Steve Hackman’s 
Brahms X Radiohead, a clash 
of the sonics mixing the 
orchestral with sounds from 
Radiohead’s seminal “OK 
Computer” album and the First 
Symphony of Brahms, at the 
Dominion Energy Center for the 
Performing Arts at 8 p.m. $11-
$85. richmondsymphony.com 

Oct. 4
Rock & Roll Hall of Fame 
members ZZ Top bring their 
blend of blues and rock to the 
Altria Theater. $55-$299.50. 
altriatheater.com 

Oct. 22
Virginia-based rapper Pusha 
T, known for his cold delivery 
of rhymes about illegal 
pharmaceutical distribution, 
comes to Brown’s Island at 
7:30 p.m. $36.50-$46.50. 
thebroadberry.com 

Nov. 17
Country icon Crystal Gale, 
known for her hit “Don’t It 
Make My Brown Eyes Blue,” 
comes to the Beacon Theater 
in Hopewell. $47-$52. 
thebeacontheatreva.com 

Nov. 27
The Grammy-nominated 
duo known as Black Violin 
brings their artistic merger of 
classical music and hip-hop to 
The National at 7:30 p.m. $40-
$75. thenationalva.com 

BIG GIG 
GUIDE

A NEW SOUND IN TOWN
Built on experience and guided by artists, Shockoe Records drops the needle on Richmond music   
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Rapper Chance Fischer 
of Shockoe Records
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New sounds from Shockoe, festival faves, arts 
on campus and local galleries frame the scene

2022
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