
Before its recent renovation, Jazz St. Louis’ performance venue could give a 

person a real case of the blues.

“Te quality of the space didn’t really match the quality of the artist we had 

on stage,” says Gene Dobbs Bradford, executive director of Jazz St. Louis. “We 

bring in the top names in jazz. Everybody from Harry Connick Jr. to Ahmad 

Jamal, Wynton Marsalis, Branford Marsalis, they have all played here. But until 

we did the renovation, we didn’t have a world-class venue. Tere were a lot of 

spaces where the sound was uneven; it wasn’t as easy to hear in the back.”

“It was crusty,” says interior designer Jimmy Jamieson.

Jamieson has been listening to jazz since he was a kid. He was a regular at 

the club back to its beginnings in the ’90s, when the legendary Barbara Rose 

was booking the artists. “I didn’t complain,” he says. “But the sightlines were 

limited. You were visually disconnected, and the acoustics were awful too.” 

“Tere were a couple of walls that made you feel like you were in a diferent 

part,” Bradford says, and Jamieson quickly interjects: “like in social Siberia.” 

“It didn’t feel unifed,” Bradford says. “People always said they wanted to 

sit in the front section.”

When they began to plan the renovation, they intended to redecorate as 

inexpensively as possible, or as Jamieson quips, “put perfume on the pig.”

As a nonproft, Jazz St. Louis had limited options. Its building was owned 

by Grand Center. Te space was small and bordered by the Greenberg Van 

Doren Gallery. Te time had come to become a landowner — and acquisitor. 

Jazz St. Louis bought the building and the gallery next door. With the 

Lawrence Group handling the architecture and Jamieson the design, they went 

to work on a striking – and strikingly larger – facility that now includes an 

educational center. 
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 “We realized that if we were going to get the support of the community, 

we had to produce a product that St. Louis would be proud of and get behind,” 

Bradford says. “Real hardcore jazz fans will go pretty much anywhere to hear a great 

artist, be it the seediest dive in the worst part of town. But we needed something that 

would appeal to people who were jazz curious. A lot of jazz clubs are more geared to 

men, and we wanted to be sure that this was something that was especially appealing 

to women. We wanted to have a sense of romance to the space.”

A number of local philanthropists made major donations, including 

David and Thelma Steward, Nancy and Ken Kranzberg, and Alison and 

John Ferring. Te original building was gutted; all that remains from are the 

arched windows. Walls were punched through to add the space next door, 

transforming it into the education center.

First and foremost, the Jazz Bistro had to have spectacular sound, so Jazz 

St. Louis brought in acoustician Sam Berkow, founding partner of New York 

City-based SIA Acoustics. 

“It was a really fun project to do,” Berkow says. “I liked everything about 

it, particularly working with Gene Dobbs Bradford.” Sam’s previous projects 

include Te SFJAZZ Center in San Francisco and Jazz at Lincoln Center.

In St. Louis, one of Berkow’s first challenges was installing and 

addressing the acoustics of the space. This was made more complicated 
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because the two buildings that make up the new center have floors at 

diferent levels. “Tere was a limited amount of space available,” he says. 

Ten came the challenge of working with the project’s mechanical engineers, 

a group, Berkow says, who “generally aren’t skilled at making air flow 

systems quiet. But we had a great team of framers, drywallers — the entire 

construction group. Tat was like a dream come true.”

Bradford pointed to the wall paneling, sound diffusers and ceiling 

treatment – acoustic elements that Jamieson incorporated into the design. 

“Wood creates a warm, relaxed and inviting envelope, and it inherently 

possesses the qualities the acoustician was looking for,” Jamieson says. “It is a 

soft material, and it is acoustically correct material. Ten creating these positive 

and negative spaces for the sound to travel is playing into all that.”

He primarily used walnut in the club, with pine on the stage and oak 

in the adjoining educational center. Te club is monochromatic, while the 

adjoining practice rooms and student lounge are splashed with color. 

Jamieson’s first mission was to design something ladies would like. “I 

thought inherently, innately, women gravitate toward things that are a little 

bit glamorous,” he says. “Yet if it was too glamorous, I didn’t think it was 

appropriate for a jazz setting, and if it was too glamorous, men don’t necessarily 

feel so comfortable.
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“We wanted to create a space that regardless of your dress, regardless of your 

frame of mind, it was something you would always look forward to coming to,” 

Jamieson says. “Whether you’re in blue jeans, a suit, a tie, a top hat, a straw hat, and 

everything in between, you say, ‘Let’s go there because it is a great time.’”

With the exception of a couple of Corbusier couches and vintage light 

fxtures, everything was designed and made for the space. Te vibe is classic 

mid-century modern. 

“While the music was born long before the mid-portion of the 20th century, 

by the time that it evolved to the mid-portion of the 20th century, it was a thing,” 

Jamieson says. “I thought if we created something that had a mid-century vibe, it 

would age well. So 10 or 20 years from now, we could have an environment that 

was just as fresh and just as appealing for people as it would be the day it opened.” 

Te Jazz Bistro is now a serene space with an open stage, seating at tables and a 

bordering railing. Waiters approach from behind to keep distraction to a minimum. 

“You now have good sightlines from every point in the room,” Jamieson 

says. “Regardless of where you sit, you don’t feel like you are sitting in the back 

of the room, and your experience with the music is intimate, seductive.”

While the patrons may be pleased, the artists are thrilled.

Te frst night Wynton Marsalis performed for the reopening, he declared 

Jazz St. Louis was one of the best venues he had ever played. By the time he left 

two days later, he had pronounced it one of the best venues in the world.

“Te experience you had here before to the experience you have now is 

comparing an apple to an orange,” Jamieson says. “We went from zero to 100 

real fast.”  sl
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The next Miles Davis, Clark Terry, Duke Ellington or Billie 

Holiday may be waiting in the wings — and Jazz St. Louis is 

ready to nurture their talent. 

“We have education and outreach programs that reach over 

10,000 students every year,” says Gene Dobbs Bradford, executive 

director of Jazz St. Louis. We have programs that expose kids to 

music, like when we take artists performing at Jazz Bistro into 

the schools for in-school performances, master classes, lectures. K 

through 12, the full nine yards.”

But Jazz St. Louis now can do more than share the sounds 

of jazz – they teach the next generation of jazz musicians. Until 

the renovation, they didn’t have space dedicated to do that. “It is 

really designed for the purpose of teaching jazz,” Bradford says, 

with two rehearsal rooms, six practice rooms, and a computer lab 

— the latter “a place for students to work on composition, music 

theory and ear training.”

Closing the door to one of the large rehearsal rooms, 

Bradford praises the acoustics. “You hear nothing,” he says. 

“You see cars coming by, and you don’t hear them.” A control 

room adjoins the rehearsal room; together, they make up a 

recording studio.

In the center of the wing is a cofee bar and smattering of chic, 

comfortable chairs. “One of the things we really wanted was to 

encourage the students to create a community where the students 

can relax in between the classes or wait for a performance in the 

evening,” Bradford says. “It’s a safe place for them to stay.”  sl

Raising the Next Generation
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