Robert Sims: A rare combination of classical, jazz
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A couple of weeks ago, several of Chicago's most accomplished musicians performed in the fabled Empire Room of the Palmer House Hilton, for a dinner honoring Congressional Medal of Honor recipients.

But only one of the artists received a standing ovation, and for good reason. Singing "Old Man River" (from "Show Boat") and "I Got Plenty o' Nuttin'" (from "Porgy and Bess"), Chicagoan Robert Sims paired a superior instrument with a vividly charismatic style. Moreover, he accomplished something few classically trained singers can, capturing the rhythmic bounce and cadence of jazz-tinged repertoire.

Sims' triumph augured well for his next engagement: performing excerpts of Duke Ellington's Sacred Concerts with Jeff Lindberg's Chicago Jazz Orchestra on Sunday.


"It's important for Americans to celebrate their own music -- when we get to other countries, they want to hear what's uniquely American," Sims says.

"And I have to say that singing Ellington helps me sing Handel. Singing spirituals and blues helps me sing Schubert.

"Look at 'Winterreise,'" says Sims, referring to Schubert's song cycle about a wanderer contemplating his sorrows. "It's really based in the blues. The guy is suffering because of a loss of a love.

"When you bring it down to the basic meaning of it, he's singing the blues. ... We're just expressing the same thing many different ways."

That Sims would be effective in music from both sides of the Atlantic should come as no surprise, considering that he studied with the versatile Lena McLin, at Kenwood Academy High School. McLin immersed Sims -- and all of her students -- in everything "from baroque all the way to the blues," Sims says. As for Kenwood, "It was like a mini-conservatory."

But that was just part of Sims' unusual musical education. In addition to studies at Oberlin Conservatory of Music and Northwestern University, he toured with William Warfield, himself a master at transcending musical boundaries.

All of which made Sims a natural to sing Ellington's sacred music.

"I knew him (Sims) back in the early '90s ... and I've followed him for all these years," says Alyce Claerbaut, executive director of the Chicago Jazz Orchestra.

"He has that 'ring' in his voice," says Claerbaut. "It's that bell sound that people appreciate."
