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Rafe Gomez, host of the popular Saturday night radio show The Groove Boutique, spins Thursday nights at Chakra restaurant and lounge in Paramus.

In @ smooth groove

DJ Rafe Gomez wants to bring cool jazz to the masses
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Gomez, a Passaic native turned
New York radie DJ, to sow the

seeds for the music he is trying to
bring into the mainstream. Gomez,
who has stylishly thick glasses, a
shaved head and a black goatee
with a tuft of gray hair sprouting
from the center, is the host of The
Greove Boutique, a Saturday night
jazz mix show on CD101.9, New
York’s smooth jazz radio station.
The Groove Boutique, however,
is a slightly different animal.
Gomez has engineered the show
to be a seamnless blend of jazz-funk

of a microbrew that the restaurant
serves, “is, ‘1 don’t feel like I'm in
Paramus anymore.™

“To me it’s transportative,” said
Gomez, 45, who stood next to him.

“T don't want to go so far as to
say sensual ..” Chiararnante said,
searching for a word.

“Sophisticated.  Indulgent”
Gomez chimed in. “Luxurious. I'm
a synonym finder.”

The conversation continued -

down a hallway past the bar, up a
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wood beams.

Here, in front of a small window
that locks cut onto Chakra's
lounge area, Gomez spins every
Thursday night from 10 p.m. to
closing. Gomez was hired here, as
he was at the top-tier New York
restaurant Danjel, to curaie a
night’s worth of casual but cool
music that grooves with the overall
vibe of the restaurant.

In one sense, this is a mere Dj
gig. But Gomez secs it as the test-
g ground for the music market
he is trying to pioneer,

He dreams of turning The
Groove Boutique into a lifestyle
brand for young professionals,
much as “TRL,” MTVs after-
school wideo countdown, is a
lifestyle brand for the teen and
tween set. He imagines it as “an ir-
resistible, addictive experience,”
with a late-night TV show, exclu-
sive iPod mixes and, of course,
product placements.

The idea came to Gomez, who
worked in marketing before he
jumped into radio, after he saw
some success from The Groove
Boutique. When the show pre-
miered on CD101.9 in 2003, it
proved to be a ratings draw, out-
performing the rest of the station’s
weekend programs, according to
the station’s programming director,
Blake Lawrence.

The show is syndicated in 20
other markets across the country,
including unlikely places like Flint,
Mich. In 2004, Gomez released a
Groove Boutique compilation CD
through Tommy Boy Records, the
once preeminent hip-hop label. He
even twice went on QVC, the
home shopping network, and sold
thousands of copies of the Groove
Boutique CD, he says. “Who’s
waiching at 4 a.m.? I don't know.
But somebody’s watching, and
somebody’s buying. That’s ail that
counts.”

“Which is remarkable consider-*

ing that this show is Gomez's mid-
life career change.

Long slory short, he saw his for-
tunes rise and fall during the
dot.com boom of the mid-1990s.
He was a freelance marketer for
countiess start-up Internet busi-
nesses. “It was great, great man,”
Gomez said, the nostalgia seeping
from his voice.

But it didn’t last. In 2000, he
watched as the world of e-com-
merce shriveled up and his once-
secure job was shed like dead skin.
Out of work and living on his sav-
ings and his wife's salary, he stayed
up late listening to CD1019.
Though he used the station to help
his young son fall asleep, Gomez
discovered what he thought was a
hole in its programming: No show
played an uninterrupted mix of
smooth jazz. Gomez figured he
had nothing to lose, so he put to-
gether a package and pilched The
Groove Boutique.

The first station to bite was Sir-
ius, the then-nascent satellite radio
station. Then after two years,
Gomez jumped to CD101.9, also
known as WQCD-FM.

Like perhaps every music ah-
cionado, Gomez believes there isa
world of awe-inspiring music that
should be heard by a larger audi-
ence but isn’t because it doesn’t fit
within the necat boundaries of a
four-minute pop song, the format
that seems to drive the mainstream

music industry.

Unlike many aficionados,
Gomez has a plan to get that mu-
sic out into the mainstream.
Chiefly, it relies on a marketing
plan (which may explain his self-

rociaimed talent as a “synonym
det™).

The music of The Groove Bou-
tique takes the positive elements of
both jazz and electronic dance mu-
sic (cool sophistication and upbeat
energy), while leaving behind their
negahve connotations (stuffy elit-
ism and drunken encounters, re-
spectively). Even if it is not entire-
ly danceable, The Groove Bou-
tique provides a soundtrack that is
at Jeast worthy of a good head-
bobbing. it lets you relax, fall into
deep conversation or thought —
and perhaps think of life in Euro-
pean cafes and cocktail bars.

These are two of Gomez's
biggest selling points: The music is
eagy to listen to, and it feels very
chic.

Which leads him to his target
audience. '

Gomez has a theory about what
happens to young professionals
when they graduate from college,
get married, settle down and think
about kids: They slop thinking
about what is cool and hip.

Their attention instead shifts to
adult responsibilities, like carting
the kids off to Little League games,
paying the mortgage, and worrying
about 401ks, health benefits and
their next promotion.

When that happens, the defini-
tion of cool and hip gradually
changes. 1 becomes something
that newfound adulis no longer
recognize. [t becomes something
weird and unappealing.

In terms of music, this process
causes tastes simply to stagnate.
Less likely to seek out new music,
many settled-down adults will sim-
ply listen to what they lknew when
they were growing up, Gomez
says.
“No one wants to think of
themselves as beyond what’s hip,
as being old fogies,” Gomez said.
But that’s what many people in-
evitably becorne.

But it doesn’t need to be this
way, Gomez says. While adults in
their mid-30s and older will prob-
ably not jive to the typically bom-
bastic music that is cool in local
high schools, there is music that
could speak to an adult's needs.
And that is probably just & moment
of tranquility.

What can provide a sense of
both tranquility and coolness bet-
ter than underground jazz?

“I'm glad that I have stuff that
can blow purists away, and also
thrill the folks who want to feel
good," Gomez said.

The problem is access. Jazz is
hardly the most commercial music,
and because the penres Gomez
:;j;l)[igs are more popular abroad, it is

ifficult to discover much in a local
music store. (Ever heard of Grupo
X, the Latin jazz band formed b
Londoners? Or One Million Dol-
lars, a New Zealand soul jazz col-
lective out of Auckland?) “To find
this music,” Gomez said, “it would
take a lot of work.”

This is where he comes in.
Gomez is the compiler and the
mixer. He is the tastemaker.

Or 50 he sees himself.

“This would allow others 0 ex-
perience hip on a platier, on an
iPod,” Gomez said.

Reach Ed Beeson at 973-569-
7042 or beeson@northjersey.com.
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