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XIV. Hanging in There (1990-2005) 
 

Another legitimate reason for including and reviewing the revival of older jazz musi-
cians’ careers and the retro performers is that their ranks, and influence on the evolving jazz 
scene, was quite strong during the period under discussion in this chapter. While it is true that the 
number of jazz styles had actually thinned out by the 1990s, and in some cases had changed—the 
cool school as we knew it from the 1950s through the early 1980s, for example, had morphed 
into the less musically substantial style that became known as “ambient” or “smooth” jazz1—
several styles had either disappeared or become so small that their continuance was now viewed 
as peripheral or insignificant. Saxophonist Arthur Blythe, an “outside” player who led a briefly 
successful small band that included both a cello and a tuba (but did not play classically influ-
enced jazz), was probably the last such player to make an impact on the mainstream. The future 
belonged to a few bands who played more creative avant-garde jazz but stayed within more 
structured limits, the smooth or ambient groups, and a number of retro musicians who claimed to 
be reviving the “real” jazz just as the “moldy figs” of the 1940s, playing New Orleans and Chi-
cago styled Dixieland during the bop era, claimed to be preserving real jazz. Ironically, both 
groups held a suspicion for large-band jazz, even the modern large-band jazz of Akiyoshi or 
Maria Schneider, whose own music grew out of her internship in the 1980s as an assistant to Gil 
Evans. And at the very beginning of the decade the death of two icons from differing schools, 
Stan Getz and Miles Davis, left the jazz world reeling a little. It wasn’t just that they had been 
such well-liked and potent musicians for a very long time, but that there didn’t seem to be per-
sonalities in jazz like them to take their place. Slowly but surely, it began to dawn on music crit-
ics and promoters that there simply didn’t seem to be many musicians who could act as a focal 
point for fans, someone who was universally liked and also creative in a new and different way. 

Enter Wynton Marsalis. A gifted trumpeter who originally played retro-bop in the style of 
Dizzy Gillespie and Clifford Brown, Marsalis was promoted by his agents as a “super-trumpeter” 
who could cross styles and perform classical music as well as he did jazz. To some extent Mar-
salis fit that profile admirably, producing best-selling albums of trumpet concertos and re-
cordings in which he accompanied classical soprano Kathleen Battle. Yet as time went on, Mar-
salis’ jazz recordings became more and more retro in style (i.e., The Majesty of the Blues) as he 
began to believe that real jazz “died” during the era of George Russell, Ornette Coleman and Ce-
cil Taylor. In 1987, at the age of only 26, Marsalis co-founded the Jazz at Lincoln Center Pro-
gram, of which he became artistic director. Among his more controversial policies were his as-
sertion that because African Americans had been the primary creators of jazz that “real” jazz 
should be considered the sole intellectual achievement of that ethnic group (for some time, the 
Jazz at Lincoln Center Orchestra excluded white musicians entirely); that “real jazz went away” 
or “died” during the Free Jazz and fusion periods; and, following these policies, any modern jazz 
that does not meet Marsalis’ personal approval is thereby excluded from being performed at that 
venue. Rather than angering New Yorkers, however, most of them embraced Marsalis’ vision as 
valid, partly because he was their officially-sanctioned wunderkind of jazz and partly because—
for all their posturing as a cultural hub—New York City has always been suspicious of and hos-
tile to the most innovative artistic trends, whether they be visual, musical or literary. New York-
ers have always embraced the old and established and detested the new and different, whether 
they be Alfred Stieglitz’s art studio, Richard Strauss’ Salome, the music of Charles Tomlinson 

                                                
1 Although the MJQ re-formed periodically in the 1980s and early 1990s to record, by the time of their final re-
cording in 1993 they were virtually marginalized by the jazz world at large. 
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Griffes, the performances of Feodor Chaliapin or the Original Dixieland Jazz Band, all of which 
were vilified by New York patrons and/or the press during the period 1907-1920—and this atti-
tude has scarcely changed over the decades.2 True, there are pockets of innovation in New York 
where the artists support each other, but in terms of citywide recognition or success they’re sim-
ply barking up the wrong tree. 

Yet because Marsalis is considered, at least by New Yorkers, a major artist, and because 
his music has had an enormous impact within that inbred and over-hyped artistic community, we 
shall examine that portion of his output that fits this study later in this chapter. But first, we must 
examine other trends that arose during this period and their impact on the evolving fusion of jazz 
and classical music. 

 
The Concerto for Stan Getz 
Certainly, one of the most interesting works to emerge during this era was the Concerto 

for Stan Getz by Richard Rodney Bennett (1936-2012), who was both a composer of film and 
concert music and a jazz pianist. Among his accomplishments was an ingenious orchestration of 
Erwin Schulhoff’s Hot Sonata for alto sax and piano for a wind ensemble, and Bennett’s own 
performance of this work, directing saxist John Harle and the Matrix Ensemble, was infused with 
a greater swagger and jazz spirit than the somewhat stiff Schulhoff could possibly have imag-
ined. Perhaps this was what intrigued conductor John Williams when Getz, contracted to play a 
Boston Pops concert, mentioned to Williams that “it would be nice” to have a concerto play as 
well. Williams said he knew “just the man to do it” and contacted Bennett to ask if he would 
write a tenor saxophone concerto. Bennett had never done such a piece before, but knowing and 
appreciating Getz’s work he began writing with enthusiasm. Although he finished it in 1990, 
Getz was tied up at the time, which caused them to postpone the projected premiere of the work 
until 1992. Unfortunately time ran out as Getz died on June 6, 1991. When the world premiere 
was scheduled for August 1, 1992, Bennett chose Harle to take his place, and the artistic results 
were extraordinary indeed. 

To quote Andrew Lindemann Malone’s excellent online analysis, “the division between 
the ‘jazz’ soloist and the ‘classical’ orchestra [strings and timpani] helps to create a sense of two 
musical worlds meeting. The meeting is uneasy at first, with churning in the strings interrupted 
by stabbing chords; the soloist’s attempts at lyricism are occasionally cut off, and the resulting 
melody mainly comes from syncopated repeated notes or triplets. A second subject, however, has 
more jazz in it, as the saxophone floats an easy melody over the strings. A subtle tension persists 
until the long cadenza, which embraces virtuoso techniques from all over the place and uses 
them in the unpredictable service of both melodies. The second movement, titled Elegy for obvi-
ous reasons, opens with a sighing melody on the strings that immediately contrasts with a distant, 
cool melody in the saxophone. The movement maintains its reserve for a while, but eventually 
more explicit emotion breaks out, subtly encouraged by the timpani and ending with rich, sad 
chords. Repeated notes, syncopated in a ‘rat-a-tat-tat’ rhythm, dominate the third movement. The 
saxophone attempts to construct a melody from these at a Con brio tempo, while the strings act 
to influence the melody's shape. The constant movement leads to an exciting conclusion.”3 

To a certain extent, this concerto bears a striking resemblance to the similar works writ-
ten by Matyás Sieber and Leonard Salzedo for Johnny Dankworth back in 1958-60, but that is no 

                                                
2 Chaliapin was hailed as the genius he was when he returned to the Metropolitan Opera in 1921, but by then New 
Yorkers were at least a decade behind the curve. 
3 http://www.allmusic.com/composition/concerto-for-stan-getz-for-tenor-saxophone-amp-orchestra-mc0002571618 
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shame. These were excellent models, if Bennett did indeed think of them during the creative 
process, and those elements in them that are similar are used intelligently and with great care. 
But of course, despite his superb playing, John Harle doesn’t sound like Stan Getz; his thicker, 
meatier tone on tenor sax more closely resembles Rollins or Earl Bostic. This, as always in music 
written for a specific interpreter, poses a problem when the music is reinterpreted by others. Jazz 
musicians not only develop their own way of improvising, but also in many cases their own 
unique sound, and that was one thing that both Getz and Miles Davis had in common (as, of 
course, did a great many brass and reed players, including Armstrong, Beiderbecke, Trumbauer, 
Young, Hawkins, Carney, Stewart, and dozens of others), a specific sound that their fans could 
recognize within just a few notes. Classical listeners have no clue what the “real” Frydryk Cho-
pin, Franz Liszt, or Nicoló Paganini sounded like, thus anyone can play their concertos or solo 
works and do it with their own tone and style; even a late Romantic master who actually made 
records, such as Rachmaninov, is not always called into one’s memory when listening to another 
pianist play his concertos, partly because Rachmaninov didn’t play his works exactly as they 
were written (his 1930s recordings prove as much). Similarly, we know from ancient recordings 
how Richard Strauss conducted several of his tone poems but we don’t always need to hear per-
formances that replicate what he did exactly. But in jazz a different aesthetic is at work, and 
when one doesn’t hear a cornet soloist at least try to play like Beiderbecke or Armstrong in a 
work they originally created, one feels disappointed. In this particular concerto, it is the second 
movement in which one feels most strongly that the soloist should be emulating Getz in tone and 
style, and although Harle does a little of this, his playing is still “edgier” than that of the con-
certo’s model. 

This, then, brings up an interesting topic for discussion: how much should we try to sound 
like the musician for whom a work was written if that musician had a unique sound? I personally 
feel that one should at least try to sound like one’s model, and this is a topic we will re-examine 
later in the interesting crossover works of Byron Olson. 

 
Toshiko Akiyoshi revisited 
At a time when the Akiyoshi-Tabackin Big Band was new, it received favorable reviews 

from critics but a wary reception from jazz fans on the East Coast. By the early 1990s, however, 
Akiyoshi’s music, which although it had evolved somewhat was still in the same basic style as 
the 1970s, was now considered “safe” and “classic” by most jazz fans. Her brief but important 
association with the Columbia label—which, coincidentally, had been acquired by the Japanese 
giant Sony in 1988—produced some of her best-recorded work in addition to pieces of great mu-
sical worth. Chief among these for our purposes were the Kourakan Suite of 1991 and Desert 
Lady – Fantasy from 1993, the latter a collaboration with her husband, tenor saxist and flautist 
Lew Tabackin. 

The Kourakan Suite was written to commemorate the original migration in 990 C.E. from 
the area now known as Iran to Japan, i.e., the first settlers of that island nation. In the late 1980s 
an ancient guesthouse, called Kourakan, was discovered during an excavation, full of remarkable 
old artifacts of these migrants. Akiyoshi, herself of Japanese descent, was commissioned by the 
city of Fukuoka, in Kyushu to write this suite. Like so many of her works, it begins quietly and 
mysteriously with simple tune-like motifs interwoven in such a way that they suggest an Eastern 
quality without actually quoting any Middle Eastern music, but in fact continually vacillating 
into a Western framework. Like Mingus, she developed the ability to write in a continuous pat-
tern that keeps on evolving (with intermittent commentary by Tabackin’s tenor sax), using 
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chords that turn on pivot notes or evoke rich colors until the composer herself, on piano, enters 
for an oddly-metered solo with bongo drum accompaniment. This solo acts as a bridge between 
sections of the piece; at the five-minute mark, for instance, the band’s rhythm section falls in be-
hind her to underscore a wonderful soprano sax solo by Jim Snidero in an “outside” style, under 
which soft brass chords and saxophone counterpoint interject as he goes along. The music slowly 
but surely builds in intensity as the saxes swirl and the trumpets play blazing open figures in a 
syncopated fashion, then the tempo slows down, Tabackin re-enters on tenor for an extended 
solo, and the whole thing slows down at 8:30 as the initial theme, now re-scored and slightly al-
tered, makes its reappearance. The sound of a gong at 9:38 introduces an entirely new section, 
similar to ancient Asian music played on what sounds like archaic horns. Suddenly, we are 
transported sonically back to the 10th century as this portion of the score continues; a wordless 
vocal by Nnenna Freelon is heard a cappella for a while, combining Asian musical ideas with 
Gospel style. Then we slide seamlessly into a nice jazz ballad style, Tabackin’s tenor riding in a 
Ben Webster style (lots of vibrato) over a rhythm section that sounds for all the world like that of 
Ellington’s band. This entire second part, titled Prayer, is much more in a purely jazz style 
though tied to the initial section.  

Desert Lady – Fantasy, Tabackin explained, was inspired by Kōbō Abe’s 1962 existen-
tialist novel about an amateur entomologist trapped at the bottom of a sand pit with a young 
widow, forced to dig out the ever-encroaching sand dunes on a daily basis. For those of us who 
have read the book, it is both a terrifying scenario and a strangely practical one as the entomolo-
gist learns to accept his fate and embrace the idea of helping the young woman. Here the Eastern 
elements in the music, expressed by Tabackin’s flute as well as the complex rhythm, are evident 
from the outset, though quickly shifting to a slow waltz played by the bass clarinet over the 
rhythm section with one trumpet joining the flute for the theme statement (with another, muted 
trumpet interjecting). Eventually the other instruments fall away, the slow triple meter played by 
bass and drums (with occasional piano sprinkles from Akiyoshi) underpinning a long and very 
expressive melodic line played by Tabackin on flute. The Eastern elements of the music come 
and go via his solo and inflections; eventually he doubles the meter as the brass interject short 
notes and hold longer ones in and around him. As the pulse suddenly quickens, strange reed flut-
ters and brass growls suggest a more sinister sonic landscape; a muted trombone solo played 
over bongos is heard, becoming increasingly wilder and more frantic, the tempo doubling, sug-
gesting the protagonist’s need to escape from the dunes and his inability to do so. It is certainly 
one of the band’s most marvelous descriptive pieces, superbly conceived and executed. Akiyoshi 
would continue to write and record excellent music over the next several years, but to a certain 
extent she reached her apex with this early-‘90s band. 

 
Two Jacks: Reilly and Walrath 
Pianist-composer Jack Reilly (1932 - ) is one of the most gifted artists of his generation, a 

man who has almost constantly bridged the gap between classical music and jazz through a long 
career that began when he was 14 years old. He was exposed first-hand to the work of such jazz 
legends as Bud Powell and Lennie Tristano, and managed to study music with the latter. During 
a stint in the Army in the early 1950s, he was walking across the compound when he heard the 
most amazing music being played on a piano. Mesmerized, he entered the room and spent most 
of the next hour listening to a young Bill Evans, who also greatly influenced him. Later in the 
decade, he also toured with George Russell. All of these great musicians informed his style, 
which lies somewhere between the modal complexity of Tristano and the deceptive “simplicity” 
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of Evans and his “rootless chords.” In his later years he has published several superb books, in-
cluding the three-volume theory study entitled Species Blues (Unichrom Press, 1994), two vol-
umes on The Harmony of Bill Evans (Hal Leonard, 1994 & 2009) and another volume on The 
Harmony of Dave Brubeck (Hal Leonard, 2013), and he has written several “pure” classical 
works such as The Mass of Involvement (1968), the oratorio The Light of the Soul (1974), the pi-
ano concerto Orbitals (2000) and an orchestral work entitled Chuang-Tzu (1988). He is, then, a 
remarkable man whose mind is continually working out and solving musical problems as they 
float in and out of his consciousness. 

For the purposes of this study I have chosen what I feel are some of his best works in the 
jazz-classical genre that have been recorded. Alas, as in the case of so many earlier jazz-classical 
composers, several of his more interesting hybrid works such as the Jazz Requiem (1968), Con-
certino for Jazz Piano Trio and Strings (orchestrated by Jack Six in 1980) and the Sonata in d 
minor for Jazz Piano (1957) have either never been commercially recorded and released or only 
have portions of them available, sometimes (as in the case of the Concertino) in a stripped –
down format. An excellent example of how his mind works, however, is present in his medley of 
Chopin’s Prelude in C Major and Strayhorn’s Take the “A” Train, which he performs under the 
title Chopin and Jazz. The Chopin, be it noted, is not “jazzed up,” yet his sense of rhythm is such 
that only a pianist who has played jazz for some time would be able to play; and already by the 
40-second mark Reilly is morphing into “A” Train, slowly and a bit out of tempo at first, then 
playing a single-line improvisation à la Tristano before picking up the tempo, employing both 
hands, and transposing the key from D� to D in an instant—then, towards the end, suddenly to C 
so he can bring back Chopin’s theme in the proper key for the closing. 

Even more impressive, however, is his The Blue Sage, Theme and Eight Variations, in 
which his modal tendencies—weaned not only by exposure to Tristano and Russell, but also 
from his studies of Indian music with Ali Akbar Khan in the 1960s—come to the fore. The 
unsettled sense of tonality, despite a tendency towards D major, keeps the listener on the edge of 
his or her seat…so, too, the almost circular variants he plays, moving around the already am-
biguous tonal center and including some very close harmonies that at times resemble tone clus-
ters; the free-form-sounding middle section, in which Reilly’s impressive technical command 
comes to the fore; and just the overall sense of adventure. He is determined to take you on a trip 
to harmonic realms you haven’t yet explored, yet manages to untie his own musical knots and 
resolve everything in what sounds like tonality but keeps shifting keys even as he moves towards 
the finish line. His right hand liberally sprinkles notes like a shower of stars as the music comes 
to a conclusion. 

His tune November is also one of those that sounds, even from the outset, somewhere be-
tween classical music and jazz. Taken at a brisk 6/8, it is a swirling mélange of notes centered 
around D minor, the middle section using very strong syncopation as the left hand plays strongly 
counter to the right, eventually pulling the right hand into its orbit of swirling notes and motifs. 
And this piece, too, has an almost classical sense of structure and balance, despite sounding at 
one point like a very fast-paced version of Brubeck’s Blue Rondo à la Turk. Yet it is in his La-
No-Tib Suite (spell it backwards!), composed in 1957 while he was studying with Hall Overton 
(recall Overton’s orchestral arrangements for Thelonious Monk, discussed in an earlier chapter) 
and recorded in a trio version by Reilly and later in a more classical vein by his wife, pianist 
Carol Lian, that one finds the essence of Reilly’s abilities as a composer. In this early work, 
Brevity is the soul of wit, and indeed there is a great deal of wit in this music, even the march-
like opening Moderato. The young Reilly, then only 25 years old, was evidently having some fun 
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while being serious in composing this brief bitonal piece. The central movement, marked Lento, 
is the most serious in mien and the least connected to jazz; its sparseness of notes and exact 
placement of stress beats create an impressionistic movement that ends in tone clusters, stabbed 
notes on the keyboard and eventually a few notes plucked on the strings. Yet it is in the third 
movement, which is the longest of the three, that Reilly really exercises his prowess, creating an 
ostinato rhythm (with occasional pauses and interjections from the bassist and drummer) in 
which he comes as lose to abstract jazz as he ever got.  

That last statement is even true when one approaches one of his magnum opuses, Tzu-
Jan: The Sound of the Tarot. I was privileged enough, many years ago, to be asked to review his 
videotaped presentation of this massive work; thus inspired, I submitted liner notes for the audio 
CDs which he most graciously used. This is an improvised suite of 21 pieces, played in concert 
while cards from the Aleister Crowley tarot deck are projected on a large screen behind and 
above him. The general themes for each card—possibly no more than a few bars in length—were 
worked out in advance, but where he goes from there in each performance differs significantly 
because these are, after all, improvisations. These pieces are usually played to the cards in the 
following order: 

 
I  The Magician 
II  The High Priestess 
III   The Empress 
IV   The Emperor 
V    The Hierophant 
VI   The Lovers 
VII   The Chariot 
VIII   Strength 
IX     The Hermit 
X   Wheel of Fortune 
XI  Justice 
XII   The Hanged Man 
XIII   Death 
XIV  Temperance 
XV   The Devil 
XVI   The Tower 
XVII   The Star 
XVIII The Moon 
XIX   The Sun 
XX    Judgement 
XXI   The World 
O     The Fool 
 
The videotaped concert was a complete performance of the entire sequence; unfortu-

nately, for whatever reason, the two CDs issued as Vols. 1 & 2 are the same 10 or 11 pieces as 
played at two different concerts given in 1984 and 1988. Although it is extraordinarily interest-
ing to be able to compare the two performances this way, I strongly recommend that you try to 
acquire the video performance in order to see and hear Reilly at work in what has to be one of 
the most extraordinary feats of extended improvisation ever performed. 



 364 

That being said, I have selected pieces from both CDs as examples of Reilly’s mind at 
work in music that is such a complete fusion of classical and jazz elements that the one is often 
indistinguishable from the other. The music and its development sound formal, but the rhythm 
often veers into a jazz beat and so much of it is improvised into being that one is scarcely aware 
of where the few written notes end and the extempore playing begins. Mood and rhythm are per-
fectly matched to each image, and the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. The 1984 per-
formance of The Magician, for instance, starts with an ominous, pounding tune in E� minor 
which opens up into a somewhat circular-sounding single-note motif, which then develops in-
crementally using “space” between the notes, pauses if you will, that make the listener pull up 
and notice the proceedings. We then reach an almost lyrical section at the two-minute mark, but 
an insistent, pounding rhythm enters and the volume decreases. At this point, Reilly combines 
his ostinato in the left hand with a single-note improvisation in the right as the tonality now hov-
ers around D major or D modal. A rocking barcarolle rhythm, albeit with dark, sinister-sounding 
rolling bass lines, move us towards a somewhat tone-clusterish finale. 

The Priestess begins with a motif that closely resembles the opening of Debussy’s La 
Cathedrale Engloutie but quickly shifts direction and mood towards a surprisingly lyrical theme 
in G major which takes on a quintessentially American character, a bit rugged and in a quasi-folk 
music vein; but double-time improvisations in the right hand start the piece swinging, and it 
maintains this feeling of swing even when the tempo halves itself again. Several key changes are 
effected in a short period of time, eventually landing us in C major, where he stays for some time 
improvising. And once more, Reilly indulges in the sort of fascinating single-note improvisations 
that Tristano specialized in, albeit expanding it quickly to involve both hands and then moving 
into a series of staccato chords. These then morph into an improvisation based on the staccato 
chords, following which is another lyrical section, this one sounding very bluesy and swinging, 
before the music settles back into semi-staccato single-note playing in the right hand with an oc-
casional moving bass in the left. This very Bach-like section continues on to the end, albeit with 
a slowly increasing tempo which culminates in right-hand chord tremolos with strong left-hand 
punctuations. 

. The Hierophant emerges as a very strange, almost minimalist piece with a soft, stabbing 
walking bass and quirky answering chords. This, too, increases slowly in tempo, creating a sort 
of weird tension as it progresses; just as the “development” gets underway, the piece comes to an 
abrupt end. The Hermit, on the other hand, is one of the longest pieces in this suite, running nine 
and a half minutes. It is also the closest to atonal classical music, particularly in the opening sec-
tion, which becomes very busy indeed. Hints of Tristano’s Descent Into the Maelstrom emerge 
and dissolve as terse, dramatic melodies coalesce and disappear. Then yet another single-line 
improvisation, this one extending for some time in the bass with occasional counter-lines impro-
vised in the treble. Reilly’s fecundity of invention here is absolutely remarkable; there are one or 
two pauses where, I imagine, he was thinking of where to go next, but he picks up the thread al-
most immediately and manages to tie it in to the previous sections. In the middle, another two-
handed single-note section before the maelstrom returns. In this manner Reilly manages to juggle 
his music in such a way that the listener is almost actively involved in the listening process, and 
as in the case of any really great music, no two people will hear it exactly alike. The descriptions 
I am giving you here are my impressions, and based as much as possible on objective descrip-
tions of what is happening, but the way it affects me may not at all be the way it affects you. 

Moving from the 1984 to the 1988 performance, we can compare his renditions of The 
Priestess. This second version of The Priestess is much shorter than the first, a little under three 
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minutes, and the music is entirely different: quirkier, almost humorous in a purposely clumsy 
manner, galumphing across the keyboard with rhythmic flair and a sort of circular-chromatic me-
lodic structure. Although the melodic and harmonic structures are ambiguous, however, the 
rhythm here stays more or less in a gently rocking 6/8 barcarolle feel, though the music being 
played is scarcely barcarolle-like! The Empress, in 1988 at least, begins with soft, mysterious, 
isolated chords before moving into a quasi-tango or habanera rhythm, the harmonic base being 
mostly in E� minor. Here, too, Reilly keeps the improvisations rather simple, moving later on 
into a more swinging feel and eventually into the right hand playing an asymmetrical rhythm 
against the more regular pulse of the left…and then it ends, quickly and mysteriously. The Char-
iot also begins in E� minor, but with a more aggressive pulse, asymmetric although also with a 
curiously Latin feel to it. Harmonically, it vacillates between minor and major, when suddenly at 
the one-minute mark we enter a thoroughly swinging two-handed but single-note improvisation 
passage of considerable ingenuity. Double-time runs are thrown in once again, then a chorded 
passage played by both hands, leading once again into an entirely new and now bitonal single-
note exploration of the theme. Although lasting a little under four minutes, The Chariot seems to 
impress each and every section into one’s mind while listening with great force and feeling. In 
these ways Jack Reilly manages to involve us, the listeners, in the creative process. 

To a certain extent, and despite a different aesthetic approach, trumpeter-composer Jack 
Walrath (1946 - ) has also worked for many years appreciated almost exclusively by fellow jazz 
musicians. While a student at the Berklee College of Music, he worked as a session player on 
several gigs with rhythm and blues singers in addition to playing with bassist Gary Peacock. In 
1969 he moved to the West Coast, where he worked with the West Coast Motown Orchestra and 
briefly joined R&B singer Ray Charles, with whom he made one tour. Then he moved to New 
York, where his talents were spotted by saxist Paul Jeffrey, who introduced him to Charles Min-
gus. Walrath’s period with Mingus (1974-1978), one of the most fertile of his career, allowed 
him to work alongside one of the greatest jazz composers of all time, and his Atlantic recordings 
with Mingus gave him exposure in the jazz community. He was also able to help the ailing bass-
ist-composer in scoring some of his works for the album Me, Myself an Eye. Following the bass-
ist’s early demise, Walrath worked with his own bands, the Mingus Dynasty, the “Epitaph band” 
put together by Gunther Schuller in 1989, and the Charles Mingus Big Band. 

With his quick wit and background in R&B, Walrath would seem to not fit into this sur-
vey, but he has also been a lifelong student of classical music of all eras, particularly modern 
classical music, and has managed to write and record some exceptional works that fit into our 
parameters. His 1990 recording of Wake Up and Wash it Off, for instance, uses as its basis J.S. 
Bach’s famous chorale prelude “Wachet auf” in an English-language pun. The music, too, has a 
great deal of wit about it as Walrath plays the initial theme relatively “straight” but with a pun-
gent jazz rhythm before Larry Coryell’s electric guitar falls in behind him with the countermel-
ody and Ronnie Burrage’s drums punctuate the proceedings. Then Coryell plays a blues-oriented 
bridge before Walrath improvises on Bach’s theme, and brilliantly so, including some double-
time bop licks reminiscent of Gillespie or Brown. One may note that, although Walrath has an 
excellent technical command of his instrument, his tone is generally a bit earthy or rough-
sounding, possibly an outgrowth of his love of R&B.  

Yet even this tour-de-force scarcely prepares us for his work on the September 1990 al-
bum, Gut Feelings. Here Walrath was fortunate enough to have the services of the excellent Hi-
raga Strings in addition to the superb saxist Carter Jefferson who, as Walrath put it, “can really 
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play on changes…and is open to things.”4 He was also fortunate enough to get the entire concert 
recorded and issued on disc, although the complexity of the music and its far-reaching arrange-
ments unfortunately placed it outside the mainstream of jazz in the 1990s. Remember, this was 
an era when listeners were looking for more simplicity, and here Walrath gave them very com-
plex, dense music to absorb.  

The first piece we encounter on the album, The Serpent’s Kiss, is an original by Walrath 
based on a blues in F with a written introduction and string interludes. Although it “sounds very 
tonal, it’s based on 20th century things,” as he put it in the liner notes. But the sum total of the 
work is much more than that; it is almost a suite, moving from its composed introduction 
(including an extempore interjection from Jefferson on soprano sax) to more “open” blowing by 
the soloists as the string octet fills in beautifully. The theme really doesn’t sound like a blues at 
all, but rather like a composed classical tune (albeit a simple one) with fairly complex chording 
and unusual playing (strange glissandos on the strings, for instance) as the music becomes busier 
and more hectic. This leads to a piano break by Mike Cochran, an acoustic bass solo by Anthony 
Cox, and low string tremolos and piano sprinkles around the bass as the drums play a march-like 
beat. The theme returns, then progresses over this march-like rhythm until such time as the other 
strings begin playing atonal tremolos and the trumpet and saxophone fill around them. Another 
bass solo, at first out of tempo, then picks up a Latin-style rhythm as the piano and strings enter 
around it, then the trumpet plays above the bitonal cushion. Interestingly, the lower strings begin 
playing a sort of swirling countermelody to all this, followed in turn by a piano solo with the 
rhythm section. One of the more interesting aspects of this work is that it always seems to main-
tain and return to a sinister mood despite the positive feeling of the bass solo and breaks. Walrath 
solos in double time over the strings playing in close seconds, which add to the uneasy mood of 
the work, and this underlying string cushion occasionally rises chromatically little by little which 
adds further tension to the proceedings. In the next section, pizzicato strings play over the still-
quasi-Latin beat for some time before a sudden burst by the rhythm section brings Jefferson back 
for a remarkable soprano sax solo, then an almost Eastern-sounding lick by the strings which 
then shifts the rhythm from Latin to Mediterranean for the ride-out. This is a splendid piece, well 
formed and conceived, and shows the expanse of Walrath’s musical mind. 

Even more fascinating, however, are his arrangements of the Albinoni-Giazotto Adagio 
in G minor for Strings and Organ and Gagaku, the fourth movement of Messiaen’s Sept Haïkaï. 
The former, of course, is a famous piece, often referred to simply as “Albinoni’s Adagio” ever 
since musicologist Remo Giazotto completed the realization of this work and published it in 
1958, but the latter is a very esoteric piece not even well known to many classical buffs. One of 
the more interesting aspects of the first-named piece is that Walrath’s rewriting of it only lasts 
about a half minute longer than the Albinoni original, but there is much more going on here. Just 
about the only feature of interest in the original is the out-of-tempo violin solo in the middle of 
the piece (older listeners may also recall that The Doors made an arrangement of this piece, and a 
pretty good one, too, using an electric guitar with reverb in a surprisingly creative way), but for 
Walrath the theme is merely the gateway to an entirely new world of sound. Without an organ, 
Walrath gives the initial theme statement to Jefferson to play on the soprano sax, followed 
quickly by the string octet which continues playing the written score. At 1:34, Walrath’s trumpet 
enters, first playing flutter-tongue and then playing a wonderfully relaxed, swinging solo im-
provisation; the strings join him playing a cushion on the second chorus and the third is in double 
time with the rhythm section quite busy beneath. Suddenly we are no longer in Adagio-land at all 
                                                
4 From the liner notes to Gut Feelings, Muse MCD-5422. 
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but in a jump tune with long held notes by the strings—a sound not that far removed from what 
Dizzy Gillespie and Clifford Brown did with string sections—but after a return to the initial ada-
gio tempo we get a surprise: the violin solo from the original, now played over the rhythm sec-
tion and with the trumpet and soprano sax picking it up after the first eight bars, the trumpet 
playing it straight while the saxophone improvises around the theme. Then Jefferson switches to 
clarinet, the strings play a written countermelody, and Walrath continues to improvise above it 
all. Another switch to double time brings back the rhythm section, with Jefferson following Wal-
rath and the strings playing a “nudging” rhythmic figure beneath them. Another ritard, Jefferson 
and the strings playing the close of the theme, and Walrath improvising above it all to the finish. 

Gagaku, of course, is a far more complex work because the piece it is based on was also 
more complex. Messiaen’s tone cluster world is perfect fodder for Walrath’s curious musical 
mind, and the mere fact that he could turn something like this into a classical-jazz work speaks 
volumes for his creativity. As with the Albinoni piece just played, he pays tremendous respect to 
the original. His goal always seems to be to enhance what he has discovered, never to distort or 
cheapen it, and in this case he boldly moves into territory that few jazz musicians have ventured 
to explore and does a superb job. Possibly because he understands this music so well, he assumes 
the lion’s share of the improvisation over the multi-tonal string background, with Burrage’s 
drums roiling just beneath the surface. But then, surprisingly, he allows Jefferson to play on the 
soprano in an “outside” manner, and the latter, too, pays very close attention to what is going on 
behind him and does not disturb the flow of the music. When Cochrane enters on piano the or-
chestra suddenly fades away and we are solely in the midst of a piano trio; were one to start lis-
tening at this point, you wouldn’t have a clue what piece they were playing. The tonality here 
remains static, essentially in E major or E modal, and when bassist Cox enters he is playing his 
instrument bowed; eventually this duo becomes highly agitated in a busy, double-time excursion 
before the trumpet and strings re-enter with the principal theme. This is real risk-taking, not 
something that just any jazz musician can do without possibly getting lost or confused! 

Faith is an original piece which Walrath claims he hears “in a dream.” He also claims 
that “It’s a real simple Mexican thing” but it isn’t really simple at all, at least not in its final form. 
Running 18 minutes, it became a suite featuring a rare solo by violist Maria Lambros Kannen in 
addition to the jazz forces. The only way in which the piece is simple compared to some of the 
other works is tonally; this is not nearly as far-reaching as The Serpent’s Kiss and certainly not as 
far out as Gagaku, and the first solo (theme) played by Walrath is indeed a fairly simple melody. 
But that is his only real concession to simplicity. Otherwise, this is a piece that grows and 
changes in stages, the first real shift occurring at 3:42 when the strings suddenly play very high, 
soft, and atonally, the rhythm kicks into gear, and the soloists (Walrath and Jefferson, the latter 
now on tenor sax) play above the rhythm with occasional deft touches by the strings, who lay 
down a cushion for Jefferson’s second chorus. As the rhythm section continues in this new faster 
tempo, Walrath, Jefferson and the strings go on in the original slower pace, which creates an in-
teresting pull of the upper voices against the rhythm. Eventually Walrath and Jefferson double 
their tempo, too, for extempore playing in and around the overall texture of the piece. An ex-
tended trumpet solo eventually returns to the initial slower pace, the lower strings are hears 
prominently underpinning him, and Walrath surprisingly throws in a quote from the Jack Wolf-
Frank Sinatra tune I’m a Fool to Want You before once again playing an extempore cadenza as 
the tempo slows. When the string section re-enters, the trumpet is heard over them. The piece 
seems to be over, but it is at this point that Kannen plays her (written) solo with great feeling, 
following which two violins enter to play a different theme while the solo viola injects a com-
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mentary. A cello then enters to turn the work, briefly, into a string quartet, followed by a piano 
solo (out of tempo), but then, at long last, we get a Gospel music rhythm, at which point the 
piece becomes simple indeed—but not uninteresting. The Hiraga Strings, surprisingly, get into 
the feel of the rhythm here, accompanying the piano trio with wonderful ease and swing before 
the piano trio increase the tempo to a fairly wild, swinging beat, the strings playing some unusual 
out-of-tonality figures and the trumpet and tenor sax weaving in and out of the melee to the end. 

A decade later, Walrath recorded a marvelous trumpet-bass duet which he titled Sonata in 
g minor. Walrath told me that this piece was based on an original Baroque piece but he couldn’t 
recall the composer. To my ears it sounds like an Italian piece, or a German piece imitating the 
Italian style. Surprisingly, in this work Walrath’s tone, even in the extreme upper range, is tight 
and controlled, very much like a classical trumpeter; he does not indulge in his usual, somewhat 
“blowsy” style. When the variations come around, he maintains this cleanliness of execution, 
giving Wynton Marsalis a run for his money, and likewise maintains the original steady rhythm 
(which bassist Corrado Canonici continually plays beneath him) even as he injects some swing 
into the proceedings—at least until the 3:42 mark, when Canonici doubles the tempo and the 
whole piece picks up and swings with a nice feel. Walrath hits a really nice high D at 4:25 and 
continues to exhibit outstanding technical control of his instrument. Canonici plays quadruple-
time tremolos on the bass, following which he falls back to double time, alternating between a 
“walking” bass and tremolos while Walrath goes between the original tune and variants on it. 
This cat-and-mouse game continues in various permutations until the end, including one incredi-
bly fast passage in quadruple time where Walrath puts the mute in his horn and does a pretty fair 
Dizzy imitation. This is certainly one of his finest achievements in the classical-jazz axis. 

 
Rabih Abou-Khalil 
Oud player Rabih Abou-Khalil, born in Lebanon in 1957, fled to Munich during the civil 

war of 1978. As of this writing (2015), he still lives part-time in Munich and part-time in south-
ern France with his wife. Exposure to Western music changed Abou-Khalil’s life and musical 
aesthetics dramatically; although his work is still rooted primarily in Mediterranean modes and 
scales, he incorporates a great deal of Western classical and jazz influences, particularly but not 
exclusively those of the Ornette Coleman-Don Cherry school which, as we have already dis-
cussed, long included some Eastern influences. In this way Abou-Khalil became a “world musi-
cian” back in the 1980s, long before that term came into general use.  

Of all his albums—and he has made many of them, nearly all of extremely high quality—
the one that most effectively blends jazz and Eastern music most seamlessly is The Sultan’s Pic-
nic, recorded in March 1994 with the great American jazz musicians Kenny Wheeler, Charlie 
Mariano (who had been the principal soloist on Charles Mingus’ The Black Saint and the Sinner 
Lady 30 years earlier!), Howard Levy and Steve Swallow, playing alongside the oud, serpent and 
frame drum. Sunrise in Montreal is a typically effective piece, utilizing an asymmetrical Eastern 
rhythm and modes (albeit ones very close to C major in this case) with the jazz instruments. The 
melodic structure, too, is more Eastern than Western, but the most fascinating thing about his 
music is that everyone seems to be having a great time playing it. Wheeler, Mariano and com-
pany sound as if they had been playing this music for months or even years, so comfortable do 
they sound with it. Not surprisingly, however, the first soloist up is Abou-Khalil himself on oud, 
playing an improvisation in a typically Eastern style. Later on in his solo, Abou-Khalil is joined 
by Levy on harmonica—now there’s a strange sound, oud and harmonica—while Michel God-
dard burps along happily on the tuba. The drummers, Mark Nauseef and Nabil Khaiat, play hap-
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pily like Lebanese Gene Krupas. Jazz has suddenly become a multi-cultural commodity to be 
shared and enjoyed by audiences who previously had no clue that it existed. 

Lamentation is in c minor or c modal that almost never touches the tonic. Abou-Khalil 
creates here, as in other pieces we shall examine, real compositions and not just “tunes,” but they 
are written in the Eastern style. His oud is heard in the opening chorus, once again joined at the 
20-second mark by Levy on harmonica. Suddenly, the music “jumps” in a way that sounds like a 
9/8 bop lick, only with the accents on the “wrong” notes, in Lebanese rather than Western style. 
We then slow down once again as Abou-Khalil again assumes the soloist’s role, his solo acting 
as the development section of his original theme, expanding it through melodic and rhythmic de-
vices of great imagination, though restricting himself to a relatively narrow range (about an oc-
tave and a half) on his instrument. The tuba assumes the bass line to underscore Levy’s solo, 
played with remarkably bluesy inflections that add to the color and feeling of the piece, although 
he eventually falls back on repeated licks rather than a real exploration of the melodic line. It is 
then up to Mariano to put the music back on track, which he does, cleverly tying in both Abou-
Khalil’s solo and Levy’s with elements of Eastern music mixed with jazz and the blues. It is a 
near-perfect fusion that he creates here. Wheeler’s trumpet adds interjections as his solo goes 
further on, following which the leader returns on oud to wrap things up and close it out. 

Dog River is perhaps best described as a “Lebanese jump tune” in D modal, once again 
using modes and an irregular rhythm. Abou-Khalil plays the opening lick, answered by trumpet, 
harmonica and tuba playing together as a trio (note to Duke Ellington: try that one!), which 
eventually take over the proceedings and start kicking the rhythm up. Once again the tuba holds 
the rhythm while the harmonica solos above him, this time staying close to the prescribed mode 
and playing a kind of rhythm that one might associate with the whirling dervishes of the Mediter-
ranean sands. Interestingly, when Mariano enters he is equally inventive but less busy, preferring 
to play notes on the “edge” of the reed to give his music a greater blues-jazz feel while playing 
notes that stay within the confines of the mode. Beneath him the drummers double the tempo, 
creating a nice tension; then the ensemble returns to finish the piece out. 

The other two works from this album, Nocturne au Villaret and Snake Soup, are con-
structed and performed along the same lines. Abou-Khalil’s sense of construction, informed 
equally by Western and Eastern music, somehow manages to please both sides and fulfill one’s 
expectations while constantly surprising the listener. Perhaps his most famous piece, however, 
was the title tune of the album Arabian Waltz, which he recorded with the Balanescu String 
Quartet. This piece managed to reach out beyond his usual listeners and affect the musicians of 
cellist Yo-Yo Ma’s Silk Road Project. They, too, made a studio recording of it, but it is their live 
performance of the work, available on YouTube, that really captures the spirit of the work fully.5 
Although an actual waltz in 3/4 time, Abou-Khalil redistributes the rhythm with one long note on 
the first beat, a short note on the second, and eighth notes playing the third beat; and as it pro-
gresses, the Arabian “backbeats” take over, pulling the rhythmic gravity, so to speak, backwards 
as the “waltz” tries to progress forwards. In both his original recording and the silk Road Pro-
ject’s live version, the strings play with a sort of “flattened” inflection, leaning on the strings in 
such a way as to produce a between-the-notes sound. Ma’s cello solo sticks close to the melody, 
leaving the improvisation for other musicians in his group; and by the 3:30 mark, they are really 
riding the rhythm in a way that makes it swing, Eastern-style. Perhaps the most interesting solo 
in their performance is the one on a Japanese bamboo flute. The most interesting feature of their 
performance is the final chorus, beginning at about the nine-minute mark, in which the “waltz” 
                                                
5 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jAic5B57J9Y 
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theme is run through variants and embellished with an even stronger rhythm as they head to-
wards the finish. 

Two other selections from the Arabian Waltz album should also be heard for their excep-
tional blend of Eastern and Western influences. No Visa is in 4/4 but once again redistributes the 
beats in an Eastern way, embellishing the tune with unexpected eighth note and triplet figures. 
On this album, there are only three instruments other than the string quartet—Abou-Khalil on 
oud, Michel Godard on tuba and serpent, and Khaiat on frame drum—but perhaps because of 
this, the composer has created even more unified structures, knowing that the improvisations 
would be at a minimum. This is especially evident on Ornette Never Sleeps, a piece he wrote and 
recorded earlier with a more conventional group of musicians, here enjoying the richer sound of 
the string quartet. The violins, for instance, play a soft pizzicato around the opening tuba lick, 
and when the melody enters it is doubled by the violins with oud. Almost immediately the devel-
opment section begins, using double-time figures played by oud with or without the aid of the 
strings. At one point he has the viola double the violin line an octave lower, coming out of dif-
ferent channels in the stereo mix, which creates an unusual effect, and also uses the strings to 
double the underlying rhythm on occasion. In these ways, and others, he is able to make a real 
composition of this ostensibly “simple” tune. Like Mingus, he is able to use his somewhat small 
forces (just a septet, really) in such a way as to suggest a fuller ensemble. 

 
The Fred Katz cello concerto 
During this period, another name from the past emerged once again, that of cellist-com-

poser Fred Katz. Katz was more or less in semi-retirement at the time, writing what he pleased 
while teaching anthropology at California State University, Fullerton and world music, anthro-
pology and religion at CSU Northridge. The cello concerto must have come as a bit of a surprise 
from the musical world, but it was commissioned by George Neikrug (1919 - ), one of the last 
pupils of the legendary cellist Emanuel Feuermann, who coincidentally was born the same year 
as Katz. Neikrug not only gave the world premiere of the work but also recorded it for the Ever-
green label with an unnamed jazz ensemble. To date, it is the only recording of this work I have 
been able to track down, but it is excellent enough to give one a superb impression of the work. 

One of the most amazing aspects of the concerto is that Katz’s style had grown and 
changed in the years since he worked for Chico Hamilton and Roger Corman. The opening 
sounds exclusively classical and in fact atonal in aspect, with staccato chords played by the wind 
band with the cellist playing around them. Only the rhythm of the piece suggests jazz, but like 
the similar works of Leonard Bernstein and Rolf Liebermann, the jazz is ingrained in the matrix 
of the music. Now, it must be said at the outset that Neikrug, although a master cellist (and play-
ing with exceptional rhythmic acuity and technical control here), is not a jazz musician, but he 
doesn’t have to be. Katz has so thoroughly worked out the dovetailing of the “classical” cello 
with the “jazz” winds that they interact naturally and seamlessly. The quick, rapid vibrato of the 
Feuermann school is evident in Neikrug’s playing, as is the exceptional high range, brought out 
with clarity and sweetness where so many cellists falter.6 Moreover, because Katz knew that 
Neikrug was a technical master, he didn’t hesitate to write some extremely difficult spiccato ef-
fects for the instrument and otherwise push him technically where a lesser cellist would have had 
to simplify the music in order to play it.  

                                                
6 For an excellent example of Feuermann himself playing in the extreme upper register, listen to his 1939 recording 
of the Chopin Introduction and Polonaise Brilliante in C, Op. 3 with pianist Franz Rupp at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DonGp7XmYJM. 
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As the concerto progresses throughout its 32-minute length, various episodes come and 
go. Neikrug is called upon to play a cappella for some time beginning at about 6:40, and the 
variations that Katz has written for him are fearsome indeed; when the band re-enters, it is only 
the trombones and/or horns (they’re rather recessed in sound) playing tongued triplets at a rapid 
pace, followed thence by the trumpets playing staccato triplets; and it is at this point that the de-
velopment section begins, and it is a real classically-formed development, too. Neikrug is called 
upon to work his way through chromatic changes in and around the atonal theme; what sounds 
like chaos is in fact quite organized and tightly argued. This is one of the greatest works in the 
entire jazz-classical fusion genre. Neikrug is then called upon to strum his cello like a big guitar, 
and does so with a surprisingly good sense of rhythm. 

The second movement, which begins at 11:27, calls on a jazz bassist to start things off, 
joined by a bowed Neikrug, now playing a somewhat less astringent melodic line. Once again, 
despite his lack of experience as a jazz musician, Neikrug (possibly with some instruction from 
Katz) almost swings in this movement. Once again, the development is built on classical lines, 
here using flute and clarinet (an old trick that Katz knew well from his years on the Chico Hamil-
ton Quintet) to play commentary in the upper register. The persistent re-introduction of the walk-
ing bass helps maintain a jazz feel in this movement, as do the somewhat bluesy licks that Neik-
rug plays around the 15-minute mark. It continually amazes one how well Katz is able to simu-
late a jazz and/or blues feel in music that by rights shouldn’t have either while maintaining strict 
control of classical form. A cello-clarinet duo ensues, and surprisingly enough it is the clarinet 
that stays on the straight and narrow classical path while the cellist is pushed in the direction of 
rhythmic looseness, his solo simulating a jazz improvisation, before the tempo doubles and other 
winds chatter behind him.  

The third-movement Scherzo (beginning at 20:24) is more like a jump tune from the late 
bop era, the kind of thing Katz could most definitely have written for the Hamilton Quintet—
except that its technical difficulties might have been beyond even that august group. The subtle 
rhythmic intricacies written into the score at this point almost boggle the mind; it takes split-
second timing to pull them off, which the musicians do superbly here, and it is in this movement 
that Neikrug most closely resembles Katz himself in terms of swing. Here, too, one hears the 
vibes interact with the cello and rhythm section (for they are the only instruments playing in this 
movement) in a way that would most definitely have perked up the ears of Red Norvo.  

The last movement begins somewhat pontifically, much more classical than jazz in scope 
and form, which goes on for some time, even after the soloist enters; were one to start listening at 
this point, there would be some question as to where the jazz influence in this music was. This is, 
simply, modern classical music for wind band and cello; halfway through the tempo is sus-
pended, the cello playing a plaintive melody over sustained chords on the vibes, followed by an 
extended solo cadenza for the principal soloist. Towards the end of this cadenza the tempo in-
creases, his playing becomes more rhythmically loose, and when the band enters again they are 
swinging merrily down the late to the finish line—yet again using very strict classical principles 
in its construction. This concerto is the “advanced course” in jazz-classical fusion that such ex-
plorative minds as Ellington, Norvo, Sauter, Russell, Coleman and Mingus constantly sought but 
never quite achieved. I am shocked beyond words that this brilliant piece of music hasn’t become 
a staple repertoire item of cellists worldwide—except that it is extremely hard to play and re-
quires committed musicians who understand its language and style. 

 
Yusef Lateef’s African-American Epic Suite 
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Multi-reed and flute player Yusef Lateef, born William Emanuel Huddleston (1920-
2013), was one of the most eclectic jazz musicians of the late 1940s into the ‘50s, embracing 
Eastern music and rhythms at a time when it was virtually unknown in the West. Insofar as this 
study goes, however, his African-American Epic Suite of 1993 was his most complex composi-
tion in this genre, notwithstanding the popularity of his 1987 Little Symphony which won a 
Grammy in the New Age category. I don’t think that Lateef really thought he was writing a sym-
phony—he was far too intelligent and well-educated for that—so much that he was, to a certain 
extent, tweaking the genre a bit, but in his Epic Suite he proved that he knew what he was doing 
and produced a fascinating work of lasting value. 

In the first section, titled “The African as Non-American,” Lateef starts out with non-
pitched, breathy moans on one of his various flutes, following which we hear percussion start up. 
A steady beat is formulated and both flutes and occasional speaking is heard, setting a very Afri-
can tone to the music. As the strings and winds enter, the result sounds almost cacophonous, coa-
lescing into atonal music with a saxophone squealing angrily (almost like a jungle animal) out of 
the ensemble as the strings calm down and begin playing whole notes in the background. Even-
tually the cacophony dies away and calm winds enter the picture, as does a plaintive solo flugel-
horn (played by Charles Moore). The ensuing brass smears, played largely by trombones in the 
orchestra, give this movement a feel similar to that of the Coltrane-Dolphy Africa, yet the fol-
lowing string figures played under the almost “crying” saxophone resemble somewhat Ornette 
Coleman’s Skies of America. Yet I do not want to emphasize these resemblances too much, for 
Lateef’s musical expression is entirely his own.  

The second movement, titled “Transmutation,” begins with strong drumbeats in 6/8 but 
unsettled bitonal playing from the orchestra. A solo guitar enters, ostensibly trying to calm down 
the soft but still roiling orchestral chords in the background. He succeeds in doing so, which then 
transforms the music into something much calmer, almost in the realm of “classics lite” but with 
more unsettled harmony. Syncopated but still bitonal winds then play a strange passage with a 
conch shell playing in the foreground; once again, via the winds, we hear the suggestion of Afri-
can sounds in the background as the rhythm becomes more fragmented and less definable. Even-
tually the strings assume the 6/8 beat, we hear a Didjeridoo moaning in the foreground, and the 
music develops along very strange lines indeed. This is one of the most concisely written and 
fascinating parts of the score. Unusual instruments, which have exotic and somewhat earthy-
sounding tones, come and go in the second half of this movement as Lateef combines their 
sounds with the more traditional timbre of the winds and brasses. His score really is something 
new and unusual, embracing and absorbing so many different styles all at once (the jazz, in fact, 
almost seems secondary to the exotic quality of the music) that one is kept absorbed, waiting to 
hear what comes next. The movement progresses towards a real cacophony of sound, but ends 
quietly as the classical and the exotic elements fuse together, uneasily but not threateningly. 

The third movement, “Love for All,” may be seen in some respects as a lament as well as 
a wish. The music itself is slow moving and not terribly varied in harmony or rhythm; in fact, 
despite being scored for a symphony orchestra, it almost sounds as if it were intended for Indian 
or Lebanese instruments. I would suggest that the listener imagine that this is so when hearing 
this movement, as it brings Lateef’s deep-rooted multiculturalism into focus. Certainly, as the 
flugelhorn and flute play improvised solos above the slow-moving ensemble, it could almost 
sound, if played out of context, like “ambient classical,” but for that persistent suggestion of 
Middle Eastern influence that continues throughout the movement. A secondary theme, which 
includes some out-of-center tonalities, is heard briefly before returning to the calm seas of La-
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teef’s musical journey. A rising-and-falling eighth note motif in B minor is heard at 4:25, which 
adds interest to the musical journey, and there are other such moments here and there throughout 
its nearly 12-minute length, including a tabla solo in double time, followed by a development 
section played by the strings. In a later section, the tempo doubles and an even more exotic fla-
vor is imparted to the music. 

The fourth and last movement, “Freedom,” is also the longest at 15:20 and in many ways 
the most complex. A certain amount of angst is mixed in with this freedom, as are moments of 
“outside” jazz played by the tenor saxophone. Here, Lateef pulls out all the stops in creating a 
work of considerable complexity as well as of strong emotional impact. The techniques he uses 
are many, but by and large this is really a movement of classical influences pulling against the 
jazz rather than blending. Occasionally one side seems to be making concessions to the other, but 
each time this occurs the classical orchestra or the jazz performers pull away from one another. 
In short, the classical elements here are purely classical and the jazz purely jazz, their fusion 
sounding an uneasy mix. Yet somehow, it all works. This movement comes across as a more so-
phisticated version of Don Ellis’s various “trumpet concertos” of the late 1960s-early ‘70s. 

Here again is another work that deserves to be a repertoire item but isn’t. Why symphony 
orchestras continue to schedule “da classics” just because they are comfort music for their audi-
ences—who can just as easily listen to them at home, and often in superior performances—while 
music like this is shunted aside and ignored is beyond my understanding. Certainly the right mu-
sicians can be found to play the jazz music within these scores well enough, and the sheer color 
and variety of the music should be enough to make it palatable to even the fussiest of tastes. 

 
Henry Threadgill revisited 
We briefly examined Threadgill’s clever reworking of Morton’s Chicago Breakdown 

with the group Air in a previous chapter; now we examine two excellent pieces that perplexed 
jazz fans because they weren’t “jazz” as they recognized it, Crea and Grief. In Crea, rapid 
asymmetric and atonal figures virtually explode, albeit softly, in the opening moments of the 
piece; there is no discernible rhythm, in fact almost no guideposts other than a “soprano guitar” 
(which sounds much like a ukulele) playing high, repeated E-naturals. Meanwhile a regular 
acoustic guitar is busy working out its own lines in the left channel; a hunting horn is heard in 
the mid-range, at first playing long, slow notes before playing war whoops and staccato notes in 
a virtuosic fashion. All this activity, however, helps to focus the music into the key of B� minor, 
and the rhythm into a sort of odd 6/8 with the beats distributed irregularly. Then the tempo slows 
down, the music becomes more pastoral in character, and a very slow-moving, almost canonic 
development section begins. Threadgill plays so much with the listener’s mind—particularly 
those listeners who really know music—that both his complexities and his wicked sense of hu-
mor often go right over the heads of the less knowledgeable. This isn’t to say that his music is so 
esoteric that it can’t be enjoyed by all, only that you need to know what he is doing in order to 
follow his train of thought. In this case, the regular guitar begins playing a quasi-flamenco beat, 
the hunting horn assumes the role of trumpet soloist, and the music takes off into the unknown. 
The soprano and alto guitar trade solos for a while, after which the music stops, slows down, re-
traces its steps and then moves swiftly to the finish line. 

Grief is a very strange piece scored for alto sax, accordion, harpsichord, two cellos, and a 
vocal by Mossa Bildren. Here the form sounds much more conventional, albeit with some real 
twists in its makeup, but the unusual vocal line, low and moaning a wordless chant, is the first of 
several disturbing elements. So too are the double-time cello figures—at least, played by one 
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cello, as the other is plucking a pizzicato bass line in the left channel. When Threadgill’s alto is 
heard, it is raw and edgy, evidently out of emotional control, its lines spilling all over the other-
wise controlled expressions of grief going on beneath. This is certainly one of the most emotion-
ally powerful of all the works discussed in this book, almost in a class by itself, even among 
Threadgill’s many and varied output. 

 
Willem Breuker revisited 
The Breuker Kollektief was far from idle during this period, but their activities were per-

haps not as well tracked in America as they had been in the 1980s. Amsterdamned Jazz, a.k.a. 
Animal Locomotion, was one of their typical jazz-klezmer concoctions, utilizing offbeat synco-
pation within a 5/4 beat to propel the band and its various soloists. Brief as it is, it is incredibly 
dense and complex music, but this is as nothing compared to the piece that Yo-Yo Ma commis-
sioned Breuker to write for him and the Mondriaan Strings. Here, a heavy ostinato 4/4 beat in-
troduces an ominous, almost Kurt Weill-type theme, which is then briefly picked up by Ma on 
cello before playing a rapid cadenza; the band then engages in a quadruple-time break of its own, 
after which the music shifts to a stiff waltz tempo, later overlaid with 4/4. The metrical and har-
monic complexity of the piece continues to grow—it almost seems as if Breuker was determined 
to show Ma that he could write music as complex as any the cellist had ever played—until the 
sudden, surprising shift into an uptempo 4/4 swing beat at 2:50. Surprisingly, when Ma enters 
amidst this fray, he adjusts well to the jazz rhythm, although undoubtedly playing a written part. 
Eventually the piece becomes an almost typical Breuker vehicle, the leader playing alto sax in 
wild excursions above the ensemble. Then a stiff tango rhythm emerges, with Ma playing solo 
around it, until the band suddenly plays a staccato triplet chord and ends it, as if saying, “All 
right…enough is enough!” 

Even more interesting is Breuker’s work for Dutch oboist Han de Vries, principally a 
classical musician. Due to his high reputation within the Netherlands as the greatest oboist of his 
generation, Brueker tried very hard to behave himself and create music that de Vries would feel 
comfortable playing, meaning music with a much stronger classical form than usual. The open-
ing section, despite being scored for the Kollektief, is very much a classical piece, and a very 
fine one, too. At the three-minute mark, however, the tempo suddenly begins to jump, the rhythm 
section kicks in, and we are most definitely in Breuker-land, far from any classical pretensions. 
The band’s pianist is the principal soloist in this section; de Vries is silent. At 4:40 there is a 
typically odd, quirky, asymmetric break, following which the jazz section alternates between 4/4 
and 3/4, again with no sign of de Vries. Eventually the 3/4 rhythm dominates, but again in a 
choppy, Kurt Weill sort of way, then shifts back to 4/4 swing. Then suddenly, at 7:31, de Vries 
jumps into the fray—surprisingly, swinging wildly on the oboe. Perhaps there is a hep cat in him 
after all! Indeed, I can’t recall ever hearing another oboist swing as well and as hard as de Vries 
does here, certainly not with the kind of facility in improvisation as he reveals. A wild, double-
time trumpet solo follows, then a trombone playing in regular rhythm but with some astounding 
“war whoops” on the instrument. Flautist Alex Coke jumps in for some pyrotechnics of his own 
before the band rides it out. Despite the fact that this seems to be a “concerto” split between a 
classical intro and a purely jazz finish, it is an effective and entertaining piece. 

Thirst 3 is even more formal in structure than the previous two pieces (Breuker certainly 
seemed to be an avid pupil of Weill in both rhythm and form), with everything apparently writ-
ten out and nothing improvised, the ensemble even including an organ for color. A trombone 
solo dominates the middle section, after which we recapitulate the theme and fade to black. I’m 
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not sure why the Breuker group is either ignored or laughed at in the U.S. while the far less satis-
fying or entertaining music of Carla Bley is held up as a shining example of late-period ensemble 
jazz with a classical spine.  

 
Byron Olson’s Sketches albums 
Pianist-composer-arranger Byron Olson is a native of Maywood, Illinois, a suburb of 

Chicago. His official online bio explains that since his family was heavily involved in music—
his parents sang in a gospel group and his uncle Mack was a skilled stride piano player—he grew 
up hearing and loving music. At the age of two he was singing solos in church and by age five he 
began taking accordion lessons. In a personal e-mail to me, he described how, at age nine, he 
discovered Art van Damme, who was a jazz accordion player, and it changed his life. While in 
high school he played weddings and social gigs around town and began piano and theory lessons. 
As his interest in jazz deepened he was hired for nightclub gigs on weekends despite being un-
derage: he often wore a fake moustache to appear older (at one job his moustache began dangling 
from his upper lip halfway through a set, which prompted the club owner to laugh and tell him, 
“When you get a little older, come back and I’ll give you the job”). Following high school, Olson 
enrolled at the Berklee School of Music, later moved back to Chicago to study at the Sherwood 
Music School, and also took lessons with the great Oscar Peterson. As time went on he began to 
be attracted by orchestral and film music, impressionism and 20th century classical music. 

Singer Danny Long, a Chicago native living in Los Angeles, encouraged Olson and his 
colleagues in the Mitchell Roberts Trio to move to California where, in addition to normal gigs, 
they began to branch out. Olson began working with Donald O’Connor, choreographer David 
Winters, and others, which gained him recognition in the Los Angeles area. The jobs began to 
mushroom for Olson, working with rock singer Frankie Avalon, jazz singer June Christy, pop 
crooner Johnny Mathis, Peggy Lee, Trini Lopez and others. Before long, his arranging and com-
posing talents became well known, as did his dream of fusing jazz and classical music. He was 
commissioned by the New York chamber group Music Amici to rework Miles Davis’ classic 
tune Nardis for them and trumpeter Randy Brecker. This was premiered at the Weill Recital Hall 
in Carnegie Hall and later reprised at the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion in Los Angeles. Olson made 
a demo recording of the piece which he took to Bruce Lundvall, at that time the president of Blue 
Note/EMI, who was so impressed that Olson was signed to make an entire album of such music. 

This album, titled Sketches of Miles, was released in 1993 to great popular and critical 
acclaim. To a certain extent, building an album of jazz-classical fusion around the music and aes-
thetic of Davis was fairly natural, since Davis himself had spent a decade involved in such pro-
jects himself. But Olson didn’t stop at just arranging pieces that Davis himself had played; he 
composed new pieces to dovetail with the old and expand the repertoire. As the liner notes put it, 
Davis himself would have cast “a very suspicious eye” toward that recording since “He had little 
use for what was past, for what was done…What mattered was what was ahead.”  

But we are here to judge each composer’s and arranger’s work on the basis of the results, 
not the intent or the inspiration, and by and large Olson’s work is remarkable for what it accom-
plished. At a time when most people were probably unaware of the Bennett concerto for Stan 
Getz, Lateef’s African-American Suite or Fred Katz’s Concerto for Cello and Jazz Orchestra, 
Olson’s Sketches of Miles came as a bolt from the blue. Here, they were told by a powerful major 
label, was jazz-classical fusion on a very high level. The album sold very well and made Olson’s 
name with a whole new audience. 

Hearing his rewrite of Nardis, one is immediately struck by the remarkable gentleness of 
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his approach. One might automatically assume that a musician initially raised and drawn to jazz 
would also be drawn to classical music, and/or classical orchestration, that uses the same sort of 
devices: strong rhythm, energy, and passion. This is what one hears in the trumpet-piano opening 
of Nardis, and when the chamber group enters the picture at 2:09 one initially hears a similar 
aesthetic, but as the piece evolves the tempo relaxes and by 2:52 we are involved in a mélange of 
strings and winds playing softly, gently, with a bit of rhythmic lilt but not the drive of the open-
ing. It would be easy to say that Olson appears to be a musician attracted to classical music that 
is soft and relaxing, and this may be so, but in his case the high degree of sophistication in his 
writing and arranging precludes any taint of “classics lite.” He is, however, deeply immersed in 
the French school of the classics, and this is the approach he brings to each and every work. 

Four, another Davis tune, begins surprisingly with a delicate piano solo resembling a 
cross between Mozart and Chopin—certainly nothing very jazzy—but as soon as Bob Mintzer’s 
tenor sax is heard, the tempo and mood pick up a bit. Yet Olson’s French proclivities are never 
far from the surface, and the gutsier sax-and-piano statements are interlaced with flute, clarinet 
and oboe playing in a Mozartian vein. In this way Olson pushes the two types of music together, 
creating what can best be described as “alternate mood” music. When it is jazz, it is really jazz 
and it has bite and drive. When it is classical, it is light and airy albeit very cleverly scored; and 
when the two are together, it is the pull of one against the other, not a seamless join.  

This approach is given to Olson’s Spanish Suite, a combination of three pieces from 
Davis’ Sketches of Spain album—Pan Piper, Will o’ the Wisp and the famed Rodrigo Concierto 
de Aramjuez Adagio—with two of his own, titled Baile Español and Fiesta en Novembre. Olson 
dovetails these five pieces together so well that the word “suite” doesn’t really define it; it is 
more like a continuous composition with merely different sections within it. Interestingly, though 
French hornist Peter Gordon does improvise in the last piece—a full solo from 7:06 yo 9:05 and 
then improvised breaks between ensemble passages7—most of it is Music Amici, playing a writ-
ten score. So is this really jazz-classical music? In Gordon’s solos, yes, despite the preponder-
ance of scored music, and the underlying current of the rhythm is never far from the kind of 
playing one heard from Gil Evans’ group on the original Davis recording, thus one can call this 
jazz-informed classical music, much as Ravel’s Bolero was. 

Olson expands this approach in the Fantasie for Winds, Strings & Jazz Soloists, which 
begins in a very strictly classical environment but soon begins to feature improvised solos by a 
muted Randy Brecker, Warren Bernhardt on piano and Mintzer on tenor sax. Moreover, this is 
precisely the kind of jazz-classical piece that would most appeal to purely classical listeners. The 
surprise of the jazz solo is present but not the “edge” of a jazz group; the overall musical ambi-
ence is gentle and relaxed, at least at first, and even when the tempo does pick up at 3:25 there 
are frequent fall-backs to the initial slower tempo and interjections from the winds and strings to 
remind one that this music is not “dangerous” in any way. Most of the music is so quiet, in fact, 
that one can hear Olson turning a page in the score while conducting at 5:00, and even when 
things heat up a bit on the jazz front, Music Amici is still swaying classically behind the jazz 
musicians. And yet, it works, because Olson’s sense of structure and understanding is so keen. 

A year later the same label, based on the strength of Sketches of Miles’ strong critical re-
ception, hired Olson to produce a follow-up album. This time his subject was John Coltrane, a 
man and musician who had a strong interest in classical music but did not produce any hybrids 
other than the “Africa-Brass Sessions.” Olson wisely chose to begin the album with a straighta-
head jazz tune, Duke Ellington’s Take the Coltrane, but switches to his own eclectic style with 
                                                
7 As confirmed to me by a personal e-mail from Byron Olsen dated February 5, 2016. 
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Giant Steps. In the liner notes, Olson explains that this Coltrane original inspired him to write 
classical sections “with a Russian flavor” which then lead to Giant Steps in its original form, but 
with “subtle key changes and original ensemble writing” which make this performance sound 
quite different. Here Olson’s ensemble writing for Music Amici closer resembles Françaix or 
Poulenc than Ravel or Debussy, and although tenor saxist Joe Lovano’s playing is entirely his 
own in both tone and style, not trying to imitate Coltrane directly, the earlier saxist’s spirit is 
evoked in his “outside” passages. One of the more interesting features of this performance is an 
unidentified bassist playing amidst the flute, clarinet, bassoon and French horn of Music Amici. 
No drummer is used. 

The liner notes for the CD indicate that “the shimmering intensity of French impression-
ism” is “a perfect setting for Coltrane’s own Naima.” Here Olson moves backwards in style from 
Françaix and Poulenc to Ravel, following the same pattern as on Giant Steps except with the ad-
dition of a string quartet. The extreme subtlety of Olson’s writing can easily be missed by ears 
not attuned to classical music: after all, to the average, non-classical jazz lover, these sort of in-
struments don’t sound any different if they are playing “ambient classical” without the intelli-
gence and high level of craftsmanship that Olson put into them. The use of a waltz tempo also 
seems out of place at first, and I’m sure many jazz listeners will be confused by the fact that, like 
the Miles Davis Spanish Suite, there are no jazz musicians and no improvisation on this track, 
but somehow it all works. 

As he did with the Spanish Suite in the Davis tribute album, Olson wrote an African Suite 
for the Coltrane disc, in this case mixing Coltrane’s Africa and Afro Blue in with his own compo-
sitions and Gordon Gottlieb’s Ritual Dance. This suite marks the only time in either album that 
Olson used percussion, to telling effect. In fact, Gottlieb’s piece is completely percussive, played 
by himself and drummer Earl Bennett. The tempo slowly increases towards the end, the music 
comes to a stop, and then—as in Coltrane’s own Africa/Brass Sessions—a trombone simulates 
the sound of a trumpeting elephant. Pizzicato strings and the sound of a waterfall are heard, and 
we are into Olson’s original piece Jungle Mysteries, one of his finest and most effective compo-
sitions. His use of string portamento is as riveting here as Stravinsky’s use of it in the opening of 
The Firebird. There is no percussion in this piece, but the drumming returns—a bit subdued—in 
his very imaginative reworking of Coltrane’s tune Africa. Here, Olson had the idea of combining 
both a soprano sax and a tenor sax on the same track, to present the dual nature of Coltrane’s 
own talent, and for once Lovano almost seems to be channeling Coltrane in his solo. Mintzer, on 
the other hand, has his own sound and style on soprano but manages to fit in. Dramatic string 
tremolos are heard near the close of this piece, just before rather bucolic-sounding winds intro-
duce the dainty, somewhat mincing Fragments. This, I felt, was the one weak point in the suite; 
the music is fine as such, but it intrudes on the mood set by Africa and doesn’t really do much 
except by way of contrast. Nevertheless, the jazz solos by Jim Pugh on trombone are very effec-
tive as interludes between the lightweight classical sections. Oddly enough, however, Olson’s 
mostly classical rewriting of Afro Blue is exceptional, using the winds, the soprano sax solos and 
the percussion in a highly effective piece that ties everything together. 

Eight years after the Coltrane album, Olson was invited by Lovano to write some of the 
arrangements for album he was making for Blue Note titled Viva Caruso. The concept here was 
perhaps even a bit stranger than the tribute to Coltrane: to have an Italian-American jazz tenor 
saxist play new instrumental arrangements of songs and arias associated with the most famous 
Italian operatic tenor of the 20th century. The reason I call this concept “strange” is simply be-
cause the operatic world is the one furthest removed from jazz. We have already seen how diffi-
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cult and often futile it had been to try to write a “jazz opera” in the past, and we shall encounter a 
similar situation later on in this chapter. But Lovano was adamant about pursuing this project, 
and he turned to Olson for the woodwind arrangements. The others, including the trio perform-
ances, he did himself. 

The result is a mixed bag, but in some cases the music works. Vincenzo DeCrescenzo’s 
Tarantella Sincera, for instance, is scored for a similar wind band to that used on the Davis and 
Coltrane albums, with a very classical (but not Italian-sounding) introduction before a cymbal 
wash introduces Lovano’s tenor. A bass clarinet echoes each four-bar segment he plays at first, 
then the other winds fall in to provide commentary as the music progresses, sometimes in tempo 
and sometimes out. Olson’s Francophile sense of harmony leads him to completely revamp this 
piece in his own image. Eventually Lovano’s jazz group simply falls in line with him as he im-
provises on the melody with the wind band filling in elegantly around him. The even more fa-
mous O Sole Mio, on the other hand, is very sparsely arranged by Lovano for his trio with re-
markable shifts in the rhythm and harmony with the drummer playing out-of-tempo paradiddles 
and cymbal strokes to give the music the feeling of unsettled tempo. Here, too, Lovano’s saxo-
phone plays quite imaginatively, doubling the pulse and going outside the chord changes from 
time to time. After what sounds like the end of the piece, Lovano and his band suddenly double 
the time and take off on an improvisatory excursion. Italian it may not be, but creative it most 
certainly is! 

Campane a Sera, scored similarly to Tarantella Sincera, again gives a French flavor to 
this Italian music. In this case, however, Olson adds a twist: the wordless vocal of Judi Silvano. 
Comparing his work here to, say, Duke Ellington’s On a Turquoise Cloud will reveal a similar 
aesthetic, but Eddie Sauter’s 10,000 B.C. is much more atmospheric and harmonically advanced. 
Nonetheless, Olson’s frequent tempo shifts and occasional harmonic changes keep the listener on 
one’s toes, and the overall effect is pleasant if a bit more in the “classics lite” vein than his prior 
work in the Davis and Coltrane albums. Santa Lucia is one of Lovano’s most inspired arrange-
ments. Despite (again) using only the jazz trio, he has so thoroughly rewritten the piece as a jazz 
samba that one unfamiliar with the original tune (and nowadays, there probably are listeners who 
don’t know Santa Lucia) can readily accept it in this new guise. 

One of the more interesting quotes by Olson, taken from his website, is that “To me, ar-
ranging and composing are two sides of the same coin. Writing an arrangement is composing. 
You’re working with a given melody or theme and then creating everything around it. However, 
that doesn’t restrict you from adding your own musical ideas by creating the introduction, inter-
ludes, endings, and rhythmical devices that will enhance the basic theme.”8 I wholeheartedly 
agree with this statement, which is why I have given so much space in this book to the great 
original jazz arrangers, even those who were not themselves composers, such as Bill Challis, 
Paul Laval, Jimmy Mundy and Hall Overton. Their work is extremely valuable in the way they 
thought about instrumentation, texture and melodic-harmonic progression. 

 
Wynton Marsalis 
One of the ironic things about Marsalis’ media saturation, and his election by a small but 

influential group of New York-area critics as the last word in jazz, is that it was his earlier forays 
into neo-bop that provided the strongest influence on the ensuing generation of jazz musicians. If 
you really think about it, you can scarcely go to any jazz venue in America not identifiable as 
“retro” (see Chapter XIII) that does not present jazz from the bop, cool and hard bop eras as 
                                                
8 http://byronolsonmusic.com/main/about-byron/ 
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“mainstream.” I go to live jazz concerts every month and, except for one group from the College-
Conservatory of Music’s jazz program that was pretty advanced and one group of regularly per-
forming musicians titled The Faux Frenchmen who very obviously do a retro Hot Club Quintet 
act, I can verify that nearly all the jazz groups that play there are retro-bop, hard bop or soul jazz. 
To hear even one group do something in the mold of the Chico Hamilton Quintet, the Ornette 
Coleman Quartet, or anything remotely resembling the groups of Charles Mingus or George 
Russell (and this in the city of Russell’s birth) is nearly impossible. At several such concerts, 
when the audience is asked for requests, there are several calls for Mingus pieces, but they are 
never honored. I’m not sure if the musicians don’t know them at all or consider them far too dif-
ficult to play on the spur of the moment. 

Interestingly, when Marsalis and his band of followers left the field of retro-bop for the 
even more outmoded field of retro-swing and New Orleans/Chicago Dixieland, they were some-
how exempt from being branded as “moldy figs.” Although what they played was different only 
in its rhythmic accent from the work of dozens of retro bands consigned to cult status in the Dix-
ieland-1920s venues of retro jazz festivals (most notably the ones in San Francisco and the an-
nual Bix Beiderbecke Festival in Davenport, Iowa), Marsalis’ groups were exonerated of any 
such taint but lauded for “re-establishing true jazz” in New York. Whether or not this is true, the 
music they play—taken on its own merits and stripped of its aura of being part of the Jazz at 
Lincoln Center program—is at heart no different from the music played by Pam Pameijer’s New 
Jazz Wizards, the Silver Leaf Jazz Band, Vince Giordano’s Nighthawks or the Bratislava Hot 
Serenaders, and in fact those groups play some of this music much better than Marsalis’ bands. 

Nor am I alone in my suspicion of what Marsalis has accomplished or, more precisely, 
not accomplished. The late music critic Gene Lees surprised me by calling me at my home one 
evening to congratulate me on “standing up” to Marsalis for his hostility towards new music. It 
may come as a shock to those who see him as a Messiah of jazz that Marsalis even banned 
George Russell from performing at Lincoln Center because he wanted to conduct one of his fu-
sion works. I have made it very clear in this book that I detest funk-rock-jazz fusion, but al-
though I find Russell’s The African Game slightly more palatable than Miles Davis’ Bitches’ 
Brew, the point is that he was George Russell, a musical genius and a pioneer of the music, and if 
he wanted one last moment in the sun in New York City, why deny him that? If you don’t like 
the music he’s playing you don’t have to go to the concert, but I’m sure there were several hun-
dred listeners in New York City who would eagerly have bought tickets to see Russell in person, 
conducting one of his own works. 

As I pointed out in Chapter XIII, Marsalis is also looked on with suspicion in Europe, 
even in France and England where many of their citizens cling to retro jazz, but perhaps the most 
pungent criticism of his work came from the late Harvey Pekar in a 1998 article for Isthmus. 
Pekar wrote, among other things, that  

The only thing Marsalis does outstandingly is play music other people have written. He’s a 
superb classical trumpeter. But his lack of creativity—his failure even to recognize that 
great artists add to the vocabulary of their art—causes his improvising and composing to 
be slickly imitative at best. Moreover, in his position as the director of Lincoln Center’s 
jazz program he’s been downright hostile to innovative musicians. 

Yeah, he won a Pulitzer Prize, but so what? The moronic Forrest Gump won an Oscar. 
Pearl Buck won a Nobel Prize, but James Joyce didn’t. Prizes of this sort mean nothing. 
They’re popularity contests and reflect the politics of the moment. 



 380 

Not only have Marsalis’ musical accomplishments been overrated, his efforts to widen the 
appeal of jazz to the mass public have been negligible… 

Give Marsalis his due, however, for being hostile to experimenters of all colors, of denying 
all of them the prestigious Lincoln Center venue and associated income. Speaking of Mar-
salis’ neo-conservative movement, saxophonist David Murray remarked in Jazziz maga-
zine, “I call ‘em neo con artists. They’re conning the public into thinking that nothin’ hap-
pened in jazz since the 1950s....They’re conning the public into thinking they’re the guys 
who actually created this stuff, when actually they’re just playing a tired version of some 
music that had some real fire to it.”9 

But of course, the real test is in the listening, not the talking or the opinions, and this is 
where we road-test Wynton Marsalis’ music and judge it according to the same criteria we have 
applied to every phase of this musical journey. 

To give him credit, Marsalis knows music to the extent that he studied theory and under-
stands how music is put together. If he didn’t, he would never have been able to play as well as 
he did with Art Blakey’s Jazz Messengers or his own retro-bop groups of the 1980s. But in 1987 
he reached a creative impasse and was unable to come up with original music in the post-bop 
vein, thus he began composing in pre-bop styles.10 In 1992 he was commissioned by Peter Mar-
tins, former dancer and current director of the New York City Ballet Company, to write a score 
for a jazz-influenced ballet that he would choreograph. The result was Jazz: Six Syncopated 
Movements, which premiered to great ballyhoo (and TV exposure) in early 1993. You can watch 
the documentary on the making of the ballet, as well as a complete performance of it (Accent on 
the Offbeat), at https://vimeo.com/22173073. Perhaps, to a viewer unfamiliar with modern ballet 
and modern dance, this work by Martins is very impressive, but if you’re familiar with the way 
the great choreographers of the past half-century, from George Balanchine, Frederick Ashton and 
Maya Plisetskaya to Jiří Kylían, Roland Petit and Christopher Wheeldon, have reworked the en-
tire concept of ballet, Martins’ work looks painfully inadequate to match the music. Yes, there 
are moments when it works, but not that many. Much of the time the fault seems to lie with the 
dancers themselves, who are too stiff and formal in their movement to be able to do the music’s 
rhythm anything like justice, but closer inspection shows that Martins is just thinking too much 
in terms of classic ballet and its moves, of formal jetées, entrechats, pirouettes and the like when 
he should be thinking about moving bodies through space in more interesting patterns and trying 
to get the dancers to throw themselves into the rhythm with greater elasticity. 

As for the music, it is all retro in style and parts of it are quite obviously derivative of ear-
lier works, but it is classically conceived as a suite and, to his credit, Marsalis gets his small band 
to play with a greater looseness of rhythm than that of many trad-jazz bands. 

The first piece, Jubilo, starts with an irregular march rhythm, the piccolo playing over 
drums, which quickly leads to the ensemble playing smeared figures. The tempo is a quick 4, but 
the beats are distributed oddly, as are the phrase-lengths. Marsalis’ innovation is in this, redis-

                                                
9 http://www.isthmus.com/archive/from-the-archives/the-downside-of-wynton-marsalis/ 
10 In their textbook Jazz: The First 100 Years (Schirmer Thomson Learning, 2002), authors Henry Martin and Keith 
Waters quote Marsalis from a December 1997 Down Beat interview with Howard Reich as saying that in the 1987 
song In the Afterglow, “That was the first time I wrote something with a certain type of traditional [chord] progres-
sion. Before that, I would write stuff that was modal, with no chords on it. But In the Afterglow got me to try to 
break out of writing the typical type of New York-scene tune (bold print mine) and trying to experiment with form, 
with modulations, with developing themes in different keys, with different grooves…That’s when my [composed] 
music really started to evolve.” (p. 328) 
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tributing beats within phrases and his use of unorthodox sound textures using the same sort of 
band size as the average trad-jazz group. Other than the written piccolo solo, there are no solos 
as such within this piece, and towards the end he brings in a typical New Orleans marching band 
sort of tune, in this case based on one of Sousa’s marches. Listening to this piece, it’s small 
wonder that Martins had trouble choreographing it…the tempo is challenging even for a trained 
jazz dancer, let alone classical dancers who have no background in this sort of material. The sec-
ond piece, Tick Tock (subtitled Nightfalls on Toyland), is linked to Jubilo not only by being 
played without pause but also in the introduction, which uses the same thematic material. In this 
case, however, Marsalis really does play with tempo, jumping without warning from 4/4 to 3/4 
and back again, and moreover using two different tempos for his 3/4 segments. Whatever one 
may think of some of his other work, these pieces are really excellent. There are “toy band” ref-
erences in the scoring as well as a sort of relaxed, bluesy feel, even in some of the waltz-tempo 
interludes. Tick Tock closes out with a swing waltz played by the reeds.  

Trail of Tears, an allusion to slave days, is a slow, sad piece with wailing, trumpet sobs 
and mocking laughter to help underscore the obvious. Despite some moments of decelerando, 
this is pretty much in a steady 4 throughout. There is an alto sax solo but it sounds written; the 
brief trombone solo sounds improvised. The latter portion of this piece has the most effective 
mood painting, but again the heavy-handedness intrudes and takes over the piece as it moves to-
wards the finish.  

Express Crossing receives a great deal of attention in Henry Martin and Keith Waters’ 
textbook, Jazz: The First 100 Years, analyzing it step by step, sometimes in increments of three 
seconds. Essentially, the opening section is an exercise, as so many of these pieces are, in tempo-
shifting via displaced beats and, in one case, one measure in 9/8 to throw the listener further off 
base. Once again, a lot of Marsalis’ effects come from this strange dichotomy of imposing mod-
ern jazz techniques on older forms and orchestration that sounds “retro” without really copying 
any specific older score. That being said, portions of Express Crossing are modeled on Tiger 
Rag, other sections quite evidently taken from Duke Ellington’s Daybreak Express (re-listen to 
sound file 0170) although mixed in with original passages. The quirky rhythm at times evokes 
Ellington’s Happy-Go-Lucky Local. We thus encounter here an unusual form of tribute/ rewrit-
ing. Marsalis has obviously studied a great deal of earlier music and doesn’t mind taking from it, 
but in this suite at least he is creating something new. Harmonically he is in the past, but rhyth-
mically he is as avant-garde as anything that Henry Threadgill or the World Saxophone Quartet 
has ever produced. This, then, marks Marsalis as a true composer, albeit one who constantly 
fuses past achievements with post-bop sensibilities. 

“D” in the Key of “F” is a blues from the swing era, evoking such creamy-toned tenor 
sax players as Ben Webster. Bent notes are used in true blues style, giving one a suggestion of 
alto player Johnny Hodges. Once again, Marsalis intersperses measures of a different meter in 
the midst of his piece, although in this case less frequently than before. The switch to double 
time and back suggests the influence of Mingus, as does the sudden introduction of a second 
tenor sax to play off the first in a sort of counterpoint. The piece builds to a climax but falls back 
for a quieter finish. Ragtime, the last piece, begins with a solo piano playing a quirky variation 
on Scott Joplin’s Maple Leaf Rag (re-listen to sound clip 0001); in the second strain, the band 
plays a variation on Joplin’s second strain, using the same chord sequence, followed by a very 
clever repeat of the same passage with piccolo and clarinet playing a double-time variant above 
the rest of the band. The odd variant of the opening theme is repeated, then the band opens up—
not on the third strain of Maple Leaf Rag, as one would expect, but rather playing a tune mixing 
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Jelly Roll Morton’s Winin’ Boy Blues with elements of Joplin. Then comes a variant on this, with 
the trumpets playing in a mocking style, complete with “laughs” on the instrument, before the 
final ride-out which doesn’t really resemble anything that came before it. 

Though the modernists may think otherwise, Jazz: Six Syncopated Movements is creative 
within its own sound world. Marsalis has redistributed, re-used and created entirely new music 
built on the past that at times resembles actual older pieces but by and large sound nothing like 
them. And again, I emphasize that his use of rhythm is entirely new and the one “modern” ele-
ment in this music.  

But what of his jazz oratorio, Blood on the Fields? To begin with, the most controversial 
aspect of this piece is that it won a Pulitzer Prize in 1997 that it should not have won, not be-
cause of its musical quality or lack of same but because the prize was supposed to go to a work 
written in 1997. Blood on the Fields, however, was composed in 1993-94, receiving its first per-
formance on April 1 of the latter year and recorded for Columbia in 1995. Marsalis’ management 
submitted the work to the Pulitzer committee in 1997 after a performance that year in which 
Marsalis made seven small changes to the score. When questioned about the criteria by which 
the Pulitzer committee would consider a revision as a “new” work, chairman Robert Ward said 
“Not a cut here and there…or a slight revision,” but rather something that changed “the whole 
conception of the piece.” After being read the list of revisions that Marsalis actually made, Ward 
admitted that these changes were minor, but “the list you had here was not available to us, and 
we did not discuss it.”11 

If ignorance is no excuse in the eyes of the law, it should also not be an excuse in the case 
of a Pulitzer Prize. By the committee’s own rules, the prize should have been withdrawn once 
they were aware of the discrepancies. But the committee was very obviously ignorant of Mar-
salis and his work, otherwise they would have known of the 1995 recording and been musically 
aware of the alterations, if any. This would seem to verify Harvey Pekar’s assertion that this 
prize was the result of a popularity contest reflecting “the politics of the moment.” The Pulitzer 
committee, and the Martin-Waters book cited above, made a big fuss over the fact that the “im-
portant result of Marsalis’s award is that the Pulitzer Prize in music is now offered for important, 
large-scale works of any musical genre,”12 but in all the years since, at least up to 2015, the only 
other jazz work that has won the prize was Ornette Coleman’s Sound Grammar in 2007. 

I hesitated as to whether to include part or all of Blood on the Fields in this study because 
it is not as well written or structured as Jazz: Six Syncopated Movements, but eventually chose to 
include some of the opening sections because of its historic importance. I am not altogether crazy 
about Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue or his Piano Concerto, but I included those as well because 
of their historic importance. 

The opening section, which is primarily instrumental, is perhaps the strongest in struc-
ture. Marsalis’ a cappella trumpet is heard in the opening, along with the spoke words “Trou-
ble…in our own land” and “Crimes against the human soul far too large for any describing 
words to hold.” Following this, the orchestra plays music that sounds much like Mingus in an 
Ellington frame of mind, played in a somewhat frantic 6/8 tempo with occasional shifts of accent 
and stress. The saxophone chorus is particularly interesting, moving harmonically away from the 
rest of the piece; the baritone sax solo later on, with trumpet and trombone commentary, reminds 
one of the great Harry Carney. The sliding bass passage (moving up and down via portamento) is 
built on by remarkable passages for tuba (playing in the middle and upper register) and the other 

                                                
11 Sandow, Greg, Wynton Marsalis and the Pulitzer Prize, GregSandow.com. 
12 Ibid, pp. 328-29. 
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instruments, which push the piece towards its climax, much of it played in double time with bass 
drum undercurrents. 

Move Over, the second piece, starts out with a tenor sax solo and more badly-written nar-
rative chanted by the band. This is a piece of uneasy sexual attraction between Jessie, an attrac-
tive slave woman, and the white owner, featuring Cassandra Wilson on the vocal. One of the 
lines she sings is, “I think I hear a drum.” Mocking clarinet cackles mix with plunger-muted 
brass and other reeds in a striking passage. The problem with this piece, however, and (as we 
shall see) the remaining pieces in this work, is that despite the cleverness of the rhythmic vari-
ance and orchestration, the melodies that Marsalis writes for voices are banal and related to pop 
music—not pop music of his era, of course, but pop music nonetheless. In addition, there is the 
problem of the heavy-handedness of the way he handles the subject. Too often in Blood on the 
Fields, the innovations one hears in Jazz became more conventional. In other words, Marsalis 
repeats himself, and the repetition isn’t accompanied by any greater innovation but, on the con-
trary, by retracing his steps and doing the “same old same old.” 

Indeed, as one moves through You Don’t Hear No Drums, The Market Place, Soul for 
Sale and Plantation Coffle March, one is dismayed by the very lack of invention.13 I believe that 
this is one of the reasons there has been such a backlash to Marsalis in certain quarters: his later 
work seems too much like a rewrite of his older accomplishments, just as classical composer Roy 
Harris began rewriting his popular Symphony No. 3. Mind you, the occasional solos, particularly 
those by Marsalis himself as in You Don’t Hear No Drums, are pretty good and definitely add to 
the listening experience, but the reader/listener who has followed this study thus far will no 
doubt be disappointed by his paucity of invention. Richard Danielpour’s 2005 opera on the hor-
rors of slavery, Margaret Garner, was far more original and masterful but won no awards what-
soever, despite Toni Morrison’s excellent libretto based on her novel Beloved. 

 
Clare Fischer again 
With some of the money he made from his commercial music work, Clare Fischer was 

able to finance a rather unusual album in 1997. It consisted of new and older charts that he had 
made for a large orchestra that he wanted to hear realized, including his arrangement of Chero-
kee and the full version of his 1966 Piece for Soft Brass, Woodwinds and Percussion (see Chap-
ter IX), which he renamed here Neophonic Piece. As Fischer himself put it, “I may die a poor 
man, but I will have a smile on my face!” For this project, Fischer amassed a huge orchestra of 
27 musicians (to which he added himself on keyboards and his son Brent on percussion), inter-
estingly enough formatted and voiced like a large marching band. The differences were that the 
“bugles” used were of a lower and mellower range than normal and he added four French horns 
in place of trombones, an E� flugelhorn, and five reed players. The voicings, though ostensibly 
influenced to some extent by Gil Evans, were actually closer to the work he had done back in the 
1960s, and the program included three extremely original and challenging works, Corcovado 
Fúnebre, Blueslied and The Herd Moves On. What makes these pieces so interesting and original 

                                                
13 One of the African-American composers whose work I discussed earlier in this book made the following com-
ments to me via e-mail about Blood on the Fields: “Ow! I’ve checked portions of 7 tracks of this shit. I find it com-
pletely ungifted, untalented, unskilled composing-wise, orchestration-ly, melodically, harmonically, structurally 
limited, uninteresting musically and devoid of any emotional content or impact; and a travesty, desecration of the 
subject matter and a total insult to all ‘black’ human beings who lived and suffered so grievously in it, under it, and 
still do. Jesus!! As well as the ‘white’ victims who were so rotted by it and still are. Jesus!!” Due to the rough nature 
of his comments, I have opted not to reveal his name in this study. 
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is that he took material that any other “jazz composer” would have treated in a fairly conven-
tional manner and treated it to very unconventional melodic leading and harmonic voicings.  

Corcovado Fúnebre was his tribute to Antonio Carlos Jobim when he died in 1994, and 
purportedly came to him in a dream. The music is certainly dream-like, using Jobim’s original 
tune (which, with lyrics, later became the popular song Quiet Nights and Quiet Stars) in a “de-
construction” manner. The opening bass solo doesn’t seem to be in any specific key, less so the 
soft brass interjections which are also melodically fragmented. Only at 36 seconds into the piece 
do we first hear the Corcovado theme, played softly by muted brass while the horns holds long-
note clashing chords, followed by the clarinets playing a rising figure against them. It’s a very 
different sort of treatment than we are used to either from Jobim’s own work or Fischer’s Latin 
pieces. Eventually, in fact, the ominous, slow-moving tuba tends to dominate our consciousness, 
against which we hear a bass clarinet and then the French horns again playing the theme. Finally, 
at 3:34, the band opens up like a sunflower in sound, but the mood is short-lived; after a diminu-
endo, it moves into a coda and ends. 

Blueslied is one of the more creative reworkings of the blues since George Handy’s 1946 
piece, though not as purposely fragmented rhythmically. In fact, the steady 4 beat is just about 
the only feature of this work that is conventional; a half-minute in, and the melodic structure 
moves with the harmony and vice-versa, creating the feeling of a bottom-heavy structure moving 
on its own wheels. (This is the opposite effect one gets from listening to the scores of Bill Chal-
lis, where the string bass and tenor sax are the only “bottom” instruments, the remainder of the 
band moving with the bass in a high, bright range.) The solo spaces (clarinet and “mellophone 
bugle”) are also a little more conventional, but not much, as Fischer continues to create moving 
figures behind them (à la Sauter) that, when the solos are done, blend nicely into the thematic 
development played by the band. There is also an unusual loud central section, fragmenting har-
mony and rhythm before it falls back into a nice, relaxed 4/4. The final minute and a half is an 
extended coda, wrapping up all the preceding material while adding to it. Even in the last 40 sec-
onds of the piece, Fischer is still inventing material; it comes to a sudden, abrupt finish. 

The Herd Moves On must be one of the strangest works ever written. Inspired by a 
documentary he saw about endangered elephants, Fischer wrote a slow-moving, lumbering piece 
so far down in the instruments’ ranges that it sounds as if it is moving on a very slow conveyor 
belt. Although, as usual with Fischer, the tonality sounds unsettled, it tends towards C minor. 
The strange little melody played by the soft brass over the very heavy bass sounds, at times, like 
Blue Monk. I discussed this with Brent Fischer, who said that there was no conscious copying of 
that tune on his father’s part, but the four-bar theme (which repeats itself a few times) sounded to 
me much like a “kissing cousin” of Thelonious Monk’s tune. Evidently, then, this is one of those 
cases—which sometimes occur in classical music as well—where a composer’s fondness for an-
other’s music rises to their consciousness while composing without being directly modeled on it. 
Certainly, Fischer uses this theme or motif as a basis for some extended development, sometimes 
in the form of solos (himself on electric piano and a clarinet) with shifting harmonies and written 
underpinning by the bass clarinets, and sometimes in ensemble (normally the brass, pitched very 
low in their ranges). It is a remarkable tone poem, one that could only have been written by a 
jazz musician: note, for instance, how the thematic material is transformed yet one more time in 
the final minute of the piece. Here, Fischer takes care to return to the theme statement for the fi-
nal moments of the piece, adding a trumpeting elephant whoop for the finish. 
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Erik Friedlander 
Not all of the music that jazz cellist Erik Friedlander (1960 - ) writes is in the jazz-

classical axis—in fact, much of it is not—but in his 1997 album Topaz, Friedlander explored 
some very innovative and complex approaches to this combination. Based in part on the music of 
Coleman and Davis, several of the pieces in Topaz focus on the jazz-oriented work of these art-
ists and avoids any of the fusion elements. One of the interesting touches of the Friedlander 
Quartet of the time is that it dispenses with a piano but instead combines the cello with a tradi-
tional string bass, freeing up the leader to concentrate on solos without having to also act as a 
“ground” in the group harmonically or rhythmically. Indeed, the other solo voice in the group at 
this time was alto saxist Andy Laster, whose work sometimes explores “outside” playing but at 
other times is quite lyrical, matching the leader’s own playing. By virtue of their complex inter-
action, then, a piece like November almost becomes a thorough-composed work, with an intro-
duction, theme statement, development and coda. The oddly-named Straw Dogs features the un-
usual combination of cello and alto playing in close harmony together at the outset while the bass 
plays a double-time pizzicato; then Friedlander strums his cello like a guitar as the alto falls 
away and the bass continues in the same vein, then after a bit the cello and alto play an extremely 
unusual and inventive melodic line, eventually falling into an equally unusual, quirky rhythm. 
This cat-and-mouse game continues throughout the piece, the only constant through most of it 
being the pizzicato bass line. The cello falls away completely for Laster’s solo, but the drums 
employ deft touches to the rhythm which adds an odd, almost Latin feel to the piece. Tension 
builds as Laster’s alto becomes more and more agitated, the cello plays agitated tremolos, and 
the piece rides out on this new, faster tempo behind the odd melody. 

Topaz also begins with cello and alto sax, but playing alternate lines rather than together. 
A pizzicato cello line acts as lead-in to the melody, first played by the bass and then picked up by 
cello and alto. One of the most interesting passages comes with the cello in the foreground, play-
ing an improvisation, while the alto caresses a few soft notes and the bass enters playing coun-
terpoint. Then the alto picks up the tune while the others decorate around him, but in this very 
short piece the finish comes up very quickly. 

Miles Davis’ Tout de Suite is an excursion in the style of the Art Ensemble of Chicago, 
beginning with light but intricate patterns on the drums, following which the bass plays a pizzi-
cato under-line while the cello plays soft tremolos and sliding figures around it. Once again we 
hear cello and alto sax, this time in unison, playing the main theme, and throughout the pulse is 
asymmetric and undefined; but for the continuance of the bass, there would be no pulse at all. 
The cello solo begins almost tentatively but builds via repeated rhythmic figures into something 
more aggressive as it goes along. Eventually both the tempo and the mood relax, the cello de-
volves into playing upward portamento figures, and the melody eventually returns. The whole 
performance has the air of being improvised on the spot, yet you know in the back of your mind 
that a great deal of planning (and writing) went into its arrangement and execution. 

 
John Harbison’s The Great Gatsby: opera and jazz 
The reader may have noted by now that opera is the one form of classical music that does 

not lend itself easily to a mixture with jazz or a jazz interpretation. There are reasons for this. 
First of all, opera is at heart sung drama, which means that whatever the structure of the drama 
is, the music must follow and/or mirror it. Secondly, opera as an art form has a very specific 
structure, regardless of the time in which it was written. There must be expositions of the drama 
either through secco recitative, chorus commentary or ensembles for the solo voices, and arias, 
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duets, trios etc. act as soliloquies or as a means of freezing a mood in time and expounding on it. 
Second of all, operatic singing has developed into a very specific genre in which the trained 
voice is the vehicle of expression, and trained voices do not lend themselves to jazz phrasing. 
Jazz singers, on the other hand—even if they began as well-produced and projected—eventually 
come to the table with an entirely different aesthetic. Their purpose is to swing and to sound as 
much like an instrument as possible, oftimes even to the point of improvisation. Once in a great 
while an ideal jazz singer will have the tone and technique to be able to cross over and sing opera 
if he or she chooses to do so: think of Connee Boswell, Ella Fitzgerald, Sarah Vaughan or 
Frankie Laine. But such singers almost always shy away from classical singing even if, as in the 
case of all four of these examples, they indulge in pop ballad singing, which isn’t terribly far re-
moved from classical training. The difference, however, comes from the basic element of their 
approach. The classical singer’s goal is to create tension in the voice that allows him or her to 
propel the voice through vast auditoria, sing runs and scales at full volume and project high notes 
with considerable power. The jazz singer’s goal is to create enough relaxation, even when per-
forming ballads, to be able to swing at least subtly all the time and occasionally launch into jazz 
licks and phrases. Thus writing a “jazz opera” is almost an anomaly, or at least a conundrum. 

Alonzo Levister solved this problem to a certain extent in Blues in the Subway by using 
both kinds of voices. The trained soprano voice of the woman rider on the subway exudes a cer-
tain formality despite her down-to-earth character—one might say, a “touch of class” in a vulgar 
environment—while the drunk and the other rider are performing in more of a jazz style. And 
Levister was good enough of a composer to know how to balance these two worlds, at least for 
the length of his fairly short opera. Duke Ellington, on the other hand, could never solve the 
problem satisfactorily, which is why his aborted opera Queenie Pie was left in a confused state at 
the time of his death and has never been adequately staged in all the decades since.  

Levister addressed this issue with me in a private e-mail,14 stating that Ellington “was a 
great and major figure with great work, but not a composer…What’s the difference? Structure. A 
great three-minute song/arrangement is one thing. A great 20 or 30-minute composition is an-
other.” This may in fact explain Ellington’s extreme difficulties with the score. Queenie Pie be-
gan as a commission from New York public television station WNET. Ellington tinkered with it 
from 1967 until his death, but it was left to others to piece together the fragments of music and 
text he left behind, only 43 minutes of which were ever found. The music that survives is very 
sub-par Ellington to say the least. 

Composer John Harbison (1938 - ) was working from an entirely different approach 
when the Metropolitan Opera commissioned him to write The Great Gatsby. First, he had the 
challenge of writing a libretto based on the F. Scott Fitzgerald book: some popular song lyrics 
were contributed by Murray Horwitz. Then he had to frame his operatic lines, solos and duets, 
with “Jazz Age” music, which he and his audiences felt was necessary to creating the proper at-
mosphere. Although Harbison liked jazz, the task did not come easy to him, and like everyone 
else who has even thought of such a project, he had to reconcile operatic form with jazz and 
popular song form. His solution was similar to that of Byron Olson, to juxtapose the two worlds 
rather than aim for a seamless blend. The end result, unfortunately, didn’t please audiences, and 
The Great Gatsby was a well-publicized failure in the Met’s 1999-2000 season. Since that time, 
however, it has found a home in smaller opera companies such as Opera Parallèle in San Fran-
cisco thanks to a new chamber orchestra score written by Jacques Desjardins with the permission 
of the composer. In addition, Harbison himself has made an excellent orchestral suite of some of 
                                                
14 February 23, 2014. 
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the best music in the opera, which is starting to find its home in symphony concerts. 
One can get a feel for how the music was constructed by listening to the first three scenes 

of Act 2. The first of these takes place at a venue where a jazz band with vocalist is performing; 
Harbison very cleverly intrudes on the mock-friendly-but-emotionally-unsettled mood of the 
principals by suddenly having the jazz band start up a tune. Despite its; cheery demeanor, the 
song almost has a sinister aspect within the context of the scene. The operatic lines are both an-
gular and lyrical at the same time. Clarity of diction is of paramount importance here, particu-
larly in the case of Daisy (soprano) and Jay Gatsby (tenor), where the high-lying voices in opera 
performances are generally concerned with placement, pitch and projection, not necessarily clear 
diction. In the Opera Parallèle production of February 2012, the directors were extremely fortu-
nate to have singers who put an emphasis on diction as much as on voice production, although as 
is often the case, it’s the soprano whose high tessitura sometimes obscures it. The “band singer” 
who suddenly intrudes on the scene has the kind of pop voice we know today; he doesn’t sound 
at all like a 1920s singer except in terms of rhythm. When Gatsby enters, he is forced to match 
the rhythm of the jazz band because that’s what is playing; Daisy, too, falls into line. But then 
Harbison suddenly throws in some unusual chord changes (as we have learned, not really that 
unusual for the best ‘20s jazz) and the opera chorus is singing along with the band. Eventually 
the tempo relaxes, the jazz band melts into the chamber orchestra but occasionally imposes itself 
on it while the singers try to fight their way through the conflicting rhythms and tempos. Eventu-
ally the jazz rhythm (and jazz band) wins out, forcing all into its melody and tempo until 
Gatsby’s lines about the seasons bring the tempo down to a soft, but sinister crawl. Harbison is 
quite evidently a good composer, and he tries his level best to fuse the two types of music; in 
some places he simply succeeded better than in others. Compare his efforts here to Marsalis’ 
Blood on the Fields and you will clearly hear a much more complex, thorough-composed and 
less “pop-music-oriented” solution to the problem. For that matter, compare Alonzo Levister’s 
first scene from Slave Song and you will also hear much better construction. 

In scenes 2 and 3 of the second act, the jazz band has stopped playing, and the orchestra 
has fallen back to playing astringent modern harmonies and angular melodic lines, as do the solo 
singers, yet note how Harbison has retained elements of jazz rhythm in the orchestral backing, in 
much the same way that Stravinsky, Ravel, and Gershwin in the Second Rhapsody did. And 
again, when we hear “typical” sounds of the 1920s, such as the car horns, they have more of an 
ominous than a comforting quality. In this way Harbison has tightened Fitzgerald’s drama…note, 
in the second scene, the sudden ironic emergence of Mendelssohn’s “Wedding march” from A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream n this tale of loose morals and adultery, then hear how cleverly Har-
bison transforms the wedding march into a Chicago-styled Dixieland performance. These musi-
cal reference points are much more inventive than those that Marsalis created because they are 
referential; they have a meaning to listeners who recognize them and can therefore “get” the 
irony of the situation; they are not just devices that come and go with heavy-handedness. 

As an addendum to the Opera Parallèle performance I have also included a superb per-
formance of Myrtle’s second aria in a voice-and-piano setting. Happily, the pianist in this per-
formance is able to capture the subtle undercurrent of jazz rhythm that informs the music, as is 
the singer (Ariana Cris). There is the suggestion of the blues in this aria, and it absolutely must 
be brought out. There are, unfortunately, too few singers (and pianists) who are able to bridge 
both worlds—just enter “Great Gatsby Myrtle’s aria” in YouTube and listen to any other version 
you may find—and the same goes for conductors leading the orchestra as well.  

Harbison revisited Gatsby in a brilliant orchestral suite, split into two sections but played 
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with only a short break between them. Working with musicians and a conductor who evidently 
understand what he was trying to do, the music congeals with superb effect. And here, too, the 
blending of jazz and classical elements is more thorough; though occasionally juxtaposed, they 
more often than not come together, in this case aided by Harbison’s complete re-writing and 
condensation of the score into its essentials. Granted, the violin soloist in the first part doesn’t 
swing as well as Opera Parallèle’s does, but the orchestra does catch the swagger of the music 
very well, and the way in which Harbison moves seamlessly from episode to episode is splendid.  

 
Cloudy: Bix or not Bix? 
Charlie Davis, the 1920s bandleader and composer of the famed jazz tune Copenhagen, 

was interviewed during the making of the documentary Bix: Ain’t None of Them Played Like 
Him Yet (directed by Brigitte Berman, 1981) and said that he heard Beiderbecke play a song he 
called Cloudy. Davis claimed he “recorded” that tune in his mind and played it in the documen-
tary. A transcription of it (music and lyrics) was published as the last page of the book That Band 
from Indiana by Charlie Davis (Mathom Publishing Company, Oswego, NY, 1982). Trumpeter-
bandleader Randy Sandke recorded the piece twice, once with his own band and again with tenor 
saxist Harry Allen and the RIAS Big Band, which is the recording I heard. According to Sandke 
(Bix Beiderbecke: Observing a Genius at Work, 1996), this may be the same tune called Clouds 
as described by Chip Deffaa in his book, Voices of the Jazz Age (University of Illinois Press, Ur-
bana and Chicago, 1990). “[Jess] Stacy, who adored Beiderbecke’s work, remembered him play-
ing a piece called ‘Clouds’ in a jam session once.”15 But Beiderbecke idolater and cornetist Tom 
Pletcher believes that Cloudy/Clouds is a myth created by Davis in order to gain a measure of 
attention late in his life. For one thing, Davis described Beiderbecke as a “black key man” when 
in fact he was anything but; as a self-taught pianist, Bix preferred playing in simple keys like C, 
F and G. For another, Pletcher claims, none of Bix’s colleagues who he was in contact with—
Bill Challis, Paul Mertz, Bill Priestly, Esten Spurrier, Bill Rank, Edwin “Squirrel” Ashcraft and 
Joe Rushton—believed that Cloudy was by Beiderbecke. Says Pletcher, Cloudy is “a nostalgic 
piece made up of a simple melody and block chords” with “no typical Bixian runs or extended or 
impressionistic chords so associated with Bix.”16 

The recording featuring Allen is difficult to judge the piece by because the tenor saxist 
plays an improvisation on the tune throughout, therefore one must judge the melodic line and its 
harmonic sequence from the orchestral accompaniment. I agree that the tune is not as harmoni-
cally involved as his published piano pieces, but it does have a certain French-classical sound to 
it and could possibly have been played by Beiderbecke in these early days (1924, when Davis 
heard him) before he matured further harmonically. At least in the arrangement played here, the 
middle “break” passage, running from 2:08 to 2:29, does include passing tones and the kind of 
harmonic sequences associated with Beiderbecke’s later work. Moreover, although it is quite 
possible that, as an old man, Davis may have misremembered several things, the fact that he had 
jotted the tune down in 1924 precludes his inventing it in 1981. And there is also the statement 
made by Jess Stacy, whose integrity as a man and musician are unquestioned. Whatever the 
truth, the subtle harmonic shifts in Cloudy mark it, for me, as a fascinating classical-influenced 
jazz piece that has established itself several decades after it was written. 

 
Oliver Lake’s Rahsaan and Stuff 

                                                
15 http://www.ic.sunysb.edu/Faculty/alhaim/BIX%27SMUSICALGENIUS.htm 
16 http://www.bixbeiderbecke.com/pletcher.html 
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One of the more interesting works to emerge during this period, and perhaps one of the 
least expected, was Oliver Lake’s 20-minute concerto for the World Saxophone Quartet, 
Rahsaan and Stuff. The title refers to two legendary jazz musicians whose work was so inspira-
tional to many musicians, Rahsaan Roland Kirk (one of my all-time favorite jazz musicians) and 
violinist Stuff Smith. Their performance, quite reasonably, includes a chamber orchestra back-
ing, conducted very well by Timothy Russell. After a somewhat Kurt Weill-ish opening by the 
sax quartet, drums are heard perking up the rhythm as the horns perk up the melodic line as well 
as the harmony. John Purcell, who at that time (2001) was the soprano and alto saxist, plays an 
outstanding solo on the former instrument while the others continue playing beneath him, by this 
point a variation on the initial theme. Eventually Purcell is joined by composer-saxist Lake on 
soprano as well; double-time figures by the two sopranos leads into a shift in mood as the quartet 
plays atonal block chords, followed by the orchestra’s strings playing a lyrical but equally atonal 
melodic line by way of contrast. The rhythm picks up; the orchestra moves into a quirky 
uptempo tune, the music becomes quite busy, and a somewhat Latin beat intrudes itself for a 
brief period. Then the rhythm becomes quite convoluted, as does the orchestral writing, before a 
tenor sax solo of considerable intensity (without having seen the liner notes, I would identify this 
solo as David Murray simply because of its gutsy style), “outside” harmony and cackles. The 
other three saxes enter around him, creating a swirling mélange of sound typical of the WSQ. 

Lake has thus cleverly injected a typical World Saxophone Quartet performance in the 
midst of this concerto, where it acts as a quite involved development section. Things get very 
loud and busy until suddenly, they stop dead at 7:22 and the piano and orchestra re-enter, resum-
ing their activities but now playing their own development on the earlier theme. Like Ornette 
Coleman’s Skies of America, this is by and large not easy listening, but it is extremely well 
crafted and shows that there are perhaps more works of this sort out there that don’t get recorded 
that could just as easily contribute to the growing body of jazz-classical form.  

Eventually Lake brings the sax quartet and the orchestra together, but like Byron Olson’s 
work it is an uneasy mixture. The tempo slackens, the strings play a more relaxed if harmonically 
complex passage, and an alto sax is heard improvising above them. Another string interlude, this 
one a bit more consonant in harmony than the last, comes to a dramatic pause with rolling snare 
drums. Portentous chords follow, played slowly by the sax quartet; then three of them hold 
whole notes while one of the soprano saxists plays above, followed in turn by alto over whole 
notes in the strings. This lyrical interlude, in an essentially one-movement concerto, sounds a bit 
like a slow movement, and it is in turn followed by the alto wailing in an outside style while the 
strings intensify in volume and the percussion kicks in. A drum break leads into a polyphonic 
passage for the reeds (a WSQ specialty) before, surprisingly, we hear a swing beat as the cham-
ber orchestra plays. A soprano sax then wails overhead, the swing beat returns as the string writ-
ing becomes busier, then the soprano lets out an impassioned squeal before a pause in the action 
and another orchestral passage over swing rhythm. Suspended chords by the orchestra, busy per-
cussion, and one last free-form break played by all four saxophonists ends it.  

Parts of Rahsaan and Stuff do not work too well, particularly in that last section where it 
seems as if Lake ran out of musical ideas to give the orchestra—what they play is not really very 
interesting or convincing—but all in all it is a piece that takes some tremendous risks and pulls 
most of them off. It is most certainly a better work than Blood on the Fields. 

 
Loussier and the Pekinels: More Bach 
After disbanding the Play Bach Trio for some time, Jacques Loussier re-formed it in 1985 
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and it has remained popular ever since, but in 2001 he was faced with an interesting challenge. 
Turkish pianists Süher and Güher Pekinel, identical twins, had become world famous as duo-
pianists after being discovered by conductor Herbert von Karajan in 1984. They are quite possi-
bly the best such act in the world as their musical communication with each other borders on the 
psychic, and in 2001 they performed with the Loussier Trio in the French pianist’s own arrange-
ment of the Bach Concerto in d minor for three keyboards, BWV 1063. Loussier was delighted 
to know that the Pekinel sisters admired him and his work, thus he knew they would give their 
best in the concert, but as is so often the case with strictly classically-trained musicians the sis-
ters were not jazz artists. Thus Loussier had to write out their “improvisations” for them and 
train them in the art of swinging. That the results were as good as they are is a tremendous com-
pliment to both Loussier and the Pekinels. 

As is usual with his own work, Loussier completely rewrote the concerto in terms of 
tempo and rhythm while maintaining most of its form. The performance begins with just 
Loussier and his trio members playing with him, but at 0:45 the Pekinels enter the picture play-
ing Bach’s music pretty much as written. What makes the performance work so well, however, is 
Loussier’s inspired improvisations between their phrases, using his own piano as a cement to 
hold the jazz and classical portions together; and at the 2:00 mark he joins them before breaking 
off to play another jazz break prior to the Pekinels re-entering. In this way the three pianists 
manage to sustain the musical integrity of Bach’s conception while modernizing portions of it 
and playing those portions in jazz tempo and phrasing.  

Perhaps the second movement is the most interesting in this respect as there is a much 
longer and more involved improvisatory section at the beginning, and here Loussier surprisingly 
plays with a really bluesy feel before the Pekinels enter at 1:40. Once again—in fact, perhaps 
more so than in the first movement—one senses Loussier using Bach’s written parts of the score 
as the theme and his improvisations as the variations. Thanks to the innate musicality of each 
pianist involved, there is no misstep in this technically involved performance; it sounds all of a 
piece. Indeed, Loussier’s extended double-time improvisation in the middle of this movement is 
one of the highlights of his entire career, a true masterpiece that almost flies our into Art Tatum 
territory. You almost feel like getting up out of your seat and cheering when he goes into a sort 
of Oscar Peterson-Dave Brubeck excursion, complete with chunky chords, before slowing the 
tempo back down for the cadenza and close. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, the last movement retains more formality than the first two, but 
here Bach has written some very complex three-part music for the keyboards and Loussier un-
derstands that he wants to hold it together that way for a while. When Loussier takes over from 
the Pekinels, he is at first strictly playing Bach, not improvising, and the sisters join him at 1:26 
for some more wonderful tripartite playing—yet with Loussier slyly adding some blues and jazz 
licks into the mix. Then we hear the jazz trio all by themselves, giving the music a tremendous 
workout, but of course each time the sisters return so too does a more formal structure. This little 
game continues throughout the movement, which he is able to extend to nine minutes by virtue 
of an extended drum solo (I’m just positive that Bach would have loved it!) and the keen musical 
perception of everyone involved. 

 
Don Ellis returns 
Thirty-three years after the untimely death of the great trumpeter-composer-bandleader, 

some of his previously unknown music came to light in sensitive performances by Milcho 
Leviev, the great Bulgarian pianist who moved to Los Angeles in 1970 at Ellis’s invitation to 
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play and occasionally write for his orchestra. These were his Miscellaneous Classical Piano 
Miniatures and a separate piece titled Rain Forest. The former are occasionally jazz etudes on 
the level of those by Oscar Peterson, and like the Peterson series they are not necessarily difficult 
technically as they are a way of developing swing, but mostly very modern classical works that 
closely resemble some of Jack Reilly’s work. What I found most interesting about them, how-
ever, was that they revealed a different side of Ellis from the flamboyant, innovative but crowd-
pleasing entertainer who danced around the bandstand in a jumpsuit while playing Pussy Wiggle 
Stomp. This is music on the same level as the best passages of Open Beauty and the Contrasts for 
Two Orchestras and Trumpet, in fact, in some cases perhaps better. What I found most interest-
ing about them was that, like Bix Beiderbecke, the piano was not Ellis’ primary instrument, but 
you would never know this from listening to them. 

Rain Forest could be yet another one of these pieces but for the fact that it has real devel-
opment in it and thus moves it into the realm of a real composition. Here, Ellis uses a perpetuo 
mobile in the bass line for most of the first section, moving into a different beat and tempo at 
around the two-minute mark. Eventually he sets up a repeated E�s in the bass and moves the to-
nality into E� minor; then the tempo relaxes as he changes the tonality to the major for a lovely 
theme that eventually fades into the sunset. It is a wonderful piece by an unjustly-neglected mas-
ter of the jazz-classical axis. 

 
Bob Chilcott’s Little Jazz Mass 
British composer Bob Chilcott (1955 - ), known mostly for his compositions for chil-

dren’s choruses such as Can You Hear Me?, Happy Land and Be Simple, Little Children, was 
invited to write something jazzy based on the Latin Missa Brevis for the 2004 Crescent City 
Choral Festival in New Orleans. The resulting work, which he titled A Little Jazz Mass, was an 
instant success and in fact has since become one of the most performed such works in the entire 
world. I have seen (and heard) performances of this music online by choirs from France, South 
Korea and of course the United States, most surprisingly in the midst of a genuine Episcopal 
Church service. I have also read some unbelievable remarks about the mass online, criticizing it 
and calling it musical blasphemy in so many words. 

The music is certainly not very deep, but it wasn’t designed to be. It is tuneful, happy and 
eminently singable. Most of the jazz emanates from the piano trio which is generally called upon 
to accompany the singers, but the vocal parts swing, too. Written in a style reminiscent of such 
popular jazz groups of the 1960s as the Ramsey Lewis Trio, Chilcott evidently let his hair down 
and enjoyed himself putting it together. And make no mistake, it is very well written though 
based on relatively simple building blocks. In short, it is the kind of work that does not call for a 
sequel because the musical statement it makes is complete and satisfying in itself.  

Divided into five parts, it begins with a medium-tempo Kyrie Eleison, followed by an 
uptempo Gloria with a quiet middle section. The Sanctus is exquisitely beautiful and serene, 
perhaps closer to Chilcott’s normal style than the rest of the mass, while the Benedictus once 
again channels Ramsey Lewis in a slightly slower tempo. The Agnus Dei is slower yet, almost 
like the Sanctus, perhaps not the most exciting finale but appropriate in mood.  

It would be easy (and true) to say that A Little Jazz Mass is lightweight and not very chal-
lenging to an astute musical mind, but that is not relevant. The point is that the very real delight 
it gives to audiences worldwide is as good a case as any for more, not less, jazz-classical hybrids. 

 
Duende swings ancient music 
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Undoubtedly one of the most interesting of hybrids, and one that came (almost literally) 
out of left field, was the album Mosaic by the chamber jazz-classical group Duende. They were 
apparently short-lived—I could find nothing about them online—and have since been supplanted 
by a guitar-saxophone duo (Krystin O’Mara and Ethan Miller) with the same name, as well as a 
restaurant-bodega in uptown Oakland, California. Which only goes to show that some of the 
most innovative music often slips through the sands of time, just as Tiny Parham, Reginald Fore-
sythe and Alonzo Levister did, to be treasured by those lucky few who have heard and appreciate 
them. 

Their entire album is fascinating, but I’ve selected four pieces that I thought best sum up 
their unusual aesthetic. Beregonnete is a piece by 13th-century composer Adam de la Halle 
(1245-1288), certainly not the kind of piece that most people would listen to and say, “Wow, I 
can play jazz to that!” Yet pianist Evan Mazunik immediately sets up a rocking, asymmetrical 
jazz beat, and although French horn player Jeffrey Agrell and cellist Gil Selinger initially sound 
quite formal, one can detect a beat in their playing. As the piece goes on, the classical and jazz 
elements of the arrangement occasionally fuse and occasionally separate; at times, like the horn-
cello-piano trio passage around the two-minute mark, it is difficult to tell which way the music is 
going, it sounds so much like jazz but quickly “straightens out” before Mazunik embarks on a 
piano solo in a light jazz vein.  

Mind you, this is not the kind of playing that will overwhelm a listener with energy or 
excitement. Perhaps that was its problem: it is very, very subtle music, even subtler than Byron 
Olson’s work. At times the jazz elements seem to border on ambient or New Age music, but they 
never quite get there. In Santa Maria Sempr Os Seus Ajada, an anonymous piece from the 13th 
century, the trio really sets up a nicely swinging beat with swirling triplets, transforming this 
very early piece into something its creator would never have dreamed of. Selinger does a very 
nice job on this track, not swinging quite as much as Erik Friedlander or Fred Katz but still man-
aging to move the beat well. Agrell is an excellent horn player but seems to have a bit more trou-
ble playing in a loose style, but he has a relaxed feel for the music. Handclapping by Agrell and 
Selinger accompany a swinging piano solo by Mazunik, following which the initial swirling 
tempo is somewhat deconstructed, split into little cells with some space between the swinging 
interludes.  

Tant Ai Ame Or Me Convient Hair, a piece by Conon de Béthune (1160-1220), almost 
has a Celtic sound to it, at least the way Duende plays it. Once again most of the jazz rhythm is 
set and sustained by the pianist, with occasional help from his musical friends. Although there is 
very little improvisation in this performance, the trio sets up a nice rocking beat at about 2:38 
and sustains this feeling for almost a full minute. Then the tempo relaxes, the jazz beat dissi-
pates, and we sail off into the sunset and the close of this piece. One of the works on this CD 
given the title “Mosaic” is Nikolaus Ammerbach’s little Saltarella that closes out the album. 
This is a piano solo, and gives a nice feeling of closure to the entire project.  

 
Brent Fischer’s Pictures at an Exhibition 
Sometimes in the course of history, a piece of music gets credited to the wrong composer. 

It’s happened more than once in the classical field, and as we’ve seen it also occurs in jazz. Here 
is one example where, if not for the fact that I happened to be in touch with him via e-mail, I 
would never have known (nor would, perhaps, the world know) that Brent Fischer was exclu-
sively the author of this excellent jazz transformation of Mussorgsky’s world-famous piano-
orchestral suite. In an e-mail to me on July 30, 2015, Brent explained that Pictures “was a com-
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mission my dad got from the HR big band in Frankfurt, Germany in 2003.  However, because of 
a diabetes flare up causing [him] to sleep up to 18 hours a day in 4-6 hour spans, I ended up 
ghostwriting the entire 45-minute work for him to keep the deadline.   

“By that time, I had ghostwritten quite a few arrangements for him so we had a great sys-
tem down where we’d get the work recorded then, once we had the clients unbiased satisfaction, 
would spill the beans about how it was really written. In some cases they agreed to give me 
credit; in others, such as this work, they gave us both credit.” 

Perhaps the one noticeable difference between Clare Fischer’s work and Brent’s is in 
their use of orchestration. Clare used opaque textures and unusual timbral blends, as in his Neo-
phonic Piece or The Herd Moves On, whereas in this rewritten version of Pictures the orchestra-
tion is very much in the mold of Gil Evans. But that just scratches the surface in describing how 
brilliantly this jazz version was compiled. Brent’s cleverness stems from his ability to ignore the 
pictorial devices of Mussorgsky’s original and instead focus in on the melodic and harmonic 
structure of each piece instead. By this I mean that he generally made no attempt to follow the 
grotesque rhythms and jagged dynamic juxtapositions of Gnomes, the “jabbering” quality of 
Samuel Goldenberg and Schmuyle or the lumbering feeling of the Oxcart at Bydlo, but rather 
deconstructs each piece and puts it back together again in a fresh, new way. Thus each reoccur-
rence of the “Promenade” theme is handled entirely differently, sometimes stretching it out much 
further than Mussorgsky did in the original, and the “picture” pieces are far less pictorial in na-
ture. More often than not, Brent Fischer breaks up each piece into motivic cells, juxtaposing 
them in spurts as the jazz soloists improvise. More interestingly, he links the music in an even 
tighter structure than Mussorgsky did, particularly in the long stretch running from Il Vecchio 
Castello (which, rather than remaining low-key as in Evans’ arrangement for the Thornhill band, 
builds in tension and excitement) through The Market at Limoges. But in a reconstruction like 
this, words fail to convey the interesting way in which the music flows and interlocks. New sec-
ondary themes and licks come and go throughout; by re-shifting the meter within certain bars or 
entirely changing Mussorgsky’s original rhythm, Fischer managed to create an entirely new and 
different feeling to this thrice-familiar suite. And happily, the soloists of the HR Big Band intui-
tively “feel” the music and its changes, thus their improvisations complement the written por-
tions very well. There is a remarkable sense of flow and unity to this entire portion of the per-
formance; nothing sounds episodic, as it even does in the Ravel orchestration, but rather it all 
moves forward with tremendous ease and élan.  

 
Having thus traveled in these 15 years from quasi-jazz works like the Concerto for Stan 

Getz to the delicate subtleties of Byron Olson, the World Saxophone Quartet and Duende, we are 
ready to devote a chapter to the man who is one of the greatest jazz-classical composers of our 
time, and possibly of all time. The fact that he is not American and does not consider himself a 
true jazz artist may come as a surprise to some, but not to those who have heard his astonishing 
music. 


