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  What people are saying about




   Ugly Beauty




  Phil Freeman has always been a free-thinking jazz critic, wary of majority opinion and allergic to conventional wisdom. In Ugly Beauty he applies that sensibility to a series of dispatches from a fast-moving scene, portraying some of the most vibrant artists of our time. A welcome addition to the growing literature around 21st century improvised music, with a crucial awareness of its relationship to a broader culture.




  Nate Chinen, author of Playing Changes: Jazz For the New Century




  Phil Freeman composes a much-needed text pointing towards the futures of an important art form while making connections to its origins and histories over a century. He doesn’t only touch on the telling of a jazz story in the 21st century, but also prescribes a soundtrack within which to situate a time in history. His register of writing flows with rhythm, and this is a definite must get!




  Nduduzo Makhathini, improviser, healer and scholar from South Africa
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  For Izalia




  




  I stand outside music and from this standpoint I observe it. That this standpoint is very imperfect I freely admit; that I am able to see very little in comparison with those fortunate people who stand inside I do not deny; but I still continue to hope that from my standpoint I too may be able to impart some odd piece of enlightenment on the subject, although the initiated could do it much better — yes, to some extent even understand what I say better than I do myself...The difficulty the following must contend with is really that since what the music under discussion expresses is essentially music’s proper object, this music expresses it far more perfectly than does language, which makes a very poor showing in comparison...So what remains to be explained can only have meaning for the person who has listened and who continues constantly to listen. For him it may perhaps contain a suggestion or two that may move him to listen once more.




  Søren Kierkegaard, Either/Or








  
Introduction





  When I started writing this book, I expected to spend 2020 as I’d spent every previous year: going out a few times a month to jazz clubs, hanging out with musicians backstage or at the bar before or after their sets, talking to them by phone here and there. That didn’t happen, obviously. The last jazz show I saw was February 1, 2020, and as I type these words in October 2020, I don’t know when I’ll be in a jazz club again. Some venues are starting to creep open, inviting no more than 20 people into spaces that previously only held 100 or so anyway, or allowing bands to take the stage with no audience present, and record sets which are then streamed. Some musicians are playing outdoors, in parks and other public spaces. But none of that is the same.




  Before 2020, jazz had been feeling truly vital for several years. I’d been actively writing about the music since roughly the turn of the century, and amazing things happened every year, but it really seemed like beginning in 2015, to borrow bassist Melvin Gibbs’ evocative phrase, the universe decided to care. That, after all, was the year that Kamasi Washington’s triple CD The Epic caught the ear of listeners and critics who’d never before shown the slightest interest in jazz. While that had happened before — Miles Davis, Herbie Hancock, Keith Jarrett, Charles Lloyd and the Mahavishnu Orchestra, among others, had successfully sold records and concert tickets to non-jazz listeners — the cultural environment was vastly different.




  The record industry has been in free fall since about 2001, and attitudes have changed quite a bit as a result. There’s no such thing as “selling out” anymore. Thus, when Washington broke through, far more people within the jazz community saw it as a victory than as a capitulation to anything. Of course, there were a few artists who griped that he couldn’t “really play,” or that his band, with its synth player and its two drummers who clearly spoke the languages of rock and funk, didn’t swing, but virtually everyone else recognized not just a validation, but an opportunity.




  What did it actually mean that Kamasi Washington had so thoroughly broken out of jazz’s tiny corner of the music world? Was this a sign of a broader movement, or was he a one-off?




  In 2020, it’s obvious that he’s not a one-off, but he’s also not a synecdoche for jazz as a whole. His commercial success is still unmatched, but an entire generation of artists has emerged in his wake and is performing to audiences weaned on indie rock and hip-hop, and making music that reveals that they’re steeped in those sounds themselves.




  At the height of the hippie era, saxophonist Charles Lloyd’s quartet, which featured Keith Jarrett on piano, played the Fillmore in San Francisco, and their album Forest Flower — the second of eight they’d release between 1966 and 1968, all but one recorded live — went platinum. In the late 1990s, David S. Ware’s quartet, with Matthew Shipp on piano and William Parker on bass, and a series of drummers, signed to Columbia and opened for Sonic Youth. (Their second and final release for the label, Surrendered, featured a version of Lloyd’s “Sweet Georgia Bright.”) Ware didn’t go platinum, but he did get reviewed in Rolling Stone. Neither Lloyd nor Ware played music that conceded anything to rock audiences, and yet they connected with the people who heard them, especially onstage.




  There’s also always been a sizable, if critically overlooked, audience for music that blurs the lines between jazz, soul, funk, and R&B. In the 1970s, the Blue Note and CTI labels released albums by players like Donald Byrd, Hank Crawford, Freddie Hubbard and Stanley Turrentine that were sophisticated yet gritty, combining deeply soulful playing with lush string arrangements and a willingness to embrace pop songwriting and craftsmanship. “Soul jazz” and later “smooth jazz” was received coolly at best by (mostly white and male) critics, but it has always drawn in listeners who don’t want to be screamed at — they want to have fun.




  There’s a whole world between these two poles, and a new generation of musicians have begun to populate it. In the twenty-first century, jazz has a higher public and critical profile than ever before. Jazz releases are routinely covered on Pitchfork, Stereogum, Noisey, Popmatters, the Quietus and other websites catering primarily to open-eared pop and rock fans, and magazines from The Wire to Rolling Stone interview and profile young jazz players with a regularity that would shock fans whose memories stretch back as far as the 90s. The annual Winter Jazzfest, a week-long collection of performances held in lower Manhattan every January and centered around a massive weekend marathon, sends eager listeners sprinting from club to club, art gallery to theater, to hear and see as much music as possible by performers from around the world. In recent years, the organizers, recognizing the power in the sheer numbers of people they attract, have begun adding themes, panel discussions and seminars, attempting to engage the audience beyond the level of mere entertainment and draw their attention to the political issues attached to forward-thinking art in a rapaciously post-industrial capitalist society.




  The primary reason for this is not a concerted media campaign, though of course publicists are working as hard as ever to push their clients on the ever-diminishing number of freelance music writers. No, it starts from where you’d expect: great music being made by musicians who know how to navigate the modern world, and who share the social and political concerns that directly impact their generation.




  In the pages that follow, I will explore the landscape of twenty-first century jazz — the music and the people who make it, as well as the issues that surround it. I will focus on four key zones:




  In London, a school of players, most of them from immigrant families, are combining the lessons learned in traditional music schools and the Tomorrow’s Warriors program with the sounds they hear — and make — on the streets and in clubs. Their music is driving, optimistic and celebratory of their cultures and histories, but they’re clear-eyed about the world they live in. (They saw Brexit coming, no mistake.)




  In Los Angeles, a spiritual, Afrocentric scene has existed since the 1960s, combining a sense of unity and collective mission with music that looks forward while honoring the past. This is the milieu that produced Kamasi Washington and the members of his band, each of whom has struck out on his or her own, while also returning home to preserve the community that built them.




  In Chicago, the lessons of the Association for the Advancement of Creative Musicians (AACM) — write your own music, create on your own terms, work together for the benefit of all — have been internalized by younger players. They find unorthodox venues for long-term residencies; they appear on each other’s records, and recommend their peers to open-minded labels; and they acknowledge their status as points on a line, rather than radical individualists.




  In New York, multiple scenes exist in parallel, only rarely meeting. One club, or one Brooklyn neighborhood, houses arty composers whose music is dense and fully notated, while another showcases classicist players who, heard with one’s eyes closed, could be live-streaming from 1959, and still another features performers fully conversant in R&B, hip-hop and contemporary electronic music and production methods.




  That said, geography means less than one might think in a digitally dispersed world where albums can be made via iPhone and Skype and Dropbox, and this book is not a travelogue. Rather, I have chosen several dozen of the most interesting musicians of the moment and dealt with them in sections. Each of these is loose, at best; many artists travel between creative zones depending on the mood of the moment. But in general, there’s a group of players who wear suits, play standards, and look and sound like “jazz musicians” to non-jazz fans. Another group creates complex, frequently through-composed music that owes as much to modern composition as to swing or the blues — at certain performances, everyone on the bandstand has sheet music in front of them, including the drummer. Of these five groups, they’re also the most overwhelmingly white.




  Yet another group seems to be reviving and maintaining the tradition of spiritual jazz that began with artists like Pharoah Sanders, Alice Coltrane, Yusef Lateef and others in the late 1960s and early 1970s, while adding modern touches drawn from across the Afro-Caribbean diaspora. I have put a group of trumpeters into their own section, because while each is unique, they have much in common, particularly their fascination with the creative possibilities of hip-hop and modern, high-tech production. Finally, there are a loose assemblage of artists who are pushing harder at jazz’s boundaries and borders than anyone else around. Their music is arty and often aggressive, blending jazz, rock, metal and noise with multimedia presentations, hacked technologies and anything else that will get their messages across.




  Each of these approaches to jazz raises deep and serious questions. What is the relevance of traditional jazz in 2020? What does it benefit anyone, musicians or listeners, to pretend the last 60 years haven’t happened? On the other hand, does the music written and performed by the second group stray too far from jazz’s vernacular, African-American roots? Is it something else entirely? And what about the modern spiritualists? What does their borrowed/inherited pan-Africanism and Afrocentrism mean, in a world where Nigeria is more identified with email scammers than Black liberation? Do the trumpeters who have never known a world without hip-hop hear and understand music differently than their forebears, or are they returning it to its roots — a drum and a horn? And are the last group building a new world because there’s no place for them in the current ecosystem of club gigs and festivals? Or are their multimedia performances just a way to sneak into art gallery-land via the side door?




  In September 2000, the late Stanley Crouch wrote in JazzTimes magazine:






   The term “mainstream jazz” probably means less now than it ever has. Jazz is, now, itself and whatever else you can get away with. You can now play New Orleans-style music and just about anything else, including twentieth-century European concert music clichés as well as snippets — or an abundance — of ethnic music, and find yourself included in a jazz festival or written about in a jazz magazine. These days you can be given an award by jazz critics...even if you play with no feeling of swing, no feeling for the blues and make use of hardly anything from the great canon of jazz technique. Mainstream jazz can now mean anything.







  For the record, I think he meant all that as a criticism. But his argument is exactly the one I’m advancing in this book, and to me it proves jazz’s continued vitality. It’s hard to say what jazz’s place is in the twenty-first century. Indeed, it’s difficult, nigh impossible, to even say what a “jazz musician” is now. Perhaps that’s because like all musical styles, it’s a mosaic, not a monolith. Although collaboration abounds, jazz is ultimately a vehicle for individual voices, and every performer in this book has something different to say, and their own way of saying it. So yes, jazz in the twenty-first century is a massive subject, one that resists in-depth analysis by never staying still long enough to be pinned down.




  Still, we can try. In the pages that follow, which I encourage you to think of less as an encyclopedia and more as a collection of postcards, I will offer my interpretations of the music based on personal experience (listening to albums, attending live performances and conducting interviews) and research. But the sociopolitical atmosphere, and the capitalist ecosystem that leaves musicians increasingly on their own and scrambling from gig to gig, record date to record date, teaching job to freelance publicity side hustle to bartending shift, are factors that must be taken into account, and discussed, as well.




  The class structure that walled jazz off as music for elites, immune to the vagaries of the market thanks to academic support, has largely collapsed. Popular songs are streamed, not purchased. Even before COVID-19, touring was already hampered by the closure of borders and hostility not just to long-term immigrants, but to visiting artists; visas are expensive and hard to come by. Social media is an advertising platform disguised as a community space, and the potential marketing benefits must always be weighed against the flood tide of racism, sexism and general abuse that will greet almost any statement from an artist, especially one that touches on politics. It’s a rough world out there, but that only makes these artists’ work more important. They are citizens of their time, speaking to and for their communities (racial, sexual, political), and audiences that might never have considered jazz to be “for them” are finding the music a welcoming space. If you’re reading this, you’re one of them. So...welcome.




  








  
PART I





  JD Allen; Jeremy Pelt; Wayne Escoffery; Victor Gould; Ethan Iverson; Orrin Evans; Jason Moran




  








  
Introduction





  When listening to the music made by Jeremy Pelt, JD Allen, Wayne Escoffery, Orrin Evans, Victor Gould, Ethan Iverson and Jason Moran, along with many other performers in their age cohort and even younger, it is possible to draw a straight line back to recordings and performances from 60 years earlier, if not much longer — decades before they were born, in any case. They record their own versions of standards which were initially drawn from a variety of sources, but most often from musicals of the 1920s, 30s and 40s. They also write new tunes which either borrow from the melodies and chord structures of those old songs, or hold to the same compositional principles that animated them.




  To some, this may seem paradoxical. If the mission of jazz is to “make it new,” in the phrase popularized by Ezra Pound, then why this focus on the music of the past? But this constant reckoning with the past is for men like these the central mission of jazz. A player hears something. It inspires him. He formulates his own response to it, or makes his own version of it. He uses the same tools as those who came before him, in the same combinations. It is tradition. It is the way things are done.




  There is value in traditionalism. For one thing, it makes it easier to present the music. You can play any album by any of these artists for a listener, even one who professes ignorance of jazz, and there will be no confusion; whether they like it or not, they will almost certainly nod and agree, “Yes, that sounds like jazz to me.”




  From an artistic perspective, too, traditionalism has a certain nobility. An artist must be willing to create a border and stay within it, saying in effect, “I do this — I don’t do that.” The rejection is as important as the affirmation. I once asked Cecil Taylor if he had ever played an electric keyboard. I was not goading him; I was genuinely curious. He looked at me as if I had suggested he consider growing a third arm and replied, “Why would I do that? That’s not a piano.”




  These performers also declare themselves to be jazz musicians through their visual presentation. They wear tailored suits on stage, or jackets, button-down shirts and trousers at least. Their album covers feature somber portraiture, with names and titles picked out in classicist fonts. In so doing, they once again make it easy for the casual or uninformed listener, saying in effect, This is what a jazz musician looks like.




  This is an approach which works well if your goal is to appeal to existing jazz fans, many of whom are middle-aged or older and many of whom believe jazz to be innately superior to other, more commercially successful forms of music. But what message does it send to a teenager or young adult who hears something that interests them, but doesn’t have the slightest idea what the next step might be? It can create an unconscious suspicion that maybe this isn’t for me, a sort of imposter syndrome. That’s an uncomfortable feeling, and not one somebody’s going to subject themselves to willingly more than a few times. By presenting themselves in such a traditionalist — even retro — manner, these artists can be seen as buying into aesthetic tropes and marketing paradigms that carry classist baggage that are at best irrelevant to the twenty-first century, and at worst harmful. It could even be argued that it’s a form of self-sabotage. Which, given the brilliance of their music, is a shame.




  On the other hand, there is an appeal for certain young — or just new — listeners in embracing the traditions of a somewhat closed community. Learning the “rules” can feel like being accepted into a fraternity. It’s no different from getting a pair of boots and a spiky haircut when you first embrace punk rock, or sewing patches on your jacket to signify your love of metal. To some, there’s no point in being into jazz if no one can tell. So why not make it apparent at a glance?




  








  
JD Allen: Just Keep Going





  Queens, New York seems purposely designed to confuse travelers. It’s January 2, 2020, a brisk but sunny day, and I’m to meet saxophonist JD Allen at Samurai Hotel Recording Studio. To get there, I ride the N train from Manhattan, then walk up Broadway (a different Broadway) to 21st Street, where I make a right and pass, in order, 31st Road, 31st Drive and 31st Avenue. The building that houses the studio bears no sign and could easily be a residence. I press the buzzer beside the door, and am admitted.




  Allen makes an album a year, and he likes to get an early start so the music will reach the public in late spring or early summer. (This album will be delayed until the end of August.) I arrive before he does, and watch the engineers set up microphones around bassist Ian Kenselaar and drummer Nic Cacioppo. The studio owner and lead engineer shows me a beautiful vintage RCA microphone that Allen will be using. It belonged to John Coltrane, whose son Ravi donated it to the studio.




  There’s some brief confusion, because when Allen and company recorded last year, Cacioppo had three toms on his kit, and this year he has only two. Soon enough, though, the levels have all been tested, the sound dialed in, and when Allen arrives at 12:30 and begins passing out sheet music, everyone’s ready to get to work.




  A typical jazz recording session takes a day, or two at most, and it goes like this: if they’re a working band, the musicians have probably been playing the tunes for a while on gigs, and if they’ve been called together specifically for the session, they’ve spent the previous day rehearsing, enough to get a general idea and lock in a collective approach. They’ll do a take or two, maybe three, of a tune, and when they’re satisfied with it, they’ll move on to the next one.




  That’s not how JD Allen works. He prefers to record in what he calls “sets,” giving the band all the tunes at once and playing them one after another in sequence, as though they were onstage in a club. They record all day and sometimes into the night, tracking between two and five complete “sets” of music, and then he takes it all home and digs in, picking out the best performances of individual pieces.




  “I tell the guys, ‘If you make a mistake, don’t stop, just keep going.’ And usually the mistakes are pretty hip,” he told me in 2019. “By the time the day’s over, we’re crawling out of the studio, but then there’s no need to go in the next two days, or the next week, because we’ve done it all in one day.”




  This working method gives his albums immediacy and cohesiveness. The music is all of a piece, even when it’s not. This is, in turn, a mirror of his live performances, during which he blends tunes together into nearly seamless suites, one hooky, bluesy melody feeding into the next. As he told me the first time we ever spoke, in 2011:






   We average about 15 to 20 tunes a set. We stretch it out — if it feels like we can go farther, we take it farther, but on average I have 15 tunes per set. If we can go longer, like if we have to play for 75 minutes, then I’ll throw in a couple of standard ballads. I like ballads. But for our usual 45-minute set, 15 tunes.







  Allen’s voice on the horn is huge; he’s part of a long tradition of big-toned tenor saxophonists that includes Coltrane, Joe Henderson, Sonny Rollins, David Murray, David S. Ware and others. His lines are steeped in the blues, and he has a deep sense of swing nurtured during an early apprenticeship with singer Betty Carter.




  I was a fan of his for years before seeing him live, because his shows were always inconvenient in one way or another: location, date, time of night...somehow, I didn’t get to a gig until early 2019, by which time he’d dissolved his longtime trio with bassist Gregg August and drummer Rudy Royston. The eight albums they made together, beginning in 2008 — I Am I Am, Shine!, Victory!, The Matador and the Bull, Graffiti, Americana: Musings on Jazz and Blues, Radio Flyer and LoveStone, the last two with guitarist Liberty Ellman added to the lineup — were as strong a body of work as any twenty-first century jazz group produced, and some of my favorite albums of the era. Live performances on YouTube proved that they were locked-in tight onstage, too, keeping the tunes concise for maximum impact and never slowing down or giving the audience time to breathe.




  The first time I saw Allen perform, at the Jazz Gallery in Manhattan, he had Kenselaar — a tall, skinny blond kid of 25 — on bass, and an equally young man named Malick Koly on drums. Both were significantly younger and less experienced than Allen, who’s in his mid-forties and had been on the scene since the late 1990s, and there was an element of coaching as he guided them through the set, pointing to one or the other when he wanted them to solo and making sure they listened closely to each other.




  A few months later, on a Wednesday night in June 2019, I trekked out to Bar Bayeux, a narrow venue tucked between a hair salon and a deli on Brooklyn’s Nostrand Avenue. Another saxophonist of my acquaintance, Jerome Sabbagh, was booking a weekly series of performances, one of which was to feature Allen and his new trio (now with Cacioppo behind the kit), to celebrate the release of their first album together, Barracoon.




  The bar provided just enough room for a few people to congregate in the front, by a big window, and another small area of open floor in the back. Cacioppo was setting up in the corner as Allen made the rounds, shaking hands with the small group of friendly faces who’d made the gig. When Kenselaar turned up, wheeling an upright and lugging a bass guitar and a small amp, the three leapt into action.




  The set was slightly more structured than the onstage practice session I’d witnessed at the Jazz Gallery, but there were similarities. The pieces flowed together with few pauses, forcing Kenselaar and Cacioppo to watch carefully and listen closely. Allen started each tune from the embers of the one before, like a chain-smoker. His melodies were short and mantra-like, drawn from the blues and burnished by his tone, which combines elements from the John Coltrane of Crescent and the Sonny Rollins of East Broadway Run Down, but peppered with a sly phrasal invention all his own.




  Midway through the second or third tune, Cacioppo took a solo that exploded with a furious energy, but was nevertheless deployed with precision. His sticks danced across the snare and tom, leaving sonic craters in their wake, as he stared ahead with the impassivity of an assembly-line worker snapping parts together. Later, when he suddenly let his mouth fall open and his tongue loll nearly to his collar in mid-tune, it was so startling it was almost hilarious.




  At Samurai Hotel, Cacioppo’s drums sound massive; his toms boom like Elvin Jones’s on Coltrane albums from the 1960s. Kenselaar’s bass is huge, too, a thick strumming sound. Allen stands in the big central room, turned sideways so he can see each of them in their small isolated chambers, and he gives them room to run. One track, “Die Dreaming,” includes a bass solo, and another, “Elegua (The Trickster),” is kicked off by a drum solo. (In 2011, Allen had told me he often leaves room for drum solos when composing his tunes.)




  This group is looser than the previous trio with August and Royston had been. Those two always had a coiled tension to their interactions; the drummer’s snare snapped and rang sharply. Cacioppo, on the other hand, is as interested in creating effects as in keeping time or driving the trio. He has a fascination with pitch bending, a technique that gives a drum more of a bowed sound than the traditional percussive strike. It’s a subtle thing, but when combined with his busy approach to the kit — he’s as big a fan of the holistic free playing of Milford Graves as of the fierce swing of longtime Count Basie drummer Papa Jo Jones — it makes the trio’s taut, bluesy workouts endlessly compelling.




  When the first set of tunes has been tracked, Allen heads outside for a smoke. I follow him, and we hang out and talk, swapping stories of encounters with Cecil Taylor while he smokes and a photographer takes pictures of him, potentially for the CD booklet. I duck out before the trio returns to work, listening to a previous Allen album — 2015’s Graffiti — on my way back to the subway.




  The next time I see Allen is at the Jazz Gallery again, on February 1, 2020. He’s joined a band led by fellow saxophonist Marcus Strickland called Ghidorah, named for the three-headed dragon from the Godzilla movies; the third head is Stacy Dillard. Onstage, Strickland is in the center, and Allen and Dillard are at stage right and left, respectively, with Eric Wheeler on bass and Rodney Green on drums. A video screen behind them shows clips of their namesake monster, as well as dance performances by the Nicholas Brothers and tribute footage of Kobe Bryant, who had died 5 days earlier.




  The band plays four sets over the course of two nights, with each saxophonist bringing in original music; this is not a “let’s stretch out on some standards” gig. Nevertheless, they are explicitly grappling with the legacy and lineage of the jazz tenor saxophone, and particularly the Black male voice on that horn. Before the first set on the second night, Strickland discusses the history of the tenor and shouts out a litany of legends, including Coleman Hawkins, Lester Young, Don Byas, John Coltrane and Sonny Rollins, and paying special tribute to Jimmy Heath, who had died on January 19.




  The first piece the group performs is by Allen, and his compositional voice — those hooky melodies, steeped in the blues, but with a steely core — is instantly recognizable, and an ideal way to start the night. The sound of three tenor saxophones biting into a powerful melody is spine-tingling, and Wheeler and Green launch into a loose but hard-swinging rhythm.




  A self-effacing player, Allen lets both Dillard and Strickland solo before him, each man establishing his lane in the process. Dillard is the fiercest, as he’ll remain throughout the night. His solo is raucous and even shrill at times, recalling David Murray’s punishing squalls of sound. Strickland, by contrast, burrows into the lower end of the tenor’s range, with a thick tone like a bubbling cauldron. When Allen takes his turn in the spotlight, he too uses his first solo to make a statement of identity, defining himself for anyone present who doesn’t know his name or his work. The oldest of the three co-leaders at 47 (Dillard is 45, Strickland 40), his playing is just slightly more restrained than the other two men’s, hewing closer to the melody — he wrote it, after all — but deploying a few fleet-fingered phrases, almost as a form of humblebragging.




  The second piece comes from Dillard’s pen, and keeps the excitement level high. It almost has an old school R&B feel, with a jumpy, vibrant energy befitting its origins in a trip he’d taken to South Africa. Strickland gets the first solo this time, followed by Allen, with Dillard batting cleanup. Wheeler takes an extended bass solo, as he’d done on the first piece.




  The quintet could easily opt for an hour of these bluesy rave-ups; that strategy had worked for Johnny Griffin and Eddie “Lockjaw” Davis, after all. But on the third number, Allen’s “G Thing” (which appears on Toys/Die Dreaming, the album I’d watched them record at Sorcerer Sound), they shift gears, offering a simmering, mournful ballad in the mode of John Coltrane’s “Alabama.” Strickland is up first, and switches to bass clarinet, playing an Eric Dolphy-esque solo with a questing feel. Allen is next, followed by Dillard, who opts for soprano, continuing the Coltrane-ish mood but playing in a more abstract manner. At one point, he takes a wrong turn that requires a second of silence to recover from, but the vocal and enthusiastic crowd is with him — and everyone else — all the way.




  The last piece of the night is a Strickland composition, “Pivotal Decision.” It’s a fast bebop burner, and a perfect closer, with all three men back on tenor and tossing the tune back and forth like NBA all-stars. The leader is up first, followed by Allen, then Dillard, and to cap things off, Green takes his only drum solo of the night, a too-brief, kit-rattling eruption that has as much in common with hard rock as jazz. The three heads of the dragon wind things down in thrilling, high-speed harmony, each man’s unique voice making up one-third of a powerful chorus.




  As the show progresses, more names than those Strickland listed pop into my head: Charlie Rouse, Archie Shepp, Albert Ayler, Dewey Redman, David S. Ware...not because what the members of Ghidorah are doing is in any way derivative of their forebears, but because the tenor saxophone is the beating heart of jazz, and these men are keeping the blood pumping and then some.




  Essential Listening




  JD Allen Trio, Victory! (Sunnyside, 2011)




  JD Allen Trio, Graffiti (Savant, 2015)




  JD Allen Trio, Americana: Musings on Jazz and Blues (Savant, 2016)




  JD Allen, LoveStone (Savant, 2018)




  JD Allen, Barracoon (Savant, 2019)




  JD Allen, Toys/Die Dreaming (Savant, 2020)




  








  
Jeremy Pelt: You Eventually Sound Like Yourself





  Turbaned organist Dr Lonnie Smith usually performs at New York’s Jazz Standard a couple of times a year. He’s made some good albums in the twenty-first century, especially 2013’s In The Beginning and 2016’s Evolution, so when he showed up there in July 2019, leading a largish band (it was billed as an octet, but for most of the shows it was actually a septet), I decided to check it out.




  The first three nights of his six-night stand featured him with a trio that included guitarist Jonathan Kreisberg and drummer Xavier Breaker. On the night I went, four horn players were added: Jeremy Pelt on trumpet, Joel Frahm on tenor sax, Alexa Tarantino on alto sax and Jason Marshall on baritone sax. For the final night of shows, which I didn’t attend, Chris Potter came in on tenor, making it a full eight-piece.




  The set began with a spacy trio jam featuring some nasty guitar work from Kreisberg. He was capable of a broad range of sounds, from biting blues-funk to weird synth-guitar stuff like imitation Kurt Rosenwinkel. The horn players filed to the front on the second number, a version of Smith’s “Falling in Love” that featured fierce fanfares and hot solos. The band also played a version of Paul Simon’s “50 Ways to Leave Your Lover,” a surprising choice but one that they funked up very nicely. Breaker gave it a New Orleans second-line feel, and the horns responded accordingly. Frahm’s solo was just a little too busy and too long, though, full of houserockin’ clichés that the audience didn’t really respond to the way he probably intended.




  The fifth and final piece of the night was a long, hard funk jam with plenty of wah-wah guitar and fierce drumming. Smith’s organ became positively piercing at times, like he was leaning on the keys with both elbows, and he was grinning broadly at the horn players as they soloed. Frahm was up first, and went long again, heading into a zone of almost free jazz shrieking at times, while Maxwell went low and farty, with Smith and the drummer dropping in and out behind him like a live dub mix. Tarantino seemed tentative at first, but gradually ascended from funk riffs to the speedy bebop runs that are her real strength, and Pelt closed it all out with a red-hot blast.




  The band seemed lightly rehearsed to me; they spent a fair amount of time staring at their sheet music, and probably wouldn’t have let Frahm dominate the way he did with a little more time to get things together. But overall, it was a fun show, and I’m glad I got to see Dr Lonnie. Afterward, I approached the stage to shake hands with Pelt, a frankly stunning trumpeter who works constantly and, like JD Allen, makes an album a year under his own name.




  A stocky, always nattily dressed player, Pelt has been recording since the turn of the century; his first album under his own name, Profile, was released in 2002. Six years later, he formed the group that would make his name — a quintet featuring Allen on tenor sax, Danny Grissett on piano, Dwayne Burno on bass and Gerald Cleaver on drums. Between 2008 and 2012, they recorded four albums, but eventually Allen and Cleaver in particular were busy enough that the band drifted apart. In 2013, Burno died of kidney disease.




  The quintet’s recordings bore superficial similarities to the work of the Miles Davis quintet of 1965, but around the time of their third album, The Talented Mr Pelt, the trumpeter told me that “a lot of what’s happening in the music, in my music, comes from a lot of different points of view that maybe weren’t expressed in any of the recordings of the Miles Davis group. We use that, we’ve listened to it, we’ve all soaked it in, but...we’re not practitioners of garnering that sound.”




  Indeed, the comparison is really only valid in regard to the instrumentation and some of the compositions. JD Allen has none of Wayne Shorter’s tentative, questing style in his playing, and Pelt has more in common with Freddie Hubbard or Woody Shaw than the reserved Davis. Like those predecessors, he’s a technical master of the horn, but one with a romantic side — he really loves to play ballads. His 2020 album, The Art of Intimacy, Vol. 1, was a collection of slow standards featuring bandmates older than himself: pianist George Cables, bassist Peter Washington and no drummer.




  Pelt studied at Berklee College of Music in Boston, Massachusetts, taking mandatory courses in instrumental technique and whatnot but focusing on film scoring. At the time, a generation of very strong players were making their debuts, and he was listening. “Nicholas Payton was about three years older than me, so he was starting to become a big thing, and I admired his playing quite a bit,” he told me in 2018, “but I think Roy Hargrove had the biggest impact when I was in high school and going into college. He was a big hero of mine. And Terence Blanchard, but more so Roy.”




  Hargrove, who died in November 2018, covered a tremendous amount of stylistic ground in the 1990s, moving from hardcore acoustic jazz to funk and R&B with his band the RH Factor, and playing on D’Angelo’s Voodoo, Common’s Like Water for Chocolate and Erykah Badu’s Mama’s Gun, Worldwide Underground and New Amerykah Vol. 1. He was also well known as a bridge between generations. Bassist Christian McBride, who collaborated with Hargrove in the 1990s, told me that the trumpeter always sought out older masters of the horn, whether they were beboppers like Clark Terry or avant-gardists like Lester Bowie of the Art Ensemble of Chicago. He was eager to learn, but also eager to pass on his own knowledge; in his final years, he would offer advice and support to younger players at jam sessions or in master classes.




  While he hasn’t jumped into R&B and soul with both feet the way Hargrove did, Pelt has made albums — most notably 2013’s Water and Earth and 2014’s Face Forward, Jeremy — that incorporated electronics in thoughtful ways. He’s also got the other man’s interest in learning from elders while also mentoring the next generation.




  Having spoken to Pelt several times, I can hear his personality through his horn. He has an almost conversational style when he plays; he rarely goes all the way out, but neither is he a whispering seducer. He says what he has to say calmly, and there’s a lot of intelligence and wisdom in his statements. And he knows — and acknowledges — where he came from. During that same 2018 conversation, he told me, “I don’t think anybody, no matter how much they try, or what hype they subscribe to, is completely original. I don’t believe in that. So I’m listening to myself, and yeah, there are obvious influences there, but then the more you start to play, and the years go by, you eventually do sound like yourself.”




  Several years after his quintet split up, Pelt told me that he knew they were a huge part of his legacy:






   I felt like the quintet was the band at this point, so if I don’t ever play the trumpet [again] and somewhere in a new jazz history book for modern times, they talk about Jeremy Pelt, they’ll say his important band, the same way they say Trane’s important band or Miles Davis’s important quintet — that would be the band, with JD and everybody. And even though I tell you that I didn’t see it lasting for much longer than it did, it still left a huge void in my soul when it did disband.







  In 2016, Pelt formed a working band for the first time since the dissolution of the quintet. (In between, he’d experimented with this and that, even fulfilling a longtime dream by recording with legendary bassist Ron Carter on 2016’s #jiveculture.) He made 2017’s Make Noise! with pianist Victor Gould, bassist Vicente Archer, drummer Jonathan Barber and percussionist Jacquelene Acevedo, and took that group on the road, releasing Noir en Rouge: Live in Paris the following year.




  “At a certain point, I decided I wanted to have a band again,” he told me:






   The funny thing is...trumpet is always thought of, especially if you have solo recordings and you’ve kind of made a name for yourself in a certain type of way, you’re always expected to be the leader of a gig. So it was almost that I had to form a band, because I’m always hustling to get gigs. Every tour I do, I book myself. So to make it interesting for the person that’s buying the band, I decided to go ahead and start writing more original music and conceptualize putting together a new band.







  In 2018, he shuffled the lineup somewhat, replacing Barber with Allan Mednard, Acevedo with Ismael Wignall, and adding vibraphonist Chien Chien Lu, guitarist Alex Wintz and synthesizer player Frank LoCrasto for one of his most ambitious albums, Jeremy Pelt, the Artist.
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