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Best known for the unique sound of his bass clarinet on Miles Davis’ Bitches Brew sessions and later with Herbie Hancock’s Headhunters, Bennie Maupin has always represented the creative spirit in jazz. With this release he reminds us why. His acoustic quartet interprets this program of original compositions and improvises with free rein. The comfortable sound blends casually the way nature intended. Alto flute, hand drums, a lyrical double bass and shimmering cymbals give “Penumbra” its exotic sheen. Soprano saxophone and bowed bass make “Mirror Image” feel swathed in sadness, while a lonely tenor saxophone puts “Blinkers” up for consideration. Later, Maupin’s bass clarinet delivers “One for Eric Dolphy” alone and unencumbered. It’s a tribute album: a tribute to free, acoustic expression.
The album’s opening track, “Neophilia,” takes the quartet on a swinging romp that runs free and open with Maupin’s bass clarinet in charge. The instrument’s woody timbre and the artist’s wide open approach to tone quality bring his session closer to our souls. The natural texture that he weaves through this session speaks like the wind blowing through tall grass and lowland reeds. When he partners with Darek Oles, as on “Message To Prez,” and “Tapping Things,” we get two natural timbres that combine to express meaningful dialogue. Maupin provides plenty of variety in his musical conversations.
“Vapors” features the leader’s soprano with bowed bass in a duet of mourning that gradually opens up to celebrate a lifting of spirits. Similarly, “See the Positive” finds the quartet ranting in a hip situation, as Maupin’s soprano rejoices over a backbeat driven affair. As a creative quartet improvising over persuasive themes, Maupin’s ensemble represents the freedom that jazz brings us and comes recommended for its fresh acoustic voice.
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