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Artist Q & A: Bennie Maupin
By Tad Hendrickson

(May 8, 2006)
It’s a double dose of Bennie Maupin this week since we chat with the man as well as review his excellent new album, Penumbra. Out in New York City to do press for his first lbum in eight years, Maupin was as forthright and honest as an interviewer could hope for. Here we talk about the album’s gestation, the importance of audience, and even a dip into the old days.
JazzWeek: It’s been a stretch since your last record. Why so long?

Bennie Maupin: Waiting for the right situation. Sometimes the music is the least amount oif difficulty. Getting the music placed in the right place is harder. In my case, it seems like it’s been that way throughout my career. There have been situations where the music has come out and after a short time it becomes unavailable, which is pretty discouraging for anyone. So I figured that the only way to do it was to do it myself and I was fortunate to find Cryptogramophone to release it.

This was recorded three years ago. I guess it took awhile to find Crypto.
What happened was my good friend Jack DeJohnette called and said this guy from Austria wanted to work with me. We talked and he wanted to do a series of recordings. It got to the point where he was getting ready to come out to L.A. for the recording and then all communication stopped. He blocked my emails and didn’t return my phone calls – I took that to be a sign that I should not work with those people.
But the recording went down anyway.
I had already booked the studio and I decided to do the music anyway. I had accumulated a little bit of money and the guys in the group were really great and held off getting paid until something happened with the recording.

The music here is different from your work in the Headhunters or with Miles Davis. Was there an overriding idea for this recording?
I was hoping to create a series of pieces that would have some continuity. When you hear them on the disc, they flow in and out of each other in a way that I hope is enjoyable to the listener. I was also lucky enough to play most of the music live before I recorded it. I have to say that this group, chemistry-wise, is one of the best groups I’ve been able to have.
There are several short and often abstract vignettes on the record as well. I like them because it seems to allow the listener to clear their palette before the enxt group of songs. Were those done with the listener in mind?
You’re right on the mark. Having made the recordings that I have, and gotten the impression from listeners of how they felt listening to a record, I really felt that the attention span of many listeners, particularly when they are introduced to music that is challenging, is short. If you play pieces too lengthy, you lose them. I also decided that I wouldn’t have the full ensemble on every piece, which is why there are also duos and trios. I’m trying to expand it, so when they come to hear us live, they are going to get a chance to hear everything, and in different settings. I think it gives the audience a better idea of what you do and creates more of an opportunity for them to participate in the music.
Do you think that too many jazz artists pile too much into a song, or perhaps go the art-for-art’s sake route?
I think history will tell that artists who have that attitude haven’t done well. We want to get the music to people who haven’t heard the music before as well as ones who have. You can have the greatest music in the world but if you have too much information, even the most developed ear will shut off. I’ve been in situations where the music has been artful, creative and beautiful and people have got up and walked out. And in some case ran out!
When did someone run out?
I was in that situation more than once with Herbie, especially with the sextet. The music would get so busy and we would be so involved in what we were doing and it would just bee too much for people. I’ll never forget it; I saw this guy once in Palo Alto or someplace, and I was looking at him and he was a little nervous and after 15 minutes he just got up and ran. No one else got up, but it brought something to my attention – whatever was going on in his life as stimulated by something in the music and he just had to go.

What was going on onstage?
It was one of those moments onstage when the music was very intense. We were very concerned about dynamics and a lot of stuff was very soft and very loud and very open. But there was some periods where it was quite strong. There were times where you couldn’t pick out melodic content to follow. We developed such a unique way of playing together that the emphasis would totally be based of rhythmic development. Not single rhythms, but very complex situations where three or four different poly-rhythms would be going at the same time.

Is this album and band representative of where you are these days?
Yeah, I’d have to say so. This is the music that I really want to present.

So there is a tune on the album called “One for Eric Dolphy.” Did he inspire you to pick up the bass clarinet?
Absolutely. He was the only one I ever saw with a bass clarinet. When I heard him, that was it. Then I got to see him when he came through Detroit as a sideman. A few years later I got to hear him to really great advantage play with Coltrane. And that’s when I got to meet him. This man was the nicest person. He and John Coltrane, some people you are just so happy that you were able to meet them and that goes for these two. Because the music they played was, of course, very complex, but I walked up after the performance at the Minor Key and introduced myself to Eric and he made me feel so comfortable. He gave me a flute lesson – that was our first meeting. I told him that I had just started studying the flute, and he was holding his flute and he held it out to me and said: “Here. Play something for me.” For 30 minutes he stood with me as I tried to play it, giving me advice. Dolphy’s influence on me is unmistakable. He took the instruments to another level. I met a lot of people here in L.A. that knew Eric when he was coming up and they say he was absolutely dedicated, even in high school.
Why move to L.A.?
I started working with Horace Silver in 1968 and then with Herbie. I really like the weather, and then I married someone from the area and that was it. I always wanted to live somewhere else. Moving there allowed me to start fresh in a certain way. Then my involvement with Herbie ended and I tried to remake myself in certain way, studying composition and orchestra.

Do you still bump into Herbie?
I saw him Sunday at this SGI world peace organization meeting that we are both involved in. Herbie was there and played some solo stuff.

I can’t let you go without asking about the Headhunters. Are you in contact with those people?
No, I’m not. We did a recording in ’98 and a little tour and that was the end of that. Bill and Paul and Mike still get together and do things.

Why not work with them?
When we were together we did something that I am very proud of, and it continues to inspire people today. But it is more important to me to move forward with the things that are going on with me as an artist. I can’t put my energy into thinking about the past; it’s not a good place to go. You put me with them and immediately everyone wants to talk about the good old days, and I want to think about these days as the gold old days.
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