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Bennie Maupin Ensemble
Penumbra
(Cryptogramophone)
By Tad Hendrickson

Detroit-born reedist Bennie Maupin is probably best remembered for his saxophone and bass clarinet playing with Herbie Hancock and on Miles Davis’ Bitches Brew. His solo output has been sporadic at best, so here we have his first album in eight years, Penumbra. Featuring a quartet filled out with bassist Darek Oleszkiewicz, drummer Michael Stephans and percussionist Daryl Munyungo Jackson, the album has a panoramic vibe that is subtle yet very earthy. Maupin’s playing burns with a dark beauty that seldom hits the higher registers or moves any faster than mid-tempo, but Oleszkiewicz is masterful as well, adding textures and solos that play counterpoint to both Maupin and the two drummers. Highlights include the cinematic title track, the groove-oriented “Walter Bishop, Jr.” and the polyrhythmic “Tapping Things.” Truly an album as a concept, Maupin provides short interludes of solo playing to seemingly cleanse the palette between groups of songs. He also shows strong editorial skills by keeping all the songs short. All in all a fine, richly detailed work from a reedist who we know and love, but perhaps haven’t thought about in some time.
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