L.A. Jazz Scene
The Bennie Maupin Ensemble
Penumbra
By Jim Santella
(July 2006)
Bennie Maupin continues to provide accessibility for those who aren’t comfortable with the avant-garde in jazz. His big, booming bass clarinet, mellow tenor saxophone, sprightly soprano sax, exotic alto flute and reliable piano groove prove quite versatile here, as the multi-instrumentalist walks that fine line between the modern mainstream and the outside.

With bassist Darek Oles, drummer Michael Stephans and percussionist Daryl Munyungo Jackson, he interprets a program of fourteen original compositions that come equipped with exotic images.

His “Level Three” evokes memories of the power that Maupin’s bass clarinet had on Miles Davis’ Bitches Brew album some 40 years ago., but this time from an acoustic viewpoint. This program never resorts to electronic manipulation, as landmark album and its followers had done. Maupin’s quartet session comes in its natural form, playing homage to the beauty of a woodwind voice when working with capable veteran partners.

“Penumbra,” “Vapors,” “One for Eric Dolphy,” “Message for Prez,” “See the Positive” and Maupin’s other selections provide the kind of avant-garde jazz that Duke Ellington brought us. Funny how the concept of avant-garde changes over time. Maupin may have been ahead of his time several decades ago, but he’s clearly in tune with the world of jazz’s mainstream today. His latest album comes highly recommended for all jazz lovers.
###
