


 

At Last, Bennie Maupin Cuts a Simmering new CD
By James Lampretta
(May 7, 2006)
Bennie Maupin helped to usher in a new era of funkified electric jazz in the late ‘60’s as part of Miles Davis’ ensemble on his seminal Bitches Brew and in the early ‘70s as a charter member of Herbie Hancock’s “The Headhunters” and then “Mwandishi” groups.
A sampling of Maupin’s other recording and performance credits include Lee Morgan, Horace Silver, Andrew Hill, Woody Shaw and Chick Corea. However, despite those lofty credentials, he had recorded precious few albums as a leader in his own right. With the recently released Penumbra on Cryptogramophone, Maupin breaks and eight-year recording drought in grand fashion, playing bass clarinet, tenor and soprano saxophones, alto flute and piano while leading an ensemble which bears his name and is rounded out with bass, drums and percussion.
Comprised of mostly slow to mid-tempo original compositions, Maupin and his colleagues engage in a musical dialogue that emphasizes nuance over flash – the end result being a masterpiece whose plaintive swing is burnished with a simmering and unrelenting intensity. Instrumentally configured to create a broad, open soundscape, the group artfully utilizes this space to allow the music to allow the music to breathe and resonate richly.

Displaying an improvisational economy that could only befall a true master, Maupin is center stage throughout, and all the while he wastes not a single note and treads upon the genre’s most hallowed ground as he evokes a rarified spirituality typically associated with the likes of John Coltrane. A pair of solo vignettes, “Blinkers” and “One for Eric Dolphy,” capture and convey the lyricism of Maupin’s chops in stark, compelling fashion.
Two other colleagues and influences are honored on the ensemble pieces “Walter Bishop Jr.” and “Message to Prez,” with the edgy swing of the former named for the underappreciated pianist, while the latter opens with some ultra-breathy bass clarinet before breaking into a gentle gait as it honors the legendary saxophonist Lester Young.
Other highlights include Maupin’s flute work on the title track. It is a cerebral feast that glides along gentle percussion as it evokes an otherworldly feel. The brief, lilting sax/bowed bass duet “Mirror Image” and his lyrical probing piano on the poignant disc-closing “Equal Justice.”  If there is justice in the music business, it will hopefully manifest itself in not having to wait another eight years for Maupin’s next disc. This is essential music with a capital “E.”
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