The Bennie Maupin Quartet, “Early Reflections” (Cryptogramophone)

Bennie Maupin, “The Jewel in the Lotus” (ECM reissue)

Who is this Bennie Maupin? You might be surprised. Since he hasn’t recorded much as a leader, most listeners think of the woodwinder as sort of a circa-1970 color man, the ghost who wove the dark bass-clarinet threads through Miles Davis’ “Bitches Brew,” or who broadened the spectrum of Herbie Hancock projects -- the avantish “Mwandishi” and the funky hit “Head Hunters.”

Maupin’s personal palette had registered with the public mostly in shades of gray until the current decade, when he assembled a stellar ensemble featuring percussionist Munyungo Jackson, bassist Darek Oles and drummer Michael Stephans. They played around and released the unindebted yet attractive -- and appropriately titled -- “Penumbra” (meaning a partial shadow) in 2006 on Cryptogramophone.

Late last year, ECM reissued “The Jewel in the Lotus,” Maupin’s neglected 1974 debut as a leader. And Cryptogramophone has just brought out the masterful, emotional “Early Reflections,” a lucky encounter with Polish musicians. Finally we’re starting to fill the gaps in a portrait of an artist we should have known better all along.

“Early Reflections” continues to emphasize Maupin’s strength as a thoughtful composer with a logic all his own. It’s got a couple of fun genre pieces -- the sexy & soulful Brazilian number “Escondido” and the ditty-bop blues “Prophet’s Motifs.” But the mood is mostly one of searching, with the search becoming its own reward; Maupin looks around him on his path, aware of beauty and little concerned with a destination. His tenor, bass clarinet, soprano sax and flute have a centered, measured quality, with each note containing a spherical universe. You hear carefully constructed meditations on death (“ATMA”), love born out of grief (“Tears”), anxiety tempered with playfulness (“Not Later Than Now”), guarded optimism (“Early Reflections”), mourning and moving on (“Inner Sky”), and finally transcendent resignation (“Spirits of the Tatras,” whose title refers to a Polish mountain range).

The recording and mixing, by Sebastian Witkowski, Nolan Shaheed and Rich Breen, resulted in a gorgeous sound field. Maupin was treated like royalty in Warsaw, where, he told me, he had the use of an excellent studio and what was described to him as the best piano in Poland, a Homburg Steinway shipped from halfway across the country.

His pianist, Michal Tokaj, must have loved that instrument. This incredibly sensitive young gent anticipates the motion of the music (much of it improvised) and devises chords that not only reflect an instant’s context, but suggest new directions. He gently demolishes the notion that dissonance must be harsh, occasionally offering a snapshot of his harmonic methodology by allowing a complex chord to fade in space. (Long tones on flute, bass, piano and voice signal some of the album’s most telling moments.)

Bassist Michal Baranski is a model of earsmanship and substance, especially when bowing. Drummer Lukasz Zita meets the challenge of quietness superbly. And on a couple of tracks singer Hania Chowaniec-Rybka, who’s mainly known for inventive Polish folk interpretations, approaches abstraction with a distinctly appropriate timbre and obvious joy. The packaging is lovely, too. “Early Reflections” is a ruby in the Crypto crown.

And it’s great that we can hear it alongside “The Jewel in the Lotus.” In ’74, Maupin is full of ideas, more of an experimentalist and less of a storyteller. He’s got a hell of a band: Hancock and Headhunters drummer Bill Summers, along with the omnipresent ‘70s-‘80s rhythm section of drummer Billy Hart and bassist Buster Williams, plus percussionist Frederick Waits (father of latter-day skinsman Nasheet Waits).

The era encouraged newness; you can feel the excitement of discovery as Maupin mixes steadily growing avant squeals with monkish chants, gongs and whistles on “Excursion”; flashes on Pink Floydian space adventure on “Mappo”; and monitors the relaxation of a tense heartbeat during a vacation in “Ensenada.” This original version of the title composition is more static and less Coltrane-influenced than the new one on “Early Reflections” but equally coloristic; Hancock’s freaky electronic piano treatments still sound fresh as the track ends with fast psychedelic pans between the speakers.

At 33, Maupin was creating atmospheres where he could breathe freely, and the listener could only feel grateful for the opening of new doors. Not many ran across him at the time, though; Maupin wasn’t a Name, and he wasn’t interested in remaining a fusion guy or joining any other popular club. It’s high time we joined his.

