OPENING THE HAND OF THOUGHT

This is a brilliant album.  That’s the first thing to say.    I’ve have enjoyed making music with Bennie for over thirty years, and this is the album I’ve been waiting for—a truth I didn’t even know until I heard it.  

Bennie has been recording and touring with the other musicians on the album for two years now,  These young Polish players  are all graduates of the University of Music in Katowice, which has a challenging four-year program that stresses both classical and jazz performance and composition.   Henryk Gorecki, is one of the academy’s many distinguished graduates.  

The music on this album is personal music that comes, not just from specific and difficult-to-attain abilities—more about that below—but  from a deeply felt sense of the spiritual purpose of jazz.  

Which is what, exactly? 

 I can’t give you a definitive answer, of  course—here are some ideas, using Early Reflections, as an example.  

The first tune begins with Bennie repeating several times a little four note phrase.  The notes are adjacent to one another—parts of a scale—and  they rise upward.  It’s the kind of simple repeated musical phrase you might  hum to yourself while mowing the lawn or driving in traffic.   Michal Baranski  enters doing something very similar  on bass.  They are soon joined by the brilliant pianist, Michal Tokal, playing a scattering of similar riffs, all from the same scale. One of these, FEDE, turns out to be the first of a flurry of similar phrases that soon evolve and become thematic.  

There’s a delicacy in this opening passage that reminds me of similar somewhat formal tune heads performed by the (then) revolutionary Modern Jazz Quartet.  The frank use of this kind of simple revolving motif using a single scale also underlies a lot of Philip Glass’s writing, particularly his minimalist early works.   There’s an appealing and trancelike openness to it.    

But Michal Baranski on bass, and soon afterward Michal Tokal on piano, then the quartet, continue the improvisation in subtle but surprising ways.

Baranski begins stepping the bass note—the bottom note that suggests the chord or scale being played--downward and then upward again.  As he does this the phrases played by the other musicians continue as before, but their meanings change.   The same notes now seem to be in D minor, then C major, and finally in a modal scale frequently used by 20th C. composers and improvising musicians, in this case B Locrian. 

It’s not necessary to understand this technically or to be able to identify the scales to be able to feel what is happening.  Somehow the emotional “meaning” of the various major, minor and modal scales is built into us.  A major passage sounds triumphant, positive or happy, etc; a minor passage feels sad, introspective, reflective, etc.  Each of the modal scales has its own emotional meaning as well. Here, as the passage progresses steadily through several scale “meanings,” all using the same notes over different bass tones, the music attains a kind of fluidity and emotional complexity that characterizes Bennie Maupin’s music generally.  

A few bars further on Michal Tokal plays a B flat.  This is not within any of the scales we’ve assumed we were listening to, and it is a bit surprising.  It is however within another modal scale, E Locrian (mirroring the Locrian modal scale in B first suggested by Baranski).  In fact, it may have always been the scale Tokal was playing; until this point, though, he has avoided playing the one note that would reveal this.

There’s not a lot of difference in the various scales in this opening passage,  but there are some differences, and the music progresses in this way generally, economically shifting emphasis and implying new scales and harmonies as it progresses.  Listening to the tune is like watching a stop-motion film of a plant growing—there is no way of knowing beforehand what is going to happen next. Once it happens one immediately accepts the naturalness, the essential rightness, of an organic evolution.   

As  Baranski shifts these bass tones there’s a momentary collision of scales among the players, a “problem” solved by subtle adjustments of the descending themes as each player reacts to the new materials.  The harmonic “meaning” of the passage is continuously changing in the process of its creation.  This is a daring and risky maneuver because it requires spontaneous organized group composition, and I think it is the very heart of jazz. 

What does it take to be able to make music in this way?   First of all, as I quickly found out in my bewildered early days of playing live, it takes the ability to stay firmly and continuously in the present.  If the player relies on past information—what is “supposed” to happen, rather than what is actually happening--there’s just no way of keeping up.  You’re quickly lost.  On the other hand, if the player tries to plan, to prepare for what’s next, the same thing happens: the music goes in a different direction, and it leaves without you.  You have the plan, but the moment for it has passed and the conditions it assumes never happened anyway.  Again, you’re lost.    

Because this is so, jazz, I believe, is a spiritual practice not entirely different from sitting zazen or other forms of meditation.  You have to clear your mind and let the present enter—you have to “open the hand of thought.”   

Unlike meditation, though, jazz also requires an active response to the present.  You can’t just sit there and be; you’re one of the participants creating the present you’re experiencing.   You have to act.  Jazz requires a kind of boldness and willingness to accept risk that is somewhat like practicing  a martial art.  

While there has sometimes been proposed about music a kind of opposition of intellect in the Western classical tradition versus emotion and feeling in the African oral tradition, jazz requires both.  You can’t make great jazz music unless you feel it, of course, but you also can’t make great jazz music unless you understand what you’re doing and are actually able to do it, which requires years of study and an unbelievable amount of practice.    Finally, you have to be willing to take the risk of actually doing it in a live performance—it may work and it may not and you won’t know until you try.   

The brief opening passage I talked about above takes about 30 seconds, and requires that players spend a lifetime practicing  every conceivable kind of scalar pattern and that they fully understand 19th and 20th Century harmony, both as expressed by classical composers as different as Chopin, Debussy and Karol Szymanowski, but also great jazz innovators like Ellington, Parker and Bill Evans. This is only preparation for the group practice that follows, many hours a day, for years.  And the most important skill the jazz improviser must hone in group practice isn’t playing—it’s listening.  Unless a player can really hear everything that’s going on in the group while he’s playing—players sometimes refer to this as “big ears—nothing of  interest is likely to result.   Jazz is a highly responsive and interactive art.  Above all you have to continuously understand what it is you’re responding to.  

Unsurprisingly, it’s difficult to pull  this off and there are many more ways to fail than to succeed.   The conception of Early Reflections—Bennie Maupin’s conception, beautifully augmented by the contributions of these exceptional  Polish musicians, all with loads of chops and the greater insight to know when not to use them—is, I think, particularly difficult to bring to the fruition you will hear in this CD because it requires both the formal precision you can hear in this opening passage—this is not “free” jazz any more than Rite of Spring is “free” symphony—but because it  requires the kind of collective composition, in real time no less, that you can hear in the piece as it progresses.  

When you consider that what results is a first-time experience not only for the listener, but for the players themselves—no one on earth ever planned exactly what you’re hearing or knew precisely what was going to happen until the moment of its happening—you can also see that this is a group that really listens to one another well and that possesses a certain group confidence in the outcome.  This requires each player to respect and love the music and musical abilities of every member of the group.   And that, too, as I see it, is part of the spiritual purpose of jazz: acceptance.  

This music is highly energetic, but it also is willing to become indefinite or momentarily hazy.   Interesting detours introduced by one player are quickly responded to by others and the ensemble may take a new direction until another player contributes some further variation that heads the improvisation back to the underlying structure and theme again.  The ideas presented aren’t fragmentary, but they aren’t tightly wrapped either.  This music, to my ear, in consequence of this elasticity, breathes exceptionally well and, like listening to late Debussy, part of the pleasure is in listening to it breathe.  

Bennie,  both Michals, Lukaz and Hania: congratulations on your achievement: this is a brilliant album.
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