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                     FILE UNDER: JAZZ 

As a jazz arranger , composer, bandleader and saxophonist, Ed Palermo works magic with Frank Zappa’s music. Since 1994, he has devoted his NY-based, 18-piece Ed Palermo Big Band to his arrangements of Zappa’s rock compositions. These big-band jazz arrangements are no mere transcriptions; they are “revelations”,  as one critic best said. Palermo belongs to a tradition of visionary composers and arrangers who  have recognized  hidden beauty and genius in an avant garde composer’s radical work,  and created  genius arrangements that help reveal that beauty to the public eye.  The legendary Gil Evans most famously belonged to this tradition, with his work with Miles Davis, as did Nelson Riddle, who transformed Frank Sinatra’s scores. Concentrating on Zappa’s music from the late 60s-mid 70s, Palermo has arranged over 150 of Zappa tunes. Performed by his inspired and tremendously skilled band, Palermo’s arrangements have helped bring Zappa’s rock music wider recognition outside of the rock world, elevating rock music’s status as ‘serious’ composition while proving that serious and satirical can indeed coexist. 
Born in New Jersey, Ed Palermo first became interested in music as a child, taking clarinet lessons at age 10. He taught himself guitar, sax, piano and other instruments throughout high school, and was drawn to rock music, especially ‘60s rock bands known for their song craftsmanship: the Beatles, Stones, Beach Boys. But he recalls that his first experience of seeing Frank Zappa perform live, in 1969, “permanently altered my entire scope on music,” imploding his conceptions of what rock – and music in general – could or should be.  

In college at Chicago’s DePaul University, Palermo shifted his focus to jazz and his instrument to saxophone,  receiving a degree in music performance.  He moved to New York in 1977 to work as a professional jazz musician, teaching himself composition and arranging. Palermo toured and/or recorded with Aretha Franklin, Tito Puente, Eddy Palmieri, Celia Cruz, Lena Horne, Tony Bennett, Mel Torme, Lou Rawls, Melba Moore, Debbie Gibson, The Spinners, and others. As a composer and arranger,  he has written/arranged for the Tonight Show, Maurice Hines, Eddy Fischer, and Dave Stryker. Palermo is currently arranging charts for the “Godfather of Soul”,  James Brown.

In 1979, during his 3-year stint playing in Tito Puente’s band, Palermo put together his own big band: a 9-piece group that he soon expanded into a 16 piece outfit. Palermo’s big band played regularly at Seventh Avenue South and other NY clubs, attracting the attention and friendship of Gil Evans, who attended Palermo’s shows c. 1980. In 1982, Palermo released his first big-band recording:  the self-titled Ed Palermo, on Vile Heifer Records. Ed Palermo featured his original compositions, played by his 16-piece band and 3 guests (David Sandborn, Randy Brecker, Edgar Winter), and liner notes by Gil Evans, who wrote:

"I first heard Ed Palermo's music in a small club in the SoHo section of Manhattan.  He was using the instrumentation of a traditional "big band" yet his arrangements and songs were anything but that.  When I thought the music was going a certain direction, it would suddenly turn a corner.  Ed has the ability to keep that important balance between cohesiveness and unpredictability.  Ed Palermo's music is alive and represents now."

Palermo’s 2nd big band recording came out 5 years later on Pro Jazz [division of Pro Arte].  Called Ping Pong, the CD featured Palermo’s 16-piece big band playing his original compositions, a Wayne Shorter piece, and covers of The Police, The Beatles, Donald Fagan and Horace Silver. While Zappa remained a strong influence on Palermo’s own music, he did not arrange his first Zappa tune for big band until 1988. 

Zappa’s death on Dec. 4, 1993, deeply moved Palermo, who responded by arranging enough Zappa tunes for his big band to give a concert in Zappa’s memory that summer. Held June 13, 1994, at NY’s Bitter End, the concert thrilled Zappa fans yearning to hear live music and jazz fans bored with tradition, prompting the Bottom Line to invite Palermo’s Big Band to play Zappa tunes in a long-term residency.  Since then, Palermo has embarked on a career  reinterpreting and arranging countless Zappa tunes for his now-18 piece Ed Palermo Big Band, which has played more than 60 all-Zappa shows. The band played for 9 years – from Aug. 19, 1994 to July 25, 2003 – in residency at NYC’s Bottom Line, subsequently moving to the Iridium. Besides playing regularly in the NY/NJ area (including a 2004 show with Project/Object at B.B. King’s), the band is in demand internationally for Zappa, jazz, and new music festivals. The Ed Palermo Big Band has played at Zappa festivals in Germany – Zappanale #13, 2002 and Biennale Bonn. 2004) – and in Sweden, at the 2003 International Chamber Music Festival. In Sept. 2006 it will play at the Detroit Jazz Festival. In addition to his Big Band concerts, Palermo himself is an in-demand player for Zappa tributes. He played in 1999 with tribute band Bogus Pomp at St. Petersburg, FL’s A Tribute to Frank Zappa’s Music, and played with the Ed Palermo Jazz from Hell Band and Zappa Corner Band at the 2003 Sweden festival.

The Ed Palermo Big Band is the polar opposite of the stereotypical tribute band that covers songs verbatim, duplicating the originals note-by-note, and plays them in the same set list order, ad nauseum, night after night. During its decade at the Bottom Line, Palermo ensured that every show his 18 piece band played was a unique event, featuring new set lists, new arrangements of Zappa tunes interspersed with new arrangements of other cover tunes, and often, surprise guest artists. One longtime fan called the shows “wildly creative, technically dazzling and sometimes zany affairs – proving themselves utterly faithful to the spirit of Frank Zappa.” Said Palermo in a 1999 interview: “Even though I already have a zillion EP-FZ arrangements to pick from, I always get to work on some new ones. That way, each show is a totally different experience to the ones prior. I really want the audience to experience something special.”
But what separates the Ed Palermo Big Band most from tribute bands is the fact that Palermo specifically avoids duplicating Zappa tunes. Palermo asserts: “…it would be a waste of my time to try to replicate something that’s been done before. …My project has to be my personality or it would be false.” As Palermo explained to Jordan Hoffman in an interview:

“…my interpretations are inspired by my absolute love for FZ’s melodies and chord changes, and my desire to put them in a framework that best showcases those elements. It was Frank’s personality to arrange in a way that almost obscured the beauty of his melodies. That’s what made Frank such an original. He never sentimentalized his work. When I was a kid, I also loved the music of Todd Rundgren, who always sentimentalized his work. So, I think what I do is try to bring out the pathos in Frank’s music the way Todd did in his. …Zappa obscured a lot of his gorgeous melodies with weird sound effects that sound like belches and flatulence. He loved the fact that one had to see beyond the “ugliness” to get to the beauty.”

Palermo maintains that his approach was influenced by Todd Rundgren, Cannonball Adderley, Neil Young, Edgar Winter, Nelson Riddle, Charles Tolliver, Gene Ammons and “heavy-duty” Brian Wilson, as well as such classical composers as Prokofiev and Shostakovich. Works of art in their own right, his arrangements reinterpret Zappa’s tunes in an original and refreshing manner that makes Zappa’s music accessible to a wider public, without degrading its complexity or genius. The Washington Post recognized this when it reviewed the Ed Palermo Big Band’s 1st CD of Zappa’s music, called Plays the Music of Frank Zappa, released in 1997 on Astor Place Records:

“No doubt “Plays the Music of Frank Zappa” will come as a revelation to listeners who considered Frank Zappa nothing more than a rock-and-roll oddity – part maverick, part instigator, part farceur. But even fans familiar with the breadth and depth of his music-and his even more wide-ranging musical interests-are likely to view this album as an ear-opening experience. This is truly a work of imagination, after all. In arranging Zappa’s tunes for big band, alto saxophonist and guitarist Ed Palermo has thrown new light on his legacy while retaining the composer’s original melodic and harmonic designs…. Palermo…chose to leave out Zappa’s lyrics…it proved a wise decision. The music stands - and frequently swings - on its own.”
  –Mike Joyce, The Washington Post
Take Your Clothes Off When You Dance is the Ed Palermo Big Band’s 2nd CD of “Frank Zappa’s astonishingly beautiful and original music” [Palermo], and its 1st release on Cuneiform. It features Palermo’s stunning, jazz-oriented arrangements of 8 Zappa tunes (w/ one Jose Madera collaboration). The CD is primarily instrumental; Palermo believes that without lyrics, “the songs are more spacious and have more of a jazz feel;…the humor of Frank’s lyrics remain with the different instrumentations…” Despite the music’s complexity, Palermo’s incredibly skilled 16 piece band and two guest musicians play it with inspiration and apparent  ease. A brilliantly original and entertaining big band jazz CD, Take Your Clothes Off When You Dance shows that Zappa’s music has come of age, assimilated into the American songbook. It also reveals that Zappa, as an American rock composer, deserves to be recognized with as much respect as America’s other revered popular music composers, including jazz composers such as Duke Ellington, Charles Mingus, Thelonius Monk, Oliver Nelson, and popular song composers such as George Gershwin and Cole Porter.
Take Your Clothes Off When You Dance is part of Cuneiform’s “New American Masters” series, featuring bands that cover, arrange and/or create  new music inspired by great modern American composers, including Miles Davis, Captain Beefheart, and Frank Zappa. Cuneiform previously released 2 Cds – Upriver (2005) and Sky Garden (2004) – by Yo Miles!, a band led by Henry Kaiser and Wadada Leo Smith that focuses on the late work of Miles Davis. In 2005, Cuneiform released  Pork Chop Blue Around the Rind, a CD by the Captain Beefheart cover band, Fast ‘N’ Bulbous, led by  Gary Lucas and  Phillip Johnston. The Ed Palermo Big Band, Fast ‘N’ Bulbous and Yo Miles! are alike in that they are not tribute bands; they are cover bands that treat the Masters’ original music in new, highly original and often enlightening ways. All three bands have succeeded in raising public recognition that America has produced some of the 20th century’s best composers – and that great compositions can indeed be found in the genre of rock.

The Ed Palermo Big Band consists of:

Leader & arranger:

Ed Palermo

Trumpets: 

Ronnie Buttacavoli 

John Hines
Trombones: 

Charles Gordon 

Joe Fiedler 

Matt Ingman (bass)

Saxophones, Flutes, Clarinets: 

Cliff Lyons (alto) 

Phil Chester (alto) 

Ben Kono (tenor) 

Bill Straub (tenor) 

Barbara Cifelli (bari)
Rhythm Section/Vocalists: 

Bob Quaranta (piano); 

Ted Kooshian (synth) 

Paul Adamy (bass)

Ray Marchica (drums) 

Carl Restivo (guitar & vocals)

For more informtation, see

www.palermobigband.com

Guests on Take Your Clothes Off When You Dance: David Riekenberg (tenor sax), Emedin Rivera (percussion)

*************************************************************************************

If I may say one last thing here about the Zappa project: I truly hope to do this for a very long time because I believe that Frank's music is just as great as the music of Gershwin, Charles Ives, Samuel Barber, Cole Porter, Aaron Copland, and many other American composers. Because of his affiliation with the world of rock and roll, he might not be taken as seriously as those composers for some years to come. Regardless, I feel it's important to keep the legacy alive.

What Edgar Varese was to Frank Zappa, Frank Zappa is to me.

– Ed Palermo, interview with Jordan Hoffman, 3/15/99, Leisuresuit.net

*************************************************************************************

We asked Ed Palermo in May 2006  to tell us why he does what he does. Here’s what he said:

-----WHY FRANK ZAPPA

I saw Frank Zappa and the Mothers of Invention perform live for the first time in February of 1969. I was 14 years old and in love with rock and roll. Beatles, Stones, Beach Boys were among my favorite artists. Before seeing the Mothers live that first time, I was just starting to appreciate Zappa's first couple albums. But that performance in Philadelphia permanently altered my entire scope on music.

I never saw or heard anything so incredible in my life. And every time I attended future concerts, it was like seeing them for the first time. Zappa used to compose and rehearse relentlessly,  so his show was always changing.

When I became a professional musician, I changed my focus to jazz improvisation and composition, so a number of years went by where I didn't follow Zappa's career. When I rediscovered his music, I was astounded by how much I had missed. I had also realized what an impact his early work had on my own writing.

I had been leading a jazz big band since 1979, but I didn't arrange my first Zappa tune until 1988. Several years later, Frank passed away and it affected me deeply. I set out to arrange an hour's worth of his tunes for my big band to perform at our monthly gig at New York's Bitter End nightclub. The concert was extremely well-received,  so we spent the next 9 years performing Zappa's music at the Bottom Line, also in Manhattan. We added new arrangements every show.

Midway through the Bottom Line stint, we recorded our first CD of Zappa songs, "the ed palermo big band plays the music of frank zappa" which garnered rave reviews from Downbeat, Billboard and many other high-profile jazz magazines.

After nine years at the Bottom Line, my band took a couple years off, but was then approached to start a regular stint at New York's Iridium nightclub. It was then we were approached by Cuneiform records to record a new CD of Zappa music. I picked out 8 of my best arrangements I'd written since the release of my first Zappa CD, and played them every week at our steady gig at Iridium. By the time, we recorded it, the band was a well-oiled machine.

"Take Your Clothes Off When You Dance" is the best thing I've ever done in my entire career. The musicians feel the same way about their contributions to the CD as well.

Frank Zappa was one of the most prolific and original composers that ever lived. His music deserves to not only be heard, but reinterpreted, the same way other American greats have, like Duke Ellington, Cole Porter, and George Gershwin.

My intent has never been to replicate Frank's arrangements. This would be pointless. I wanted to explore the jazzier  side of Frank Zappa, and interpret it my way.

                                                                                                           – Ed Palermo, May 2006


