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   FILE UNDER:    JAZZ / IMPROVISATION

“…one of the most poetically concise improvisors in American music. … He describes his state of mind when he’s improvising in almost mystic terms, and in fact there’s probably little distinction between music and spirituality in Smith’s mind.”   – Coda

“…the message is a musical formulation of remembrance…” –  Wadada Leo Smith, speaking of Tabligh

 “…Smith is a quietist, a believer in the equivalence of sound and silence. … If anything, his sound has gotten more rareified – more airy.  …Smith’s Golden Quartet…explored open space and rode deep grooves, both.” – Kevin Whitehead, emusic
Lauded as “one of the most vital musicians on the planet” by Coda, Wadada Leo Smith is one of the most visionary, boldly original and artistically important figures in contemporary American jazz and free music, and one of the greatest trumpet players of all time.  As a composer, improvisor, performer, music theorist/writer and educator, Smith has devoted a lifetime to navigating the emotional heart, spiritual soul, social significance and physical structure of jazz – both free and composed – and world music to create new music of infinite possibility and nuance.  Early in his career, he invented a strikingly original music notational system called Ahkreanvention or Ankrasmation, which was radical for its time and remains revolutionary today.  Described as a  “musical language” or “notation system for scoring sound,  rhythm and silence, or for scoring improvisation”,  it remains the physical and philosophical foundation of his oeuvre.  Since the 1960s, when Smith became a founding member of AACM (Association for the Advancement of Creative Music) and debuted as a composer with “The Bell” on Anthony Braxton’s 1968  Three Compositions of New Jazz, he has released nearly 30 albums under either his own name or his bands’ on ECM, Moers, Black Saint and other labels, including numerous releases on his own Kabell label in the ‘70s-‘80s and on Tzadik, Pi Recordings and Cuneiform in the ‘90s and 2000s.  In recent years, a galaxy of new releases and reissues in a wide variety of projects have brought Smith wider attention and world-wide critical acclaim. When Tzadik released a boxed set of his early work in 2004, The Kabell Years 1971-79, All About Jazz  noted that “Having all this material in one spot establishes Wadada Leo Smith as a major musical force and verifies his important and lasting influence on succeeding generations.” Finally beginning to get the recognition due to, in All About Jazz’s words, “a living master”, Smith appeared on the cover of two of North America’s premier avant-garde jazz and improv magazines:  Signal to Noise  in Spring 2003 and Coda  in the Fall of 2004. In 2005, Smith’s music was spot-lit as the subject of a three-day Creative Music Festival held at RedCat in Los Angeles. The crowning highlight of that festival, headlining on November 19, was a concert by Wadada Leo Smith’s Golden Quartet, a musical project especially dear to his heart.  

This CD, Tabligh, the first release by Wadada Leo Smith’s Golden Quartet on Cuneiform, was taped live at the November 19th 2005 concert. The third CD by the Quartet, it is the first one to feature the group’s new acoustic-electric lineup:  Wadada Leo Smith on trumpet, Vijay Iyer on piano, Fender Rhodes and synthesizer, John Lindberg on bass, and Shannon Jackson on drums. Smith had brought these gifted composers/improvisers/performers together in 2004, and in the spring 2005 they did an extensive European tour. Their world premiere at the Banlieues Blues Festival was filmed by French filmmaker Jacques Goldstein for a documentary that originally aired on TV France, and has just been released as a double-DVD called Eclipse, part of by La Huit Productions’ Freedom Now! series.  While the DVD captured the overseas debut of this version of the Quartet, this CD features it performing on its home turf at a festival that Smith had founded a decade before, after it had spent time working and touring together. On Tabligh, the musicians converse like old friends, speaking Smith’s musical language with ease, their conversation rich with sonic nuance and emotional, spiritual and political resonance. They perform four of Smith’s compositions, including  “DeJohnette”,  a piece written for the drummer who had inspired Smith to form his Golden Quartet and had been in its first lineup. “DeJohnette” had appeared on Golden Quartet, the group’s 2000 debut CD on Tzadik; its  inclusion here is a tribute, a link between present and past, and an example of how Smith’s compositions can mutate to embrace new settings. “Rosa Parks” was written for the African American activist who had died in October, a month before the RedCat concert;  her refusal to ride in the back of a bus in 1955 – an act of civil disobedience – sparked the Civil Rights movement and the rise of Martin Luther King, and forecast the end of segregation in the US South. The final two songs, “Caravan of Winter” and “Tabligh”, were written as part of a collection of 11 compositions “exploring and elaborating on the Islamic practice of Zikr, or remembrance of Allah”, for a cross-cultural collaborative project commissioned by the Islamic World Initiative and the Lower Manhattan Cultural Council.  As performed by Wadada Leo Smith’s Golden Quartet, the music on the Tabligh CD is both riveting and reverent, offering breathtaking vistas across and interpretations of a jazz landscape that encompasses sound as well as silence, abstraction as well as grooves. In both its form and its content, the music on  Tabligh is one of the purest expressions of Smith’s creative ideals. 

Since its Los Angeles appearance in 2005,  Wadada Leo Smith’s Golden Quartet has performed worldwide at a number of prestigious music festivals.  In Dec. 2005, it performed as part of a concert series devoted to the AACM,  called “Ancient to the Future,” presented at Philadelphia’s International House.  In 2006, the group played at the NorthSea Jazz Festival and the Barnevelder Movement Arts Complex in Houston with a different lineup (Smith,  Lindberg, guitarist Woody Lee Aplnalp, and drummers Nasheet Waits and Famoudo Don Moye).  This year, Wadada Leo Smith’s Golden Quartet – with Iyer–piano, Lindberg–bass, and Art Ensemble of Chicago member Famoudo Don Moye–drums  (the lineup of Tabligh  except for the drummer) – will play on the main stage June 13, 2008 at the Vision Festival XIII in NYC – THE premier festival for improvised music in the USA.

Smith’s Golden Quartet has performed twice as part of Smith’s cross-cultural collaborative performance project for double ensembles, called “Tabligh: The Garden of the Heart and the Soul”.  The first performance, in collaboration with Iranian musician Alan Kushan and his group, Rumi’s Disciple, took place in NYC’s Merkin Concert Hall in December 1, 2005. For the second performance, the Golden Quartet collaborated with a Turkish trio led by Süleyman Erguner at the Istanbul AkBank Jazz Festival in Turkey in  October 2006.

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

"The quartet form is the purest foundation of musical expression in the western, jazz and creative music traditions. Furthermore, it has a capacity to articulate the artistic, psychological and emotional spectrum unmatched by any other ensemble, possibly even greater and more complete than the orchestra. “ 
   – Wadada Leo Smith, quoted in the RedCat announcement for 11/19/05 Golden Quartet performance  

HISTORY OF THE  GOLDEN QUARTET: 1ST LINEUP:  JACK DEJOHNETTE,  ANTHONY DAVIS,  MALACHI FAVORS MAGHOSTUT

Out of all the musical formats that Smith has explored, in a career spanning nearly a half-century in creative music, he states that: “The quartet form is the purest foundation of musical expression both in Western creative music and creative American music.”  He launched Wadada Leo Smith’s Golden Quartet in January 2000, fulfilling a dream he had carried for 30 years to assemble a quartet to perform his own music, composed of musicians who brought out his best. An impromptu experience of improvising with Jack DeJohnette, in Chicago for a show during the late 60’s, had sparked the idea. Smith recalled in an interview with Fred Jung that: 
“Muhal Richard Abrams…invited me over to hang out with him and Jack because they were buddies. I went…and we played. We played a long, long time. We played some very explosive, experimental, creative improvised music in the moment there.”

He told  Howard Mandel that “….it was the first time I played with a drummer who had a sensibility where I didn’t feel like counting, I didn’t have to…everything came very naturally. And in the back of my head I started dreaming that I was going to play  with this guy one day in the context of my music.”

For the initial lineup of his Golden Quartet, Smith assembled DeJohnette and two other musicians with connections to his past: pianist Anthony Davis and bassist Malachi Favors Maghostutan. Later that year, Wadada Leo Smith’s Golden Quartet released its first recording, called Golden Quartet, on Tzadik. Opening with the track, “DeJohnette,” the CD featured 5 cuts, including one for Smith’s wife, Harumi; a memorial to Lester Bowie; and several mystically titled tunes.  Critics praised it as one of Smith’s most accessible works, and one of his best projects as both a bandleader/composer  and performer/improvisor. The All Music Guide called Golden Quartet “an album of excellent jazz that is so fresh and well executed as to define and remind what’s great about listening to the music”, and called it “Smith’s strongest date as a leader in quite some time and certainly is his best among his releases on Tzadik.” One Final Note noted the CD’s “immediate accessibility” stating that: “The music Smith crafted for the quartet rests resolutely in the realm of free jazz, but retains a firm melodic grounding for the players to improvise around.”  But most impressive, it said, was Smith’s masterful performance on trumpet:
…Smith not only realizes a long-standing goal of working/recording with several of his peers, he also tests out a phonetic methodology  on his brass that is all his own. In doing the latter he attains an artistry most musicians only dream of—a perfected personal approach to one's instrument both as a solo and ensemble voice. It's a pleasure to be witness to his achievement.”

Following its recorded debut, the Golden Quartet performed several high-profile concerts. On Feb. 16, 2001, it played in the University of Georgia’s state-of-the-art, 1,1000 seat Hugh Hodgson Concert Hall, and that summer it performed at the Gulbenkian Jazz Fest in Portugal. The following summer, the Golden Quartet was selected to fill the role that Sun Ra’s Arkhestra had occupied a decade before, and on August 11, 2002 it shared the Summerstage stage of NYC’s Central Park’s with legendary rock/noise band Sonic Youth. The New York Times noted that Sonic Youth, whose music “fills a room with hyperactive overtones”, was “sharing the bill with Wadada Leo Smith, the trumpeter who has been a mentor to many improvisors” to “bring out its kinship with avant-garde jazz.” The NYC concert united avant rock and free jazz audiences under a single avant-garde banner, capturing the notice of the genre-defiant webzine Dusted.
In September 2002, the Golden Quartet released its second CD, The Year of the Elephant, on Pi Recordings. In a 4 star review, Pulse! called the group “…Golden indeed; the band’s ethereal textures and incisive lyricism sound like no one else” and noted that “This all-star band should draw some much-deserved attention.” Indeed, Year of the Elephant appeared on numerous “best of year” lists and received an astounding amount of press attention from such prestigious quarters as the BBC, who called it “… exploratory, passionate jazz that’s made with love and skill by four singular talents; a supergroup in the truest sense of the word. Recommended.” Jazz Times  noted that: “…even though this is only the second recording by The Golden Quartet, the band is already breaking new ground.”  Smith was thrilled with the group’s progress. Interviewed by Howard Mandel for Signal to Noise, he explained that:

“This band is dealing with my language. They come together to do that, and each makes a great contribution to do that and not really be dealing with their own concepts at all. That’s intentional, because when we made the band the idea was to have Wadada Leo Smith’s Golden Quartet, to  explore the things I’m doing – an experiment originally to see where it would go. It went someplace where it was not only pleasing but shattering for me. For the first time in 40 some years my music was played not only on the highest technical level but also at the most creative level. And as a result of that, my 2003 New Year’s resolution was to play more music, perform more often, with this band.”
SMITH’S MUSICAL ACTIVITIES 2003-2004 

2003 and 2004 were  momentous years for Smith, both professionally and in his personal life. The composer appeared on the cover of two of North America’s biggest magazines devoted to improvisation and avant jazz: on the cover of Signal to Noise in 2003, and of Coda in 2004. He was leading three ensembles: Golden Quartet, Silver Orchestra (saxophonist John Zorn; drummers Susie Ibarra, Gerald Cleaver, and Kwaku Kwaakye Obeng; pianists Craig Taborn, Jamie Saft, Anthony Coleman, and Yuko Fujiama; bassists John Lindberg and Wes Brown; violinist Jennifer Choi; cellist Erik Friedlander; guitarist Marc Ribot; and tuba player Marcus Rojas), and an all-electric trio, Blue (Smith on electric trumpet, drummer Shannon Jackson, and Braxton’s son Tyondai on electronically-processed guitar and vocals).  He released a series of new recordings on Tzadik, Pi, Cambria, Thirsty Ear and Cuneiform, that showcased his broad range of current musical activities, from solo performance to big bands, and from acoustic, to electro-acoustic and electronic music. Among others, these CDs included a duo with Anthony Braxton; a trio with Zorn and drummer Susie Ibarra; Lake Biwa, his first Silver Orchestra recording; and Sweetness of the Water  with English electronic musicians Spring Heel Jack. Most notable of all these releases was The Kabell Years 1971-1979,  a monumental, 4-CD boxed set issued in  2004 by Tzadik that summarized Smith’s early career. It contained reissues of the solo albums Smith released on his own label, Kabell; a reissue of Reflectivity  by New Dalta Ahkri, Smith’s 1970s band with Anthony Davis. and a booklet with essays by Zorn, Davis, and Kaiser. Exposing his early work to wider audiences, The Kabell Years made Smith’s role in American creative music self-evident, established him as a living master, and introduced his early work to younger generations. Giving the boxed set 4.5/5 stars, the All Music Guide  stated: “This is a monumentally important addition to the recorded library of avant-garde music and should be considered a necessary part of any enthusiasts’ shelf.” Discussing these early works, former Coda editor Bill Smith noted that :

“… his music, for all its newness, is steeped in the blues, his sound and approach recognizable in the first note of every piece, his character and concept so strong that there can be no mistaking him. This is material that every “student” of trumpet, or indeed improvisation, should be procuring, for it contacts all the elements of greatness: tone, technique, beauty, creativity, variety, and perhaps most importantly – originality.”

YO MILES! RELEASES AND CUNEIFORM

In addition to these other projects, Smith began working with Cuneiform Records. In 2004, Cuneiform released the second double-disc recording by Yo Miles!, called Sky Garden, and in 2005 it released Upriver, the third.  Yo Miles! was a group co-led by Smith and guitarist Henry Kaiser that explored, experimented with and expanded upon the dynamic system of creating music (‘Directions in Music’) that Miles Davis pioneered in his late years as an alternative to fusion; it avoided replicating Miles’ music. With its first release on Schanachie, the project introduced Smith to broader  audiences. Critics maintained that it made Smith’s status as a master trumpeter ​– an equal to Miles– self-evident, while illustrating by comparison how Smith’s sound was unique and distinct. Downbeat noted that: “Smith meets the challenge of playing Davis’ role... he’s a commanding presence, invoking Davis but preserving his own identity.” The Wire  stated that:

“Wadada Leo Smith was easily the most compelling of the post-Davis trumpeters until Dave Douglas came along, and he still hasn’t given up his place. Harmonically subtler than Davis and with a broader repertoire of attacks and tones, he adds to the language of Davis’ electric period rather than merely wiring into it.  …Yes, carry on wading through the Jack Johnson sessions if you want some insight into how Miles worked, but if you want to see where his example leads us, this is the way to go.”  

DEATH OF MALACHI FAVORS MAGHOSTUT

Amidst all this positive activity, came a tremendous personal loss: on Jan. 30, 2004, Malachi Favors Maghostut died from pancreatic cancer. Favors and Smith were longtime associates; both were founding members of AACM and had played together in 1969 on a Roscoe Mitchell recording. At the time of his death, Favors was a member of both Smith’s Golden Quartet and his Reflectivity Trio (3/4 of the  Golden Quartet), which had recently re-recorded Smith’s 1970s Reflectivity  album. Following Favor’s death, Smith decided to reform the Golden Quartet, disassembling the former acoustic group and assembling a new lineup to incorporate more electronic elements into its sound.

SECOND  LINEUP OF WADADA LEO SMITH’S GOLDEN QUARTET:  VIJAY IYERS,  SHANNON JACKSON,  JOHN LINDBERG

Smith announced the new electro-acoustic lineup of his Golden Quartet in a Sept. 30, 2004 interview with Fred Jung in All About Jazz.. It consisted  of John Lindberg (bass), Vijay Iyers (piano) and Shannon Jackson (drums), each of whom was well known in the creative music/free jazz/new jazz communities for their own original music. Each was a composer/improvisor/player – a creative musician – who led his own ensembles, had extensive discographies, and who strove to expand the idiom of jazz in his own music, by incorporating elements from other genres (rock, classical, and popular African American styles like funk and hip-hop) as well as non-Western musics (African, Asian, etc).  Each of these players was also in-demand as a sidemen who could work in both composed and improvised, and acoustic as well as electric projects, as proven by their lengthy and wide-ranging discographies as sideman. 

Smith and Lindberg had known each other since the late 1970s, at the start of the bass player’s career;  Lindberg recalled that:  “Leo taught me how to use space in music when I first got to New York”.  Lindberg attended Woodstock, NY’s Creative Music Studios, an innovative school dedicated to the common ground between jazz and world musics where Smith had taught, and later moved to NYC where he began to work extensively with Anthony Braxton, Smith’s longtime collaborator. Smith met Lindberg through Braxton; they played together in Braxton’s Creative Orchestra (Köln) in 1978. A prolific composer/improvisor and ceaseless performer, Lindberg  subsequently co-founded the String Trio of New York, led numerous ensembles of his own, and served as a sideman on numerous projects. Lindberg and Smith began working on each other’s larger projects and doing numerous performances together as a duo in the 2000s. In 2000, Smith recorded two albums as a member of the John Lindberg Ensemble (with Larry Ochs and Andrew Cyrille): A Tree Frog Tonality (“mysterious and haunting, which much emphasis on space, timbre and dynamics.”– Jazzmatazz) and The Cat Bird Sings.  And in 2004, Lindberg played in Wadada Leo Smith’s Silver Orchestra, recording on Lake Biwa. 

Smith had long admired the music of Shannon Jackson, which he knew through Jackson’s albums, and stated that “his drumming is one of the best.”  Jackson, like Smith, had southern roots (Texas for Jackson, Mississippi for Smith) and boyhood marching band experience; both had had traveled widely, moved north, immersed themselves in the world of free jazz, and begun creating highly original music. Jackson began his music career in NYC working with a pantheon of free jazz legends: Albert Ayler –Jackson’s key formative influence – Cecil Taylor, Ornette Coleman and Charles Mingus. No other drummer worked for all of these figures, and indeed,  Jackson was lauded as “The Future of Jazz Drumming” in a feature article in Musician magazine. Equally comfortable with composed and improvised, and acoustic and electric musics, Jackson was the drummer that Coleman chose when he was incorporating electric elements in his music in his Prime Time band. Jackson’s own band, the Decoding Society, juxtaposed improv and structured music, and jazz with funk and rock – what some called “free funk” or punk/funk - and was a fixture on the early downtown New York scene. Interested in non-Western music, Jackson studied drums in Africa, and toured around the world with various groups. He worked with both jazz and avant-rock musicians, including numerous electric groups, playing with such musicians as James “Blood” Ulmer, Sunny Sharrock, Fred Frith, John Zorn, Peter Brotzmann and doing numerous projects with bassist/ electronic musician/ producer Bill Laswell. Besides the Golden Quartet, Smith recruited Jackson for Blue (Blue Carbon),  an electric trio that played at FONT (Festival of New Trumpet Music) at Tonic in August 2004. 

Smith had met Vijay Iyer at one of the concerts that the pianist gave in California.  Impressed by his performance as well as his CDs, he asked him to join his Golden Quartet,  Smith has called Iyer “the greatest of the young composer/performers that I have performed with. His music in GQ and his CDs are always powerful.”  Iyer, one of the fastest rising young stars on the jazz scene today, had attended graduate school in California, at UCLA-Berkely, where he began his music career in the mid-90s involved in the Asian Improv Arts movement and playing and recording in the Mystic Rhythm Society led by M-Base pioneer, Steve Coleman. As a student, Iyer was interested both academically and musically in M-Base, a system of creating music that placed equal emphasis on composition and improvisation and incorporated non-Western musical structures.  Since then, Iyer has released numerous highly acclaimed CDs as a composer/ improvisor/ player  on various labels; in 2003, when Iyer won the prestigious CalArts Alpert Award in the Arts, both he and Smith had recordings in their own groups on the same label, Pi Recordings – a label devoted to “American composers with unique and defining voices.”

SECOND LINEUP OF GOLDEN QUARTET :  SPRING 2005  EUROPEAN TOUR,  ECLIPSE DVD, TABLIGH CD

With its new acoustic-electric lineup, Wadada Leo Smith’s Golden Quartet did a two week European tour in Spring 2005. The lineup of Smith, Lindberg, Jackson and Iyer, made its stage debut at the Banlieues Bleues Festival on March 31, outside of Paris. Filmmaker Jacques Goldstein captured the show on film and created a documentary that was shown to French audiences in 2005 on TV France. The documentary video, called Eclipse, would eventually become the Golden Quartet’s 3rd release and its first DVD. It was released in 2008 as a 2-disc DVD, part of La Huit Productions’ Freedom Now!  series, dedicated to the work of masters of contemporary jazz, improvisation and other creative musics. After playing at Banlieues, the Golden Quartet played in the Netherlands (Amsterdam), Germany (Gtersloh), Italy (Rome, Padua, and Florence); and Austria (Vienna and Wels).  

On November 19, the Golden Quartet made its West Coast debut, headlining the 2005 CalArts Creative Music Festival held at RedCat (Roy & Edna Disney CalArts Theater). Dedicated that year to the music of Wadada Leo Smith, the festival opened on Nov. 17 with Smith playing with electronic sound artist Hardedge (turntables and electronics). Night two featured performances of several Smith works, by Smith in various groupings  (including a duet and a an ensemble of four laptops, trumpet and percussion) with Vinny Golia, David Rosenboom, Adam Rudolph, Barry Schrader and Dorothy Stone, and Thomas Buckner.

A live recording made of the Golden Quartet’s performance at the Creative Music Festival became the Cuneiform release called Tabligh, the group’s third CD and its first to feature the acoustic-electric lineup.  On Tabligh, the Golden Quartet, described in the Festival’s promotional literature as “an acoustic-electric ensemble experimenting with [Smith’s] new language for creative music”, perform some of Smith’s most evocative and compelling music.  Featuring two tracks that Smith composed for a larger, cross-cultural collaborative project with musicians from Islamic/Sufi musical traditions, and two tracks dedicated to Rosa Parks and Jack DeJohnette, Smith notes that “the message is a musical formulation of remembrance, very much like the Sufi’s Orders/ Tariqah.” On Tabligh, Wadada Leo Smith’s music – and its message, as conveyed by the Golden Quartet –  is compelling and sincere.

WADADA LEO SMITH’S MUSIC FOR  DOUBLE ENSEMBLES:   “TABLIGH: GARDEN OF THE HEART AND SOUL”
Two pieces on the Tabligh CD, “Caravan of Winter” and  “Tabligh”, were written as part of a commission that Smith received from the Islamic World Initiative and the Lower Manhattan Cultural Council. For the project, called “Tabligh: Garden of the Heart and Soul”, Smith wrote 11 compositions that would be developed collaboratively by two composers, and realized in performance by two ensembles coming from different traditions of improvisation – one African American and one Islamic Sufi –   but working together on one stage. The compositions would explore the concept of Zikr – the remembrance of God – as the foundation of “a musical language that is devotional or mystical in nature.” The purpose “is not the find the mythical “common ground”…but rather as a means of exploring new forms of musical expression that have relevance to the world today. It is often through the contrast of ancient and contemporary ideas that new directions are formed in the performing arts, and, indeed, in the world of ideas at large.”

Smith’s project for double quartet has thus far been performed twice.  On Dec. 1, 2005, two weeks after the Golden Quartet performed in LA at RedCat, the world premier of  “Tabligh: The Garden of the Heart and Soul”, was presented in NYC by the World Music Institute. It featured Smith and his Golden Quartet of Iyer, Lindberg, and Nasheet Waits sitting in for Jackson, collaborating with Iranian musician Alan Kushan, a prominent figure in world music, and his group, Rumi’s Disciple [Alan Kushan-santur, voice, Amir Koushkani-tar, sitar, voice and Saam Schlamminger-tonbak, daff]. The performance – described as  “a modern take on Persian classical music and Sufi devotional practice” – was  reviewed by the New York Times. 

On Oct. 14, 2006, the double ensemble project performed at the Istanbul Akbank Jazz Festival. For the Istanbul performance, Smith’s Golden Quartet included Smith and Lindberg, with Woody Lee Aplnalp (guitar & electronics) and Famoudo Don Moye (drums). It collaborated with a trio of traditional Turkish/Sufi musicians led by Süleyuman Erguner, the foremost ney player of his generation, with Ahmet Baran (kanun) and Mert Nar (darbuka, def). Reviewing the festival, Signal to Noise, noted that:

 “the crown jewel was Tabligh, a joint project by Wadada Leo Smith and Süleyman Erguner well described as:  ‘In the garden of the heart and soul, music for double ensembles.’ …The audience in the huge and comfortable Cemal Resit Rey concert hall received the performance with loud applause and cheering, now let’s hope that other presenters will take it from here.” 

In his project narrative for the double ensemble project, Smith, a devout Muslim, notes that he sees Tabligh as “the first part of a larger project that should eventually take these two ensembles to various countries within the Islamic world. The artists involved are particularly interested in extending the dialogue of collaboration with other artists in the Muslim world beyond the borders of the United States – in particular within countries with active musical communities that employ the concept of Zikr in music.”

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

WHAT WADADA LEO SMITH HAS SAID ABOUT HIS MUSIC IN THE PRESS:

on the AACM and  Miles Davis 

“…“We wanted to change ourselves,” says Wadada Leo Smith. “And then we wanted to change our society.”

 “…he cites Miles Davis’ Kind of Blue  as the precursor to the AACM’s experiments. Miles, according to Smith, “reduced all of the crap that bebop had put into the music, and made it so that you could actually articulate ideas as opposed to technique. Listen to any bebop player, Charlie Parker straight on across. You’ll find that they have more of an exhibitionist approach to ideas.”

–Shaun Brady, “Golden Age: Wadada Leo Smith on how far the AACM – and society – have come,” Philadelphia City Paper, Dec. 1, 2005
on tone/ timbre/air thrust, Louis Armstrong and Miles Davis:

 “That’s the thing everybody has missed in my music.” He said. “That doesn’t mean I’m sounding like him [Louis Armstrong] but the deepest influence on me is the process of how the air thrust goes into the mouthpiece. Louis Armstrong had a very powerful air thrust, and so did Miles Davis, and so does Wadada Leo Smith. Very few people have that. That’s what develops tone – the difference between how your diaphragm is fixed, and how it projects or missiles the air through your chops through the mouthpiece. That’s what I learned most from Louis Armstrong: How you use power and range and stamina. And the other part: the ability to execute very sharp and clear.

“You mentioned my interest in tone, timbre: That’s the air thrust. It really is. The tone is a composite, and if the air thrust is mighty and powerful, it has a lot of elements that go into the composite. If it’s kind of a European tone…where it’s done without any pressure – a small part of the embouchure is used to make it. With big air thrust you have to use a wider area of your embouchure, so you have the option of great contrast and great flexibility.

“Don Cherry has a small air thrust, but what saved him and made him so beautiful was his ideas. Dizzy [Gillespie[, he dissipated his composite, he put part of it in his cheeks, but the air thrust has to be like a missile. ….”

–Wadada Leo Smith, as quoted by Howard Mandel, “Yo, Wadada! Leo Smith’s Long Pilgrimage,” Signal to Noise, Spring 2003.
on space/simplicity/silence:

“FJ …You don’t play many frivolous notes.

WLS: Sometimes I do, but I still always observe the fact that there is room to allow for reflection and that is what happens when you use space. It allows the material that you are actually unfolding and unveiling to catch it up and expand it, both for the listener and the player. The other thing it does is that it has a kind of day and night relationship. I like to reveal both of these levels…of vibrations, which is noise and stuff that is really heavy and the silent impact, which is also vibrations, but of a different level….”

– Wadada Leo Smith in an interview with Fred Jung, “A Fireside Chat with Wadada Leo Smith,” Jazz Weekly
FURTHER BACKGROUND ON THE MEMBERS OF THE GOLDEN QUARTET

WADADA LEO SMITH / LEO SMITH / ISHMAEL WADADA LEO SMITH
http://music.calarts.edu/~wls/ - www.myspace.com/wadadaleosmith  


One of the most original and important voices in American jazz, Wadada Leo Smith, also called Ishmael Wadada Leo Smith or Leo Smith, is a trumpet player, multi-instrumentalist, composer, improvisor, educator and music theorist/writer. A Mississippi native whose first musical experience was in marching and blues bands, Smith began playing trumpet when he was 12, encouraged by his stepfather, the blues guitarist Alex Wallace. After high school, Smith joined the Army, traveling overseas while playing in military bands. Smith moved to Chicago in the 1960s, where he studied at the Sherwood School of Music (1967-9), became a founding member of AACM (Association or the Advancement of Creative Music) and played in the Creative Construction Company (with Anthony Braxton, Leroy Jenkins, Muhal Richard Abrams, Richard Davis, and Steve McCall.) In the ‘70s, he moved to New Haven, Connecticut, where he founded a label to release his own music, Kabell, and a band, New Dalta Ahkri (Smith, Oliver Lake, Wes Brown, Henry Threadgill, Anthony Davis). Smith studied world music at Wesleyan University (1975-6) and independently began to develop and carefully document a unique system of musical notation, called Ahkreanvention and later, Ankhrasmation”, that would underlay all of Smith’s original music.

Since Creative Music–1., his first album under his own name, came out in 1972, Smith has released nearly 30 albums either under his own name or his bands’ on ECM, Moers, Black Saint and other labels. In addition to his own works, he has worked and recorded with numerous other artists, including Muhal Richard Abrams, Carla Bley, Anthony Braxton (“I have never known a time when Leo Smith was not developing something…The man is a genius.”), Marion Brown, Jeb Bishop, Leroy Jenkins, Cecil Taylor, Don Cherry, and Anthony Davis, (who called Smith “one of the unsung heroes of American music.”) In recent years, having settling in the Los Angeles area in the 1990s, Smith has unleashed a torrent of critically acclaimed releases that are as striking for their diversity as for the purity of artistic vision uniting them all. In 2004, Tzadik released a 4-CD boxed set of Smith’s early work, called The Kabell Years, 1971-79.  Giving it “4.5/5 stars.”, the All Music Guide  stated that “This is a monumentally important addition to the recorded library of avant-garde music and should be considered a necessary part of any enthusiasts’ shelf.”  Most recently, Smith has released duo recordings with free jazz drummer Gunter Baby Sommer on Intakt and jazz/world music percussionist Adam Rudolph on Meta/Kabell, and released an acoustic/electronic project with Walter Quintus & others on the Leo label.

Smith has published pamphlets on his music theories and won numerous grants and awards as a composer (Meet the Composer, NEA, etc). His compositions have been performed by numerous contemporary music ensembles, including the Kronos Quartet and AACM. Smith taught at several colleges (U. of New Haven, Bard College, Woodstock’s Creative Music Studio) in the Northeast prior to moving to California in 1993, as the first person to assume the Dizzy Gillespie Chair at CalArts (California Institute of the Arts-Valencia). Currently, Smith is Director of African American Improvisational Music Program at CalArts - Valencia. Smith founded the Creative Music Festival at CalArts around 1995, and served as its curator over the years.  In 2005, he received the Jazz Journalist Association’s Award for Lifetime Achievement in Jazz Education. 
For additional information on Wadada Leo Smith:

– Howard Mandel, “Yo, Wadada! Leo Smith’s Long Pilgrimage,” Signal to Noise  COVER STORY, Spring 2003.

– Ed Hazell, “Wadada Leo Smith: Then and Now”, Coda,  COVER STORY, Sept.-Oct.  2004

– Bill Smith, “Wadada Leo Smith: Then and Now”, Coda,  COVER STORY. Sept.-Oct.  2004

– Piero Scaruffi, “Leo Smith”, 2006, www.scaruffi.com/jazz/lsmith.html
– Matthew Sumera, “Wadada Leo Smith: The OFN Interview”, April 2005, One Final Note
– “Fireside Chat with Wadada Leo Smith” by  Fred Jung, Jazz Weekly, 1997 +2001 , , All About Jazz, 2004

– Wadada Leo Smith on All Music Guide, www.allmusic.com

– Richard Cook (Ed.), Brian Morton (Ed.,) Penguin’s Guide To Jazz, Penguin Group

SHANNON JACKSON / RONALD SHANNON JACKSON

www.ronaldshannonjackson.com
Shannon Jackson, also known as Ronald Shannon Jackson, is one of the most distinctive drummers, composers and bandleaders in jazz. Born in Fort Worth, Texas in 1940, to music loving parents – his father owned a record store and jukebox business, and his mother was a church organist, he began piano lessons at age five before switching to drums in high school, where he studied under  Ornette Coleman’s former teacher, G.A. Baxter, and played in the award winning I.M. Terrell High School marching band. By age 15, he was playing jazz and R&B shows in Dallas with James Clay and Leroy Cooper, members of the Ray Charles band.  Jackson studied history and sociology at several universities before moving to NYC to attend the New York College of Music. 

Jackson began his professional music career playing with NYC’s most legendary free jazz icons: Ayler, Mingus, Taylor, and Coleman. In 1966, his first year in NYC, Jackson made his first studio recording, playing on an ESP album with the Charles Tyler Ensemble. Free jazz saxophonist Albert Ayler observed the recording session, and asked Jackson to join his band. Ayler, biographer Jeff Schwartz quotes Jackson as saying:

“I'd been playing…a lot…but never with someone who told me to play everything I could possibly play. It blew my mind. I could try anything. All four mediums--both feet, both hands--used to the maximum, with total concentration in each one. You know, the whole set-up was so massive: the total spiritual self, which can be a million different things at one time, but trying to make it concise and particular at a given moment. It was like someone taking a plug out of a dam.“

Jackson also played with Charles Mingus but stopped after scheduling conflicts wth Ayler arose; recalls Jackson: “I'd already been bitten by this Albert Ayler bug--he had such presence, he could play just two notes in a club and everybody would have to stop to listen--so I went to work for Albert.” Through Mingus, Jackson got a job playing with Betty Carter. He also played with Ray Bryant. In 1975, he became the drummer for Ornette Coleman’s Prime Time (with Jamaaladeen Tacuma and Bern Nix), recording two albums. Jackson also began working with Cecil Taylor, with whom he recorded at least 4 albums for New World/Columbia and other labels. Of Shannon’s work with Taylor, critic Gary Giddins wrote, “Here was a drummer whose notion of freedom did not preclude a devotion to dance-beat rhythms – who transcended the strictures of countable time without vitiating his determination to swing.” By 1980, Jackson had also begun collaborating with guitarist, James ‘Blood’ Ulmer and his Music Revelation Ensemble, whose albums on Rough Trade/RCA and Blue Note helped introduce Jackson to wider audiences in the USA and overseas. 

In 1979, Jackson founded his own band, the Decoding Society, which released 10 albums in the 1980s and 1990s, toured widely in the US and Europe, and became a staple of the Downtown NY genre-busting scene that revolved around CBGB’s and later, the Knitting Factory. By 1981, a major US music magazine, Musician, was lauding Jackson in a feature article, titled: Ronald Shannon Jackson: the Future of Jazz Drumming." 
Besides working on his own projects, Jackson has played with numerous other members of NYC’s Downtown NYC avant-garde scene. Jackson made numerous recordings as a member of Power Tools (trio with Bill Frissell and Melvin Gibbs) and Last Exit (with Peter Brotzman and Sonny Sharrock), and has worked with bassist/’electronic musician/producer Bill Laswell. Albert Mangelsdorf, Fred Frith, John Zorn, and numerous others, including Wadada Leo Smith’s Golden Quartet. Most recently, Jackson is touring in the Punk-Funk All Stars, a band consisting of stars from the free funk or punk funk jazz scenes, including Reid, Gibbs, Ullmer, Joseph Bowie)

As a composer, Jackson has won NEA jazz composer grants, Meet the Composer Awards, and jazz awards in Japan and Malaysia. As educator, he has given seminars and performances at universities throughout the US and across Asia. Jackson has also participated in Creative Music Studio program, 

Additional sources: www.fortworthjazz.com, www.scaruffi.com/jazz/jackson.html, vermontreview.tripod.com/CD%20Reviews/knitclassics2.htm
JOHN LINDBERG 


www.johnlindberg.com 

A composer/improvisor, bass player and producer, John Lindberg was born in 1959 in Royal Oak, Michigan. He studied music with saxophonist Roscoe Mitchell and began playing in a string trio when he was 14. In 1975, he attended Woodstock, NY’s Creative Music Studio, which Karl Berger, Ingrid Sertso and Ornette Coleman had founded for the “research and practice of elements common to all music.” Lindberg began working professionally as a musician when he was 16; after playing weekly gigs in Woodstock, he moved to Kansas City and then Miami for music gigs. In 1977 Lindberg  moved to NYC, where he studied bass with Dave Holland and David Izenzon (who played with Ornette Coleman and died in 1979) and immersed himself in the city’s jazz and free music scene

In NY, Lindberg  made his recorded debut  in 1977 on the Frank Lowe Orchestra’s Lowe and Beyond, playing with Joseph Bowie, John Zorn, Eugene Chadbourne, Billy Bang, Butch Morris and others. He worked and recorded two albums with the Human Art Ensemble, a musical cooperative loosely associated with AACM and Black Artists Group that included Luther Thomas, Charles ‘Bobo’ Shaw and others. Most significantly, Lindberg began a long-term working relationship with free jazz saxophonist and AACM founder Anthony Braxton. Lindberg first recorded with Braxton’s Creative Orchestra in 1978 in Cologne, Germany, playing alongside Wadada Leo Smith, Marilyn Crispell, Vinny Golia, and others. He subsequently appeared on 5 other Braxton recordings (including a duo) between 1978-85, released on Hat-Hut, Moers. Black Saint and other labels. 

In 1977, Lindberg co-founded the String Trio of New York with violinist Billy Bang and guitarist James Emery. A critically-acclaimed, avant-garde chamber jazz ensemble, the String Trio plays original music as well as works by new and ‘classic’ jazz masters, and has released 16 recordings on Black Saint, Omnitone, Stash and other labels. In 1980, Lindberg released his first solo album, Comin’ and Goin’. Since then, Lindberg, a prolific composer, has released 20 albums under his own name, either as a collaborator (duo/trio) or as a bandleader, with such musicians as Marty Ehrlich, Hugh Ragin, Steve Lacy, Eric Watson and  George Lewis, Albert Mangelsdorf, Dave Douglas, Ed Thigpen, Larry Ochs, Wadada Leo Smith, Andrew Cyrille, Steve Gorn, and Susie Ibarra, released on Leo, Cecma, Black Saint, West Wind, Soul Note, Between the Lines and other labels. In 2000, his John Lindberg Ensemble included Smith, Andrew Cyrille, and Larry Ochs, and made two recordings, A Cat Bird Sings and A Tree Frog Tonality. In 2002 , his World Star Quartet (with Baikida Carroll, Gorn, and Ibarra) released an homage to composers Charles Ives and Louis Moreau Gottschalk. Most recently, Lindberg has branched into filmmaking as a writer/producer, and in 2007 released JazzHopRevolution, a CD/DVD collaboration with hip-hop artist Rahman Jamaal and drummer Tani Tabbal. Bass Walk, a film by Lindberg and Burrill Crohn will be released by Lindy’s Film and Recording Editions. A ceaseless performer, Lindberg has performed in various groups or solo in the US, Europe, Middle East and Asia, and playing at numerous jazz festival across the globe, from Finland’s Tampere Jazz Happening to Argentina’s Mardel Jazz Festival. In July 2006, Lindberg played at the inauguration of the Ismet Siral Creative Music Studio in Istanbul, with Marilyn Crispell, Trilok Gurtu, Henry Grimes and others. He performed in a duo with Smith in Philadelphia in 2001, and in Baltimore in 2005. 

Besides his own various projects and the String Trio of New York, Lindberg has appeared as a sideman on at least 30 records. During the 1980s, he played on recordings by Keshavan Maslak (2 albums), Tim Berne, Tony Coe, the Sunny Murray Quintet, and Das Pferd; during the 1990s, he did an album with the Eric Watson Trio and began recording with Karl Berger. In the early 2000s, he played on recordings by Berger, Susie Ibarra, Jean Nametz, Kevin Norton, and Larry Chernicoff. Lindberg currently plays with Wadada Leo Smith’s Golden Quartet and Smith’s Silver Orchestra, which recorded Lake Biwa in 2004. 

In addition, Lindberg leads an active career as a teacher and is currently Chair of the Music Dept at Minnesota State University. An innovative educator, created a program linking music and the other humanities, called Human Residency, and teaches a popular course “Words and Sounds” – that connects literature and music. A highly prolific composer, he has received dozens of commissions from around the globe (Meet the Composer, West Deutsch Radio Koln, the New York Chamber Ensemble), and fellowships from the NEA and Arts International. In addition, Lindberg has receive numerous awards, ASCAP Special Award, the Mary Flagler Cary Charitable Trust, and others, including Chile’s Diploma de Honor. 

Additional sources: www.metrotimes.com/editorial/story.asp?id=4084, www.pointofdeparture.org/archives/PoD-8/PoD8TravellinLight.html, 



                en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Lindberg

VIJAY IYER

www.vijay-iyer.com





Born in 1971 in Rochester, NY, Vijay Iyer is the son of Indian immigrant parents. He took lessons in classical violin from the time he was 3, and taught himself piano in high school, where he was an orchestra as concertmaster and played in a rock band.  Iyer received his BA degree in math and physics from Yale (New Haven, CT). In 1992, Iyer moved to CA to attend UCLA at Berkley, where he received his MA in Physics and became involved with the Bay area’s Asian Improv scene, playing piano in jams at the Bird Kage. 

After receiving his MA degree in 1994, Iyer took time off to pursue his musical interests and became interested in M-Base, an acronym for Macro-Basic Array of Structured Extemporizations. He toured Europe in saxophonist Steve Coleman’s Mystic Rhythm Society (with AACM member George Lewis and others), and made his recorded debut on its album, Myths, Modes and Means: Live at Hot Brass. Coleman was a co-founder of the M-Base Collective, which began in the 1980s and advocated creating music through a method that gave equal emphasis to structure and improvisation, was philosophically non-Western, emphasized, and was influenced by West African music and culture, and John Coltrane and other “spontaneous improvisors”. Besides his musical involvement, sitting in as a keyboardist with Coleman’s groups, Iyer became academically interested, writing up an interview with Coleman and a paper on M-Base. Under Professor David Wessel’s guidance, he crafted an interdisciplinary program, began researching cognitive science, wrote his dissertation on “the cognitive processes involved in the perception and production of rhythmic structures”(“Microstructure of Feel, Macrostructures of Sound: Embodied Cognition in West African and African-American Musics”) and, in 1998, received a PhD on Technology and the Arts from UCLA.

In 1995, Iyer released his first album, Memorophilia (on Asian Improv Arts),  which contained pieces by the three groups he was leading at the time: the Vijay Iyer Trio, Spirit Complex, and Poisonous Prophets. The CD featured the musicians Iyer was playing with, including Coleman, Lewis,  Francis Wong (then head of the Asian Improv Arts movement), Eliot Kash Killion and Humberto Kavee, and led one critic to note that: “It is significant that this project brings together the AACM, M-BASE, and Asian Improv Arts creative movements -- revolutionary, artist-run organizations that seek self-sufficiency, empowerment, and unity through music.” Iyer’s subsequent projects have included the group Fieldwork, and have included such musicians as Stephan Crump, Rudresh Mahanthappa, Derrek, Steve Lehman, Phillips, Tyshawn Sorrey, Scott Thompson, and Marcus Gilmore. Always pushing the envelope, in 2003 Iyer released a work with poet/hip-hop artist Mike Ladd, titled In What Language, that was both musically and politically provocative. Iyer has released a dozen albums under his own name on Asian Improv, Pi Recordings, Circumvention, and Savoy Jazz; his newest album, 2008’s Tragicomic, is on Sunnyside. Each of them has brought Iyer greater public and critical attention, and many have made the Best of Year lists in such publications as the Chicago Tribune, Chicago Sun-Times, Art Forum, Village Voice, Slate, and Big Takeover.  As the Chicago Tribune notes, “With each recording, pianist Iyer looms as a larger figure in jazz, his sound immense, his concept bold, his ideas bracingly unorthodox.” Iyer is currently one of jazz’s fastest rising stars; Downbeat Magazine’s 2007 International Citics Poll named him the #1 Rising Jazz Star and #1 Rising Star Composer. The Chicago Tribune has called Iyer “one of the most promising voices in jazz today.”

Iyer has recorded several CDs with Fieldwork, working with the musicians Elliot Humberto Kavee, Aaron Stewart and others; critics have described its Simulated Progress CD as “genuinely dangerous” [AAJ], “foreboding and unrelentingly intense, with a dark mysticism that places it somewhere between Indian classical music and Coltrane’s A Love Supreme.” [Prefix Mag] In addition to his projects as a leader, Iyer has appeared as a sideman on more than two dozen recordings by Steve Coleman, Burnt Sugar (4 albums), Rudresh Mahanthappa (3 albums), Liberty Ellman,  Roscoe Mitchell & the Note Factory, Kim English, Michael Fay Victor, Cooper-Moore, Mike Ladd, Mantana Roberts, and David Banner. As a sideman, he is currently a member of avant-garde pioneer Roscoe Mitchell’s nine-piece Note Factory, legendary poet Amiri Baraka’s Blue Ark, and Black Rock Coalition founder Greg Tate’s Burnt Sugar, and Wadada Leo Smith’s Golden Quartet.

As a composer/musician, Iyer has received grants from the Rockefeller Foundation, New York State Council on the Arts, Arts International, and the Mary Flagler Cary Charitable Trust. He also lectures and publishes on various topics, including improvisation, cognitive science, and jazz studies. Iyer is active as an educator, having served on the faculties of New York University, New School University, and the School for Improvisation Music. A true polymath, besides his career as a musician, Iyer is active as a writing/scholar, publishing articles in numerous high-profile music and science journals, including the Journal of the Society for American Music to the Journal of Consciousness Studies. Iyer has also edited several music anthologies, including Uptown Conversation: The New Jazz Studies (Columbia University Press), and South Unbound (MIT press). The science magazine Seed selected him as one of 9 “Revolutionary Minds“.

Additional Sources: All Music Guide, www.allmusic.com, Viyar Iyer interview with Paul Olson, All About Jazz- www.allaboutjazz.com/php/article.php?id-17776, 

SOME COMMENTS BY ED HAZELL ON SMITH, FROM “WADADA LEO SMITH: THEN & NOW” CODA, SEPT-OCT. 2004
on precision in Smith’s music:

“…one of the most poetically concise improvisors in American music. Over the years, he has honed the precision of his improvising and composing so that each note he chooses carries an unusually heavy emotional weight. The purpose of each sound is clear and precisely calibrated. “
on Smith’s notational system & the musicians performing his scores:

“…some of the most startlingly original scores for improvised music ever invented. Today he calls his notation system Ankrasmation, although he called it Ahkreanention back them. Some of the scores have conventional Western musical notes in them; many do not. Many consist only of symbols of Smith’s devising. Each symbol defines a characteristic of the piece, such as fast or slow velocity or short or long notes. Smith calls these elements rhythm units, sonic units, improvisational units, and velocity. The system “is my pride and joy as a creative artist,” he says. “I’ve used this systemic approach to music from the very first Kabell.”

“Color also plays an important role in his system. A typical graphic score has shapes and numbers indicating rhythm units, etc., embedded in columns of larger shapes, each of a different color. They are as lovely as painting, but they are much more. …”I write scores. Each color you see is an individual stream of musical activity. And the key is to reference the color of each stream and each object….

The brilliance of Smith’s graphic system is that it makes the performer an equal participant in the music with the composer. It places a much larger burden on the performer than a European score; it requires integrating imagination, feeling, improvisation, and technical skill into a coherent interpretive strategy. This blending of subjective and objective elements is really unique in all of music. Not everyone will or should interpret the score in the same way, but as long as everyone expends the time and effort to determine its meaning for themselves, Smith’s scores will provide the underlying scaffolding for whatever happens. “I could record those pieces everyday, with the same system and they would be vastly different. You could see the construction of it as similar, but the material inside the construction would be drastically different.”…

On Smith & spirituality

On all of these albums, no matter what the setting, you sense a deep inner calm in Smith. …Smith maintains an imperturbable serenity and focus. He describes his state of mind when he’s improvising in almost mystic terms, and in fact there’s probably little distinction between music and spirituality in Smith’s mind. “You fall into a place that is non-argumentative, and non–reflective,” he says. “…the most perfect space for playing music is beyond hate and love, and life and death – where none of those things could affect you. It’s a state where your whole demeanor is as perfect as it can possibly be at that moment – without judgment.” 
what the press has said about WADADA LEO SMITH’S GOLDEN QUARTET

WADADA LEO SMITH’S GOLDEN QUARTET

GOLDEN QUARTET
TZADIK

2000

Line- up: Wadada Leo Smith (trumpet), Jack DeJohnette (drums), Anthony Davis (piano), Malachi Favors Maghostut (bass)

“Wadada Leo Smith’s third Tzadik release finds him in a modern jazz quartet of seasoned jazz cats and legendary improvisors. …this is an album of excellent jazz that is so fresh and well executed as to define and remind what’s great about listening to the music.  It’s a pleasant surprise thatsuch an incredible lineup of musicians can come together and yield a musical sum still greater than what you would expect, when considering the individual “parts.” …The closing track, a hot, fast-moving piece named “America’s Third Century Spiritual Aawkening,” is another highlight of this impressive album. Golden Quartet is Wadada Leo Smith’s strongest date as a leader in quite some time and certainly is his best among his releases on Tzadik.”



– Joslyn Layne, All Music Guide, www.allmusic.com

“… Smith's Golden Quartet has the bearings and chops of a supergroup, undoubtedly, and they use their collective power forcefully and to great result--heading into thickets of spread-open space with expansive patience. They go from free-time ruminations to a fittingly sly march cadence on "Celestial Sky and All the Magic: A Memorial for Lester Bowie," and make "The Healer's Voyage on the Sacred River" a terrific modal ballad. It's not until the last tune, "America's Third Century Spiritual Awakening," that the quartet launches off, with DeJohnette locking into a rhythmic rumble that takes Smith skyward in a slurry, bright, and fast show of genius. Here's a band of veterans jelling anew and never sacrificing the collective good for the benefit of an individual.”        









– Andrew Bartlett, “Editorial Reviews,” Amazon, www.amazon.com

“…The music Smith crafted for the quartet rests resolutely in the realm of free jazz, but retains a firm melodic grounding for the players to improvise around.  …Immediate accessibility… …Smith not only realizes a long-standing goal of working/recording with several of his peers, he also tests out a phonetic methodology on his brass that is all his own. In doing the latter he attains an artistry most musicians only dream of—a perfected personal approach to one's instrument both as a solo and ensemble voice. It's a pleasure to be witness to his achievement.”       




– Derek Taylor, One Final Note, 2002

“…to Smith aficionados, his Golden Quartet’s The Year of the Elephant better represents the man’s simultaneously bold and mysterious essence. One can listen to it again and again, yet the music remains tantalizing, just beyond reach, challenging comprehension. Smith himself rejoices in the overall achievement level of his Golden Quartet…”






– Howard Mandel, “Yo Wadada! Leo Smith’s Long Pilgrimage,” Signal to Noise,  2003

WADADA LEO SMITH’S GOLDEN QUARTET 
     THE YEAR OF THE ELEPHANT 
    PI RECORDINGS       
2002

Line- up: Wadada Leo Smith (trumpet), Jack DeJohnette (drums), Anthony Davis (piano), Malachi Favors Maghostut (bass)

“…Smith, like Roscoe Mitchell, values space and the empathy shown by this band ensures that despite its all-star nature, there’s plenty of it. There’s no free jazz scramble here…

Smith is on incendiary form; his rich, burnished tone echoes the effortless weight and authority of Miles….His swooning harmon muted tones on the sumptuous ballad ‘’Piru’ are tender, fragile and majestic in equal measure, while his duet with Davis on the episodic, through-composed “Kangaroo’s  Hollow “ is a technical tour de force. Ideas are tossed round with bewildering speed throughout.

Favors is a towering presence as always; equipped with a warn, honeyed tone on the bass, his stately lines alternately float over or lock with DeJohnette’s shifting, airy patterns. The drummer is predictably brilliant… …this is exploratory, passionate jazz that’s made with love and skill by four singular talents; a supergroup in the truest sense of the word. Recommended.”









– Peter Marsh, BBC
“Trumpeter and composer Smith has been an unsung pioneer on the improvising music scene since the late ‘60s, recording chaste, challenging music on his own Kabelle and other hard-to find labels (a beautiful ’78 album for ECM being the exception). This all-star band, though, should draw some much-deserved attention…. Golden indeed; the band’s ethereal textures and incisive lyricism sound like no one else’s. 4 stars”     – Art Lange, Pulse!

“Individual resumes qualify this foursome…as a bona fide supergroup. …Pooling their talents within the loose-limbed harmonic and rhythmic frameworks of six Smith compositions, they communicate so fluidly that a listener can focus on each musician’s contributions…while embracing the overall flow.

Smith…is especially brilliant, using his breath, lips, mute, and amplification to adjust his trumpet an flugelhorn tones to the mood of each piece, employing silence to dramatic effect, and balancing delicacy and brute force in his obliquely melodic blues-tinged solos. Pulling up far short of free jazz cacophony, The Year of the Elephant nonetheless embodies principles of emphatic improvisation across breathtaking vistas.”   
– Derk Richardson. San Francisco Bay Guardian, 10/31/2001 

“It is rare for an all-star lineup to live up to its attendant hype, but the musicians on Wadada Leo Smith’s Golden Quartet are real stars, and their collaborative efforts on The Year of the Elephant are always sensitive and responsive and often surprising and challenging. An implicit aim here is to find balance among the four musical  elements, and even though this is only the second recording by The Golden Quartet, the band is already breaking new ground. … On the opening “Al-Madinah” he demonstrates how a great artist can pay homage to an earlier master without losing his identity…

…Smith is so impressive; passionate one minute, obscure the next; here harsh, here gentle, and on occasion so slyly humorous that you’ll laugh out loud. …But for all the outstanding individual contributions, the strongest impression is made by passages of collective interaction that are as varied, unpredictable and satisfying as classic New Orleans jazz or Chicago blues.”







– Duck Baker, Jazz Times, December 2002

“…Miles’ influence, especially the sound of the late sixties through seventies, pervades. In a pared down way. Miles at that time was expanding his pallet. …Smith has simplified things: Trumpet/bass/piano/drum. …

But there is more. The quartet – these are old pros – brings a progression to what was going on in those late seventies recordings; indeed, each member brings so much to the proceedings, the level of musicality is so high…

…On “The Zamzam Well a Stream of Pure Light”…has an interlude with Davis way up high on the right hand side of the keyboard plucking little pinpoints of starlight out of the low end dark heartbeats of Malachi Favors Maghostut’s bass. That tune the highlight of an extraordinary set of songs.

This one will show up on the year end top ten lists, near the top.”      




          – Dan McClenaghan, All About Jazz
“Top 10 CDs (in alphabetical order): #9. Wadada Leo Smith’s Golden Quartet, The Year  of the Elephant (Pi)”









– Derk Richardson, “Last Call,” San Franscico Bay Guardian, Dec. 4, 2002

“…Smith’s writing allows for plenty of space, both for its own sake and to give room to his collaborators. And what bandmates they are, too…Davis’ rippling, melodic piano runs nicely complement Favor’s busy, almost atonal bassline, while DeJohnette’s cymbal splashes fill in the space between the two approaches. Over the top is Smith, playfully poking at the edges of the compositions one minute…squeezing every drop of sound out of it the next…. The record concludes with “Miles Star in 3 Parts,”…It’s not only a fitting tribute to the jazz pioneer but an excellent showcase for the skills of its creators.  It’s a great way to end a remarkable jazz album.”










        – Michael Toland, “High Bias, Aural Fixation, Jan. 19, 2003

“Countless trumpeters cite the Miles Davis influence; few embody, transmorgrify and infuse it with such creativity as longtime AACM member Wadada Leo Smith, a living master of tone…and improvisational ideas. A quartet with Jack DeJohnette om drums, Malachi Favorsmaghostut on bass and …Anthony Davis on piano and Keyboards deserves to be called golden.”

     – Derk Richardson, “The Best Of 2002: Jazz, Avant-Garde and Beyond,” San Francisco Gate, Dec. 19. 2002

“The aptly named Golden Quartet is either dubbed for the golden years of these four jazzmen, or perhaps it is the simple musical lines they have spun into an alloy of precious sound.

…The critically acclaimed 2000 session is now followed by what should be a popular success. Where their previous effort opted for intellectual pursuits, The Year of the Elephant strives to be people music (music of the people). …

The Golden Quartet draws from a shared modern experience of sound, seamlessly joining jazz with the shared musical experiences of these fine players.”











 – Mike Corroto, All About Jazz, www.allaboutjazz.com

“…when compared to the hushed, meditative sounds – all long muted trumpet and feathery electric or acoustic piano meditations, that characterize the rest of the tracks – the two Davis salutes take on a different mien.

Based on a hearty, blues-based patter…”StarSeed” gets most of its chacaters from Favor’s acoustic rhythms. …Noteworthy too is the pianist’s unison work with Smith, combining for a time to create a single timbre. …

Even better is “III Blue Fire,” a 14-minute-plus composition were Davis varying his approach from acoustic Evans-Kelly collaboration to Corea-Joe Zawinum electric incisions plus a frequently reprised gospel theme which relates more to some of Cannonball Adderly or Charles Mingus’ tunes than anything Davis ever performed.

…these veteran musicians deserve their impressive status and have created a disc that will interest those who want to catch up with their newest musicial designs…”  












– Ken Waxman, Jazz Weekly
“…This measured, thoughtful music doesn’t fit neatly into the avant-garde category, although its harmonic language is often open-ended and mildly dissonant. Both Davis and DeJohnette are credited on synthesizer, but the sounds they employ are remarkably close to…analog Wurlitzer. Combined with Favors’ resonant, grooving basslines and DeJohnette’s loose straight-eight rhythms…the result is somewhat akin to Miles Davis in the In A Silent Way period. A similarly diffuse, vamp-based feel underlies “The Zamzam Well A Stream of a Pure Light,” while “Piru” is even more spacious., with muted trumpet cries and drifting ruybato sonorities. …The title track comes the closest to what can simply be called free jazz…with Smith and Davis playing angular unison lines that set the stage for bracing, freewheeling improv. …Smith uses the instruments at hand in unexpected ways.”  



             – David Adler, All Music Guide, www.allmusicguide.com

CONCERT REVIEWS OF THE GOLDEN QUARTET

““Tabligh,” a suite Mr. Smith composed with Alan Kushan, a figure in avant-garde world music, harnesses a few of those ideas for a modern take on Persian classical music and Sufi devotional practice. The piece…had its premiere on Thursday night at Merkin Concert Hall…

Experimentalism is the bridge between Mr. Smith… and Mr. Kushan… Mr. Smith…preferred a pristine sonority through much of the suite. Making his entrance in the second movement, he affected a wounded tone that evoked Miles Davis on “Sketches of Spain,”. …later…Smith veered into piercing squeals and stuttering guffaws, and even then, he kept his technique under strict control.

… Vijay Iyer rumbled around the piano’s lower register and stabbed at its higher reaches, but with hair trigger attunement to the climate of the ensemble. John Lindberg subjected his bass to a litany of slaps and slurs. And Nasheet Waits, the drummer, busied himself with texture…

There were moments that fully engaged the double ensemble, achieving a complex roar.  … The suite's final movement showcased the Golden Quartet alone, and outshone all that preceded it. Mr. Smith and his colleagues dived into the open space with a furious sort of clarity… Their stirrings culminated in a monumental exertion by Mr. Waits; he concluded the solo, and the evening, with a downbeat crash that needed no translation.”









  – Nate Chinen, “Wadada Leo Smith and Alan Kushan: Merkin Concert Hall,” New York Times, Dec. 3, 2005 

“In the third of a five-concert “Ancient to the Future” series devoted to the work of the AACM, Wadada Leo Smith’s Golden Quartet took the stage of Philadelphia’s International House… Smith (pictured), in the wake of Malachi Favors’ demise, has enlisted bassist John Lindberg along with two formidable up-and-comers, pianist Vijay Iyer and drummer Nasheet Waits. …

…The second selection began with colorist cymbal splashes. …After a frenetic trio interlude in an implied swing feel, Smith cued a strong and abrupt ending. Then Iyer introduced what could be called the ballad of the set, coaxing ambient tones and abstract whirrs from the Rhodes and an additional mini-keyboard. Waits used mallets to color what became a sparse and pastoral soundscape, suffused by Smith’s most lyrical playing of the night. In a captivating passage for piano, bass and drums, the group elaborated on an internal trio dynamic only touched upon at the New York concert.

Iyer reached deeper into his ambient bag to create the sonic washes of the fourth piece, “The Passion of Rosie Parks.” Smith, again with mute, floated above the modified Rhodes sounds, which were at once edgy and soothing. But no sooner did the piece erupt into a free-funk feel almost worthy of Smith’s Yo Miles! sessions, with Lindberg clicking on a wah pedal to create a thick, quasi-psychedelic soup. Just before the end--a reprise and fadeout of the ambient intro--Iyer ventured an agitated Rhodes solo over Waits’s fierce groove.

On the concluding piece, Lindberg played arco as Iyer plucked the piano strings and Waits ratcheted up the intensity. Smith mused over sparse, open-ended harmonies and an increasingly steady drum pattern, a kind of tribal tom-tom dance. Smith wound down the piece with his most active and aggressive conducting of the night, waving the band through a series of stop-start, staccato punctuations. …”



- David R. Adler, ”Wadada  Leo Smith’s Golden Quartet: International House, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, December 3, 2005,” Jazz Times
