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FILE UNDER:  JAZZ-ROCK / FUSION
During its brief yet potent five-year existence in the early 1970s, the Mahavishnu Orchestra reigned over the landscape of popular music like a vast fireball of creativity, scorching everything in its path. From 1971, when British-born guitar god John McLaughlin assembled a multi-national lineup of jazz and rock musicians in New York City to join an ‘orchestra’ under his spiritual name (Maha the Creator/Vishnu the Preserver, given by Sri Chinmoy), until 1976, when it abruptly disbanded, the Mahavishnu Orchestra released six albums of innovative, explosive, blazingly fast, and emotionally uplifting instrumental music. Simultaneously spiritual and visceral, composed and improvised, the Mahavishnu Orchestra’s music was transcendent to its core, ignoring the boundaries of musical genre, form, and geography (eastern/Indian vs. western/rock). In one writer’s words:

“Back in 1971, when guitar-god John McLaughlin left Miles Davis (and Tony William’s Lifetime) to form the groundbreaking Mahavishnu Orchestra, he was the first to combine the fire of Hendrix-drenched rock with the groove of Coltrane’s modal jazz & the ethereal Indian ragas of Ravi Shankar. …critics called it “jazz rock”… The Mahavishnu Orchestra has since been cited as a major influence on everyone from King Crimson to Phish, and was in many ways one of the first electric jam bands.”

– www.mahavishnuproject.com
All About Jazz notes that: “There wasn’t a musician on the planet who heard them that wasn’t inspired to new personal heights; Yes, Allman Brothers, Santana, Genesis have all since declared their efforts to absorb and emulate this the true monster band of the jazz rock movement.” Fueled by McLaughlin’s compositions and guitar pyrotechnics, and the band members’ awesome improvisations, the Orchestra blazed a trail for instrumental jazz-rock fusion on the popular landscape, selling out stadium concerts and astounding the music industry. It also set seeds for the numerous pan-global / world fusion bands yet to come. 

Initially a five-piece group, the Mahavishnu Orchestra recorded three discs between 1971-74: The Inner Mounting Flame (1971), Birds of Fire (1973), and Between Nothingness and Eternity (1973).  In 1974, the five-piece lineup disbanded. McLaughlin assembled a new, expanded Mahavishnu Orchestra lineup that was more ‘orchestral’, touring with an 11-piece ensemble, enabling the music to expand beyond improv-heavy jazz-rock to include classical instrumentation, funk rhythms, occasional vocals, and a more uniform balance between composition and improvisation. The new lineup released two discs: Apocalypse (1974) and Visions Of The Emerald Beyond (1975). The large Orchestra’s all-encompassing fusion was a logical expression of McLaughlin’s belief that music and all other forms of creative expression were energy, and that all musics were one Music. In the words of McLaughlin, interviewed by Jim Schaffer in DownBeat in 1974, on the eve of Apocalypse’s release:
“The barriers in music only exist due to the musicians having the barriers within themselves, having been dragged into the definition game. But when they feel that this definition problem isn't really what music is about, then what happens is you get just Music, and it's all-embracing. And that's what I feel this album will reflect, as well as the group. It's an expansion.” 

In 1976, shortly after a reduced, four-piece lineup released Inner Worlds (1975), the Mahavishnu Orchestra disbanded. McLaughlin went on to form his acoustic-based global fusion band, Shakti, and to pursue a solo career.

30 years after the Mahavishnu Orchestra’s lifetime, its music breathes new life in the live performances of the New York City-based Mahavishnu Project, led by classically trained composer and percussionist/drummer Gregg Bendian. One of the most creative and in-demand percussionists/drummers and improvisers on the free jazz and creative/new music scenes, Bendian formed the Mahavishnu Project in 2000 as an interpretive repertory ensemble, dedicated to performing the music of the Mahavishnu Orchestra and presenting it to new audiences. Bendian views the Mahavishnu Project as not unlike the Mingus Dynasty Ensemble or “Mostly Mozart if they actually improvised cadenzas the way Mozart had intended!” As he explained to Bill Milkowski in a 2004 Jazziz interview:

“Around 1996 I became fed up and disillusioned with the current state of jazz repertory… I realized that if a band can play Ellington, Armstrong, Bird, Miles, Monk, and Coltrane…then I’m going to embrace what my history is and decide what my repertory is. And I’m going to passionately present that.

John McLaughlin wrote so many incredibly beautiful tunes, not to mention how groundbreaking historically that stuff is... Many people still don’t realize just how innovative and profound that music is. I consider that music some of the unsung masterpieces of the 20th century. …as important as the Coltrane, Miles, and Bird stuff. And that’s our message.”

Bendian first heard the Mahavishnu Orchestra’s music when he was a child. Its impact was profound: “Hearing this music opened up a whole new world to me. It was the fastest, most passionate, most melodic music I had ever heard.” Interviewed in Abstract Logix by Walter Kolosky, author of the 2006 book Power, Passion and Beauty: The Story of the Legendary Mahavishnu Orchestra, Bendian recalled that:

“My uncle played me Birds of Fire, back in 1973 when I was ten years old. …it set the tone for the rest of my musical life – what music I was interested in (the challenging, creative kind) and it also made clear to me right from the start that there was no substitute for musicianship or hard work.  Mahavishnu were the reason I decided to study both classical music AND jazz.” 

Bendian’s musical career began at age nine with drum lessons. He received formal training in classical music, studying percussion, composition, and theory at William Paterson University, Rutgers University, and with private tutors while cultivating interests in progressive rock, jazz and improvisation, sparked by listening to the Mahavishnu Orchestra. At 19, Bendian was performing with jazz great Derek Bailey, and a few years later, touring and recording with Cecil Taylor. During the 1980s, Bendian worked with John Zorn, Tom Cora, Bill Frisell, and numerous other players involved in New York’s Downtown music scene, in addition to starting his own chamber jazz/new music group, the Gregg Bendian Project (2 CDs). Bendian’s countless subsequent collaborations included working with such world-class free-jazz improvisers as Peter Brötzmann, William Parker, and Wadada Leo Smith, and with such adventurous guitarists as Nels Cline, Richard Leo Johnson, Gary Lucas, and Pat Metheny. Since 1988, Bendian has released 18 CDs under his name: as a solo artist (1994 solo percussion CD, Definite Pitch), collaborator (2000 CD with Nels Cline, Interstellar Space Revisited: The Music of John Coltrane; CDs with Derek Bailey, Paul Wertico, Alex Cline, and Paul Plimley), and bandleader, on Atavistic, CIMP, Truemedia, Cryptogramophone, and Aggregate (a label he began in 1993), in addition to appearing on countless other recordings. In addition to The Mahavishnu Project, Bendian currently leads Interzone (3 CDs), The Open Aspects Ensemble and Trio Pianissimo (3 CDs).

Bendian began working with the Mahavishnu Orchestra’s music in the late 1990s. In 1998, Bendian’s Interzone recorded a version of McLaughlin’s “Sanctuary” for its second CD, Myriad. In 2000, he began practicing Mahavishnu songbook material with Kermit Driscoll, Miki Navazio and Steve Hunt; and soon brought in a violinist, Todd Reynolds. Naming it the Mahavishnu Project, Bendian was adamant that it would not be a cover band that attempted to replicate or duplicate the Mahavishnu Orchestra’s music. In a 2003 interview, he stated that:

 “We look at it as it was originally intended – as a platform for improvisation. We do not copy solos or perform the tunes exactly the way they were done originally. …We are trying to bring out the jazz aspects of the music and pay our tribute to the legacy. In the end, we’re just another kind of interpretive repertory ensemble, not unlike Mostly Mozart if they actually improvised cadenzas the way Mozart had intended!”

In 2001, the Mahavishnu Project began performing and was “overwhelmed by the response.” In numerous shows performed ever since, in the USA and abroad, it has played set lists either drawing from across the Orchestra’s entire lifetime or has presented a single album in its entirety. Mahavishnu Project shows and albums have also included original material composed in the Mahavishnu sound and spirit. Reviewing a 2004 Mahavishnu Project performance in Cardiff, UK, All About Jazz stated that:

 “…these guys were the Real Deal. With awesome power and control available they advanced through surely one of the most complex songbooks of all time with assuredness and growing confidence. …Whilst remaining essentially true to the nature of the compositions, the band brought just enough 21st Century sensibility to the performance to rise well above just pastiche; no mere tribute band this.”

– Marco Anderson, “Mahavishnu Project: Live at The Point, Cardiff UK,” All About Jazz
By treating McLaughlin’s Mahavishnu compositions with respect while interpreting and presenting them to new audiences, breathing new energy and life into a music whose essence was live performance, the Mahavishnu Project has won John McLaughlin’s endorsement.

In 2002, The Mahavishnu Project released its first CD, a legitimate recording playfully titled Live Bootleg, on Aggregate. Recorded live on tour in 2001, it focused on the Orchestra’s first albums and featured a lineup of: Bendian (drums), Stephan Crump (bass), Steve Hunt (keyboard), Peter McCann (guitar), and Todd Reynolds (violin). All Music Guide stated:

“…all of the possibilities for the repertory left behind by the band on Inner Mounting Flame and Birds of Fire…seem to unfold in front of the listener with the performance of this group. …they do take the music places that the group to which they’re devoted never managed to reach, and the results are sometimes surprising, in terms of freshness… 4 stars”

Phase 2, the Mahavishnu Project’s second release, was a double CD released on Aggregate in 2004. Recorded live on tour in 2003, its lineup featured a new violinist, Rob Thomas. The Boston Phoenix awarded 3 1/2 stars to Phase 2, noting that:

“Not only do the Mahavishnu Project know how to control McLaughlin’s glorious monster, but there are times on this double live CD when they give it bigger fangs and claws. …they grab the bar the original Mahavishnu set during its 1971-’74 peak and raise it a notch. There’s a truly amazing level of musicianship at play here, balancing focus, intensity and freedom through two and a half hours of classic music…” – Ted Drozdowski, The Boston Phoenix
Phase 2 focused on two early Mahavishnu Orchestra albums, The Inner Mounting Flame and Birds of Fire, which had been part of the Project’s repertory since its inception, as well as selections from Visions of the Emerald Beyond, an album from McLaughlin’s expanded 11-piece Orchestra that it had only begun to explore.
Originally recorded by the 11-piece Mahavishnu Orchestra and released in 1975, Visions of the Emerald Beyond has been called “the most overlooked and under-appreciated recording John McLaughlin ever made” [Kolosky]. It was a favorite of McLaughlin, who told JazzTimes in 1982 that: “Visions of the Emerald Beyond (with the second Mahavishnu Orchestra and a string quartet) was one of the greatest I ever made.” But Visions remained obscure, despite Rolling Stone greeting its original release as “their best since The Inner Mounting Flame” – perhaps because the Mahavishnu Orchestra never performed it live. 

Bendian expanded the Mahavishnu Project in 2006, enabling it to interpret a broader swath of Orchestra material, and embarked on interpreting Visions of the Emerald Beyond. He assembled an 11-piece lineup that included an original member of the 11-piece Mahavishnu Orchestra, Premik Russell Tubbs, a saxophonist and flute player who played on the 1975 Visions recording, as well as a string quartet composed of members of New York’s Metropolitan Opera: Katherine Fong (1st violin), Zach Brock (2nd violin), Nicole Federici (viola), and Leigh Stuart (cello). Bendian also brought in some of the best players on New York’s jazz and rock scenes, including guitarist and vocalist Glenn Alexander (L. Shankar and Randy Brecker); keyboardist Adam Holzman (Miles Davis and Wayne Shorter); David Johnsen, bass player for Project Object: The Music of Frank Zappa; Austrian vocalist Maria Neckam; electric violinist Rob Thomas (Tito Puente and Andy Summers); and Bendian himself played drums and dumbeq. When the Project gave its world premiere performance of the Visions material at Vishnu-Fest 2006, it was the first time ever that McLaughlin’s Visions of the Emerald Beyond had been performed live in its entirety – Bendian called it “one of the most profound and memorable music-making experiences of my life.” The Mahavishnu Project subsequent Visions performances included concerts at Sarah Lawrence College, NYC’s BB King’s, and elsewhere.
Return to the Emerald Beyond, the Mahavishnu Project’s third release and its first on Cuneiform, was recorded live during the Project’s 2006 performances. It contains nearly two hours of music on a double CD, featuring the Project’s electrifying renditions of McLaughlin’s compositions from Visions of the Emerald Beyond, as well as two original compositions by former Mahavishnu Orchestra members: Jan Hammer’s “Sister Andrea” and Michael Walden’s “Cosmic Strut”. The superb performances of the Project’s musicians cast new light on McLaughlin’s Visions compositions, revealing them to indeed be some of that important composer’s very best.  In his liner notes for Return to the Emerald Beyond, Bendian states that:
“…Visions stands out in the Mahavishnu tome. …John McLaughlin has commented…that Visions is his favorite Mahavishnu recording. It’s not difficult to see why—it certainly is his most varied and ambitious Mahavishnu outing, expanding the group’s instrumentation to include strings, winds and voice, thus transforming what was ostensibly a jazz-rock band into an extraordinary chamber ensemble, one capable of realizing John’s dream in which Mahavishnu truly functions as an orchestra.

…On a purely musical level, it’s a visceral and evocative collection of pieces. …McLaughlin’s most detailed book of compositions to date. Here, more than on any other MO album, McLaughlin engages and explores extremely diverse musical directions, styles and instrumentation…

…the compositional concept throughout was that “each piece defines its own universe.” Stark contrast and melding of disparate elements abounds, making this one of Maestro McLaughlin’s most serious and successful efforts in conjoining intricate composition with improvisation in a wide variety of contexts. It’s one heck of a ride, and in the best sense of the word, a compelling, timeless fusion of jazz, rock, funk, classical and Indian music. …”
Containing a world of musics – jazz, rock, funk, classical and Indian – within a single work, Visions of the Emerald Beyond may be McLaughlin’s most visionary album. Led by Bendian, a musician of global tastes, the Mahavishnu Project revives McLaughlin’s dream of true musical fusion, relives melodies that soar, and reveals that this visionary music remains not only relevant but, in a world deeply divided, more necessary now than ever before. Return to the Emerald Beyond is an essential work for fans of the Mahavishnu Orchestra, jazz-rock fusion, global fusion, jam bands, and instrumental rock, as well as for fans of Gregg Bendian and anyone interested in new routes for (and the new roots of) creative, visionary music in any genre.
Dedicated to bringing the music of the Mahavishnu Orchestra back to life, the Mahavishnu Project has played countless shows and festivals. The Project’s 2006 performance highlights included concerts at the Rochester International Jazz Festival, Moogfest 2006 (as the band for founding Orchestra keyboardist Jan Hammer); Vishnu-Fest 2006 (3-nights of Mahavishnu music at The Cutting Room in NYC); “The Complete Masterworks” (3 nights/3 albums of Mahavishnu music at NY’s famed Iridium Jazz Club), and at the Colonial Theatre in PA (playing Inner Mounting Flame). In 2005, the Mahavishnu Project toured Europe, performing at Freakfest in Germany, the Metronome Festival in Belgium, Bari Jazz Festival in Italy, and Warsaw Summer Jazz Days in Poland.  Upon returning to NYC the band presented the first annual Vishnu-Fest 2005 at The Cutting Room, which was attended by Mahavishnu Orchestra members John McLaughlin, Jan Hammer and Rick Laird.
Return to the Emerald Beyond is part of Cuneiform’s “New American Masters” series, featuring groups whose repertory is the work of such groundbreaking American composers/bands as Miles Davis, Captain Beefheart, Mahavishnu Orchestra, and Frank Zappa. These groups, many of them jazz, serve as repertory ensembles that cover, arrange, interpret and/or create new music inspired by master composers who originally worked in rock, jazz, or jazz-rock/fusion contexts. Cuneiform has released Ed Palermo Big Band’s Take Your Clothes Off When You Dance (2006), featuring Palermo’s big band jazz arrangements of Zappa’s rock tunes; Fast ‘N’ Bulbous’ Pork Chop Blue Around the Rind (2005), a CD by the Captain Beefheart cover band co-led by Gary Lucas and Phillip Johnston; and 2 double-disc SACD/CDs – Upriver (2005) and Sky Garden (2004) – by Yo Miles!, a band focused on Miles Davis’ late work, led by Henry Kaiser and Wadada Leo Smith. None of these groups are tribute bands attempting to replicate the original material; all treat the Masters’ original music in new, highly original and often enlightening ways. These 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.

