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Crisis chronicles the continuing development of trumpeter Amir ElSaffar’s critically acclaimed Two Rivers 
Ensemble, a band purpose-built to explore the juncture between jazz and music of the Middle East, in 
particular the Iraqi maqam. The new work is his reflection on a region in turmoil and strife: revolution, civil 
war, sectarian violence; a culture’s struggle for survival. It sets aside some of the more exploratory work that 
he has done in recent years to focus on music that is passionate and visceral, a cry from the heart. Crisis was 
commissioned by the Newport Jazz Festival, where at its 2013 premiere, it made a clear emotional connection 
to the audience, receiving a rousing standing ovation after just the first piece. Driving and to the point, 
ElSaffars music is beyond categorization  not jazz, world music or any facile fusion thereof  but a world unto 
its own.
Crisis is ElSaffars fifth release on Pi Recordings and the third, following Two Rivers (2007) and Inana (2011) 
to feature the Two Rivers Ensemble. The new album is comprised largely of the Crisis Suite, which was 
composed in 2013, after he spent a year living in Egypt, where he witnessed the Arab Spring protests first-
hand, and Lebanon, where he worked with Syrian musicians who were living through that country’s 
harrowing civil war. The suite follows a narrative arc: a commentary on the recent history of Iraq and the 
Middle East. Often based on the melodic modes of the maqam and folkloric rhythms, the music eschews some 
of the abstract quality of some of ElSaffars prior work and focuses instead on the passionate and ecstatic. His 
virtuoso trumpet playing is firmly rooted in the jazz tradition, yet at the same time hes capable of playing a 
taqsim (melodic improvisation) in an authentic Arab style, with a sound that is reminiscent of the nay. 

Two Rivers Ensemble:

Amir ElSaffar - trumpet and santur
Ole Mathisen - tenor saxophone
Zafer Tawil - oud and percussion

Tareq Abboushi - buzuq
Carlo DeRosa - bass

Nasheet Waits - drums



Press for CRISIS: 
“I once had the opportunity to ask Louis Armstrong how he happened to be the first musician to play behind the beat, 
which, in a sense, created the jazz vocabulary. Louis replied: ‘I don’t know, I just played like I sang.’ Amir ElSaffar is a 
remarkable musician. His set at Newport several years ago was uniformly accepted as one of the musical highlights of 
the festival. The music that Amir played that day reflected the entire cultures of the Middle East, from Arabic to Hebraic 
to Christian chants. What Amir has done on Crisis is written compositions that are based upon his singing in an Iraqi 
tradition. The result is magical.  With his jazz talent, combined with the roots of his ancestors, Amir has created an 
individual style that is memorable to all who have the good fortune to hear it.”– George Wein

“★★★★★…what ElSaffar is doing on Crisis is unique in music…from a political and historical vantage point, the 
task of narrating complex global events through instrumental music is more than challenging. ElSaffar has not only 
commendably told this personal and globally important story but has produced a masterpiece of a recording in doing 
so.” – Karl Ackermann, All About Jazz

“★★★★½…ElSaffar continues to be a singular voice in modern music as this record clearly demonstrates. He has 
gone beyond others in superbly and seamlessly blending Middle Eastern melodies and Jazz…intriguing and captivating” 
– Hrayr Attarian, All About Jazz

“★★★★½”– Bradley Bambarger, Downbeat Magazine

“Towering, majestic, haunting, dynamically rich, often grim, it might be the best album of 2015 in any style of music” – 
New York Music Daily

“Among the most notable releases of 2015” – Bill Beuttler, JazzTimes

“”Crisis” stands as one of the most beautiful and evocative jazz recordings of the year” – Howard Reich, The Chicago 
Tribune

“It is a powerful album that demands to be heard, not only as an excellent jazz LP, but also as a clarion call to artists of 
all disciplines to band together to make substantive changes to the injustices they see around them” – Tim Niland, Jazz 
and Blues Blog

“The themes are beautiful, the rhythms complex and ever changing, the interplay excellent, and the emotional depth 
even better than before.” – The Free Jazz Collective

“ElSaffar’s compositions retain their meticulous plotting, structural ingenuity, and lyrical beauty, but his top-notch band 
digs into the new material with a sense of purpose informed by fury, insecurity, and devotion” – Peter Margasak, 
Chicago Reader

“ElSaffar never calls out the causes of the crisis, only laments what is lost. One never finds out, for example who “The 
Great Dictator” is. But the programmatic aspect of the suite allows him to express not just the aspects of his heritage that 
have, at the level of nation and culture, come into conflict with each other; he expresses the conflict it self, and by 
successfully containing it, envisioned its resolution.” – The Wire UK

ElSaffar on Crisis: 
“Out of the ashes emerges a sound. Overtones, harmonizing, becoming many. Intangible 
threads of humanity, too delicate to be broken or destroyed, emanating from a shared, 
infinite past that is our present…. The resulting music is by turns tumultuous and tender, 
both a lament for something lost and a quest for transcendental beauty.”
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