
16  APRIL 2014 | THE NEW YORK CITY JAZZ RECORD

One can relate to pianist Armen Donelian’s Sayat-
Nova: Songs of My Ancestors on many different levels. 
While most will not be familiar with the melodies of 
the 18th century Armenian minstrel whose corpus of 
work is presented here, Donelian uses jazz and classical 
styling to make the music immediately accessible yet 
keeping its cultural richness intact. Similarly, an 
American-born jazz musician re-experiencing his own 
ethnically distinct music through jazz is by now a 
familiar journey. An extensive digital booklet presents 
the history of both Sayat-Nova and Donelian in detail 
and anyone can also relate to the mixture of joy and 
pathos of continuing to breathe life into music and 
culture almost wiped out through genocide. 
 The first CD consists of solo piano renderings. The 
deceptive simplicity of opener “Where do you come 
from, Wandering Nightingale” engages the listener 
with strains of pathos, which prepares for the extremely 
powerful lament of “I Have Travelled the Whole World 
Over” and childlike wonder of the elegant melody 
within “Without You, What Will I Do?” Nothing, 
however, prepares for the sadness of “I’ll Never Know 
Your True Worth” or melismatic prayerfulness of “With 
the Nightingale You Also Cry”, as Donelian artfully 
combines Eastern European modes with jazz 
improvisation. “Were I Offered Your Weight in Pearls” 
concludes the disc. Recorded live, it is light-hearted 
and sets up a striking contrast to the previous pieces, 
providing a welcomed emotional respite and leading 
into the more upbeat trio performances that follow.
 The second CD is as worldly as the first is 
introspective. With bassist David Clark and drummer 
George Schuller, Donelian takes the emotionally 
prepared listener on an instructional tour of the world 
according to Sayat-Nova and beyond. An upbeat “King 
Of Cathay” opens up in the Orient while “Your 
Headdress Is Silver And Silk” cleverly constructs a 
royal wedding. “You Are Golden And Exotic Brocade” 
reaches across time to mix a 19th Century melody with 
21st Century jazz. Sayat-Nova’s best-known melody, 
“As Long As I Draw Breath”, returns to his inner self 
with a classically-inspired and masterful presentation. 
Sayat-Nova: Songs of My Ancestors is a moving 
performance of complex melodic structures, which, in 
Donelian’s expressive hands, reveal universal emotions 
of passion, sadness, pain, wonder and joy.

For more information, visit sunnysiderecords.com. This 
project is at Tenri Cultural Institute Apr. 4th. See Calendar. 

As a stalwart of New York’s avant garde jazz scene, 
bassist Max Johnson’s impressive purview extends to 

both the cozy confines of Cornelia Street Café and 
Barbès to the raw, DIY venues like JACK and Spectrum. 
That cross-pollination proves manifold when glancing 
at Johnson’s cadre of cohorts. His working trio of 
cornetist Kirk Knuffke and drummer Ziv Ravitz 
doesn’t partake in the manic and shrieking energy 
music of some of his other collaborations, instead 
opting for a controlled chaos - experimentally-minded 
yet elegantly composed tunes, highlighting the 
individual gifts of each player. Johnson may pen a 
majority of the compositions but he has no problem 
ceding the spotlight to Knuffke and Ravitz for the 
twosome to dart away on adventurous tangents. 
 That synergy quickly arrived to fruition on the 
trio’s excellent debut, Elevated Vegetation (FMR), a set 
of free form-imbued interplay. Now the group is back 
with The Invisible Trio, a solid, tightly constructed 
platter with less improvisational flourishes but 
brimming with infectiously melodic counterpoint and 
equal platforms, where each instrument takes center 
stage, traversing its own terrain with a spontaneous 
gusto before ultimately converging into a whole. 
Johnson is an intrepid composer, architect of sound 
and beast of the bass, layering postbop cuts like “Don 
Wrinkles” and “Moving Vehicle” with rhythmic and 
beefy might, plucking, bowing and strumming his bass 
strings with aplomb while Knuffke colors the 
soundscapes with swinging lyricism and expressive 
tone. The Invisible Trio may be Johnson’s vehicle but 
this group’s organic and remarkable confluence is 
truly of one mind.

For more information, visit freshsoundrecords.com. Johnson 
is at Ibeam Brooklyn Apr. 4th, Spectrum Apr. 8th, New 
School Arnhold Hall Apr. 18th, Barbès Apr. 20th and 
Freddy’s Backroom Apr. 22nd. See Calendar. 

France has long embraced the sounds of jazz, the 
home of legendary and influential musicians, native 
and immigrant, its cities host to numerous clubs and 
festivals, its national character thoroughly in sync 
with the artistic ethos of improvised music.
 At «l’Improviste», a live date by bassist Henri 
Texier’s Hope Quartet, features the leader’s brother 
Sébastien on alto sax, soprano and alto clarinets, 
François Corneloup on baritone sax and Louis 
(identical twin brother of bassist François) Moutin 
on drums. The unusual combination of low sax and 
flute creates an immediate sonic signature, enhanced 
by the strength of each player, elevated by collective 
interplay on tracks like “La Fin du Voyage” (cleverly 
hocketing horns), “Desaparecido” (nimble tempo 
modulations), “Song for Paul Motian” (strong bass 
work) and “S.O.S. Mir” (effective phrase-trading in 
the rhythm section). As Texier writes in the liner 
notes, these musicians are undeniably «les 
sculpteurs du temps qui passe» (“sculptors of 
passing times”).
 Voix Croisées, a studio date by the Didier 
Levallet Quintet, is another bassist-led outfit, sans 
piano or guitar, with a distinct timbral thumbprint, 
here created by the unique frontline combination of 
Airelle Besson’s trumpet, Sylvaine Hélary’s alto and 
soprano flutes and Céline Bonacina’s baritone and 
alto saxophones, underpinned by François Laizeau’s 
drums. Levallet’s compositions and arrangements 
nod to the classic “Cool School”, subduing rhythmic 
and tonal variation in favor of lush chorale textures 
with subtly weaving counterlines. Hélary’s darting 
and unpredictable improvisations add much to the 
color and chemistry of this effort.
 Resurgence, from the Michel Edelin Quartet, is a 
live outing of a piece with the aforementioned 
recordings in that it features bass and drums (Jean-
Jacques Avenel and Simon Goubert, respectively) in 
support of yet another distinctive frontline: Edelin’s 
soprano, alto and bass flutes matched with Jacques 
Di Donato’s soprano and bass clarinets and soprano 
sax. Of the three recordings, this is perhaps the most 
adventurous, eschewing definitive statements of 
pulse for a more open-ended metrical approach, 
what you might call ‘free-swing’, phrased in broad 
gestures through group cues, with abrupt stops and 
starts punctuating the proceedings. Edelin’s 
compositions, short and sketchy, more suggestive 
than prescriptive, are templates for a broad range of 
group responses: brief ‘solos’, accented unisons, 
layered sound-painting, or, on tracks like “Bailes de 
Tango”, seemingly almost anything and everything 
in between.

For more information, visit label-bleu.com,  
fremeaux.com and roguart.com
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