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Dennis González
Renegade Spirits
Furthermore 001

 Trumpet and percussion together somehow always conjure up some
element of ritual, whether that is martial, spiritual or something else. Dennis González has always been
something of a regional separatist. He arrived in Dallas in 1977, established his own DAAGNIM label and
ever since has espoused a brand of modern jazz that seems to set itself quite explicitly counter-corner to
‘New York’ or ‘West Coast’ styles. His Silkheart records of the later 80s went out under an awkward ‘New
Dallasorleanssippi’ banner but were much more effective at expressing the trumpeter’s new assemblages
of style and influence than the manifesto. Stefan and Debenge Debenge remain essential listening from
the period, but my suspicion is that González’s wider reputation has failed to come into sharp focus.
         
There’s one obvious explanation for that. Commit yourself to the periphery (though they wouldn’t buy
that designation in Dallas) and you perhaps deny yourself the assumed community those who live at the
metropolitan “center” can count on. The result in González’s case has been a kind of stridency, an
element of special pleading, perhaps, in his work. He doesn’t necessarily strain for effect, but one senses
a man who strains to be heard over the surrounding buzz. Since 1999, the trumpeter has been working
largely with his sons Aaron (bass) and Stefan (drums) as a trio called Yells at Eels, which is about as far
from a Charlie Haden-style family band as you might wish for. These three come on more like a couple of
generations of rough-riding ranchers out in the territories, with a scary reputation and a thirst for
mayhem. Adding saxophonist Tim Green (who can readily be forgiven his work for Peter Gabriel: it
opened him up to some fascinating “ethnic” perspectives) and Art Ensemble anchorman Famoudou Don
Moye doesn’t make them any less formidable.
         
Renegade Spirits is González’s most satisfying record for nearly 20 years. To give a sense of all the
things it isn’t, and what kind of ritualized performance it tries not to be, play it after a fresh hearing of,
say, Wadada Leo Smith’s Procession of the Great Ancestry. That’s still a very impressive record, but it
has a sententiousness that González simply isn’t capable of. The record was made at Misty Mountain
Sound in Asheville, NC, which for all I know could be a hyper-modern set-up in a starkly urban setting,
but even that wouldn’t mitigate the impression here of a group of dusty minstrels – a patriarch, his boys,
and a couple of unlikely associates – who just turn up on the stoop and set to playing.
         
There’s nothing down-home about the music, but the wider culture has since caught up with the folkier
elements of what González has always been about. With two drummers (potentially) on hand, there’s



notes played backwards. Infrasonic, groundshaking notes growl in the quick fifth before giving way to a
violinistic saltellato in the altissimo range of the instrument opening the title track, before Kowald
proceeds to travel around all the sections of the orchestral strings; here, the different strings are treated
like independent voices, with a polyphonic or polyrhythmic effect. The following piece is solidly grounded
again in the deep register of the instrument, used more melodically in a way that could have fitted some
of Ornette's angular themes,  while in the last two improvisations there's a regular doubling of sound –
two strings bowed or plucked, and then Kowald's own voice using harmonic singing in a conteporary
version of a Tibetan rite. There are so many different things going on on this recording that time flashes
by and at the end one cannot wait to hear it again, to catch a few more, experiencing again the lifelike
presence of Peter it gives One cannot but feel a little ashamed for Bottesini, Dragonetti and all their
followers who left this unbelievable machine for sound sleeping for centuries in the back benches of the
orchestra, waiting for the jazz and improvising musicians to awake its power.

Pump up the volume in order to fully appreciate the dark, resonant sound of Peter Kowald's bass (and
voice) in this exceptional snapshot of his life and art.
–Francesco Martinelli

 

Azar Lawrence
Prayer for My Ancestors
Furthermore 002

 Azar Lawrence had his ticket punched while he was still a teenager. The
saxophonist’s relatively short stint with McCoy Tyner in the early 1970s yielded a truly enduring
performance in “Walk Sprit, Talk Sprit.” The LP side-long conclusion to the titanic Montreaux festival
performance released as Enlightenment (Milestone), the muscular blues variant epitomized the pianist’s
reassertion of jazz as quest subsequent to his work with John Coltrane, one that, while more prosaic
than Coltrane’s revelatory music, was well suited to the times. Tyner’s music exuded the strength and
resolve that consolidates after a period of intense innovation, and he had few conduits that expressed
these virtues more cogently than Lawrence on “Walk Spirit, Talk Spirit.” Although he went on to lead
three sturdy albums for Milestone and contribute to several notable albums by Miles Davis, Woody Shaw
and others, Lawrence was drawn to more lucrative work with Earth, Wind and Fire, Phyllis Hyman and
others during the 1980s before self-induced hardships knocked him off the scene for nearly a decade,
during which his saxophonist was as likely to be in the pawnshop as not.

It has been a long climb back, but a successful one, as evidenced by Prayer for My Ancestors. Lawrence’s
playing on both tenor and soprano is immediately persuasive. There’s a time capsule quality to some of
the material, particularly the surging calls to the ramparts and the sunnier melodies, the latter reminders
of Lawrence’s LA roots; this is reinforced by the presence of two musicians indelibly associated with the
‘70s – drummer Alphonse Mouzon, who originally referred Lawrence to Tyner, and bassist Henry Franklin,
whose Black Jazz albums are worth revisiting (pianist Nate Morgan rounds out the quartet). However, a
piece like “Thokole,” its effervescent Gambian lilt reinforced by singer and guitarist Ibrahima Ba and  kora
player Amadou Fall, would be something of an anachronism on a ‘70s LP. But, it gives the current album
a richer, faceted bearing, which is also reinforced by walk-ons by trumpeter Nolan Shaheed on “The



Baker’s Daughter,” a cooker reminiscent of Freddie Hubbard and Joe Henderson’s ‘70s workouts, and
drummer Ron McCurdy, whose old-school stoking on “Swinging in Exile” ignites some of Lawrence and
Morgan’s most inspired work.

Jazz needs to retrieve as many Azar Lawrences as possible, mature, tested musicians who have, for
whatever reason, receded into the woodwork for way too long. Prayer for My Ancestors is proof of that. 
–Bill Shoemaker

 

Okkyung Lee + Peter Evans + Steve Beresford
Check for Monsters
Emanem 5002

 This freewheeling, pinball-machine of a trio ricochets their music off
jazz and classical music references, pings pure sounds against one another, and let their melodic lines
roll wherever their momentum takes them. It’s a music that takes joy in its intelligence and delights in
its wit, but maintains a seriousness of purpose and exacting discipline. A kind of rampant glee animates
the four improvisations on the disc, recorded live in New York and Philadelphia in 2008. Each one rushes
from trio to different duo combinations to solos, and back around in their mad enthusiasm to make
music. Evans possesses an uncanny ability to suggest historical antecedents in the midst of even the
most outrageous modernisms. On “Yinothanot,” (the title of each improvisation sounds like the name of
an eldritch god who could take its place next to Cthulu himself in H.P. Lovecraft’s pantheon) he segues
from muted phrases that lash about like an unhinged Dizzy Gillespie to unsanded textures, from
propulsive riffs to knife-edged high notes. Lee’s sonorous cello never sounds like a higher-pitched
substitute for a bass. Much of her vocabulary is derived from classical cello and the dark sonority of her
arco work lends her work a great presence. On “Phacthio,” the foundational rhythms she lays down
drives large stretches of the improvisation, and her dry scrapes, staccato mutterings, and gleaming
viscous arco —deepens the music’s textural variety. Beresford plays with an eagerness, confidence, and
balanced touch that energize the music without dominating it. On “Gwendol ap Siencyn,” he seems to be
everywhere at once, a mercurial, antic presence whose phrases elbow each other out of the way as they
bound off in new directions. Despite the classical allusions, the trio’s music is something more than
chamber improvisation. It’s too vibrant, too mercurial, and too personal to be so easily confined.
–Ed Hazell




