


Just short of forty, the S.S. Branford is 

pulling, fully loaded, into dock, and for 

those of us who have long wished its 

voyage well—it has come a great 

distance from a promising start, and 

has called at some eccentric islands 

along the way—it is particularly 

gratifying to see the circus animals 

debark and the unmitigated amplitude 

of the festivities begin. With recent 

performances in concert and in clubs, 

and now with this album, his most 

consistently fine in a nearly twenty- 

year career, Branford Marsalis has 

reached the shores, I think, of his 

promised heritage and due maturity. 

When so many artistic careers, 

favored by nature and their time, defy 

augury to vanish down a whirlpool or 

up a waterspout, this music puts one 

in touch with a finally sweeter motion 

through the sea of years. 

(Liner Notes continued inside booklet) 
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(Cont’d from back of package) 

From the start, Branford Marsalis has presented us 
with an odd and only apparently uncoordinated amal¬ 
gam of fast and slow development. He early showed 
an ability to learn his way through the music and solve 
technical and conceptual problems with remarkable 
intuitive quickness—sometimes he didn’t have to 
practice his way through a difficulty in his path, just 
think about it until he saw it clearly and then, in short 
order, it was gone—but deeper, more inward process¬ 
es have pursued their sometimes slow and necessary 
course. It’s not only the mechanics of the horn: things 
take time to sift down to the soul in its station, and 
finding your way through the world of music is a lot 
like learning your way through the maze of human 
nature; and you can’t do much of the first without a lot 
of the other. 

Influence has only been a part of the process, but it’s 
the part most easily discussed. When, in the early 
days, critics twitted Marsalis for his serial absorption 
in a set of influences beginning with Wayne Shorter—I 
confess to doing some of this—he broke with conven¬ 
tion to say he didn’t expect to have a personal style 
until he was thirty; he also thought he might quit 
music at forty, but, you know, the clock is such a blur¬ 
ry, half-seen thing to a man that young. The years saw 
him choose not just Trane or Sonny but major, deep- 
down aspects of both, the same with Ornette and Bird, 
a lot of Ben Webster, a whole mainstream tenor strain 
including players like Gene Ammons, Buddy Tate, 
Sonny Stitt, maybe Lucky Thompson—who seems to 
me, if not an influence, one of Branford’s artistic kin— 
and a host of others epitomized by the Basie tandem 
of Herschel Evans and Lester Young. Everyone studies 
these guys, if not in such thoroughgoing detail, but 

Marsalis seemed alone, at least among the famous, 
in being unafraid to show it and say so plainly. 

But that, as he reminded me recently, is just the horn. 
The music itself implies a deeper, longer evolution, 
and the finding of one’s artistic voice and what one 
has to say in it is not a matter of picking items off a 
menu; and here Branford has been fast and slow too, 
pausing in unexpected places, lurching into other 
idioms when the straight line was expected, taking 
chances, playing long and without the support of a 
piano, discovering what other pieces of the world were 
made of. His soprano playing seemed to race ahead, a 
puckish, coltish, sometimes childlike lyric voice, while 
on tenor, the horn in the range of a grown man’s 
speech, the work sounded harder and more studious: 
the ingenuity of his phrasing reached startling heights, 
the speed and obliquity of his harmonic command 
dazzled the mind (and must have dumbfounded much 
of the competition), but something seemed to fall 
short of complete expression. 

I think that with this album we are there. A new 
beginning, perhaps. 

Branford didn’t go into the studio intending to make 
this an all-tenor album; it turned out that way when he 
saw that none of the compositions the group had in 
hand was a soprano tune, so the smaller horn stayed 
in its case. That it is not even slightly missed is elo¬ 
quent index of how far Marsalis’ tenor playing has 
come of late, even in matters of tone. His sound is 
fuller, more expressive, and better defined than it was 
on even last year’s album, and the thinness that used 
to trouble his transitions to the upper register is gone: 

1 it’s something he worked on, he told me, finding out 
that instead of tightening up for dramatic ascents, the 

embouchure and throat actually had to relax and open 
up. What’s best is that he’s not done learning yet. 

The intricate “In The Crease” is the kind of set-opener 
that would rather set up an evening’s universe of dis¬ 
course than knock you fiat for starters. Even so, there 
are probably very few bands who could play it and live. 
The vamp on which it is constructed will probably defy 
your attempts to count it. For the record, it’s two bars 
of 4, then one each of 6,3,4,6, followed by three bars 
of 4; that’s on the improv: the melody chorus features 
an extra bar of 5/8 before the bar of 3, and if you think I 
worked that out without asking the composer you’re 
mistaking me for some other guy. Anyhow, the vamp 
would only be a wiz-kid math-trick worth its approxi¬ 
mate weight in gnats’ wings did it not make musical 
sense and were it not for the fact that the quartet gets 
into its furious complications and swings it high and 
wide. Branford’s choruses are procedural and logically 
constructed, and he surprised me by not wrapping 
himself in sheets of sound, as is sometimes his wont, 
for a climax: there’s just the smallest flash of linen and 
it’s not at the end: there goes another predictable fea¬ 
ture of his playing wiped away by fresh development. 
Quiet as it’s kept, I think Joey Calderazzo gets into 
more interesting terrain on this tune than the leader. 
While you’re enjoying the landscape, do note Tain’s 
serial thunderbolts cannonading down the valley over 
the vamp near the finish. Congratulations, you’re inside 
the album. 

“Requiem” is obviously one of Branford’s gems, up 
therewith “The Peacocks,” “The Beautyful Ones Are 
Not Yet Born”—although it is maturer work than 
either—his last album’s version of “A Thousand 
Autumns,” which it surpasses, and “Lykief.” That 
album was entitled Requiem, but of course it included 

no tune of that name, since the recording preceded the 
massively untimely death of Branford’s longtime 
pianist and creative partner Kenny Kirkland, whose last 
studio date with Marsalis it was. “Requiem” here is 
Branford paying deep, deliberate tribute, but the piece 
does more than merely mourn. It is, first off, lovely, 
ardent, elegiac music, the first surprise of which is its 
modulation away from the only apparently convention¬ 
al mourning cadence of its initial phrases: a tactic that 
will pay massive artistic dividends in the solos. 
Calderazzo has the first outing, and the tune—for the 
audience that is listening for the external plot, if not in 
fact for the pianist, whose only business is the 
music—puts him up against the fact that he’s replacing 
the irreplaceable Kirkland; that the dilemma vanishes 
without trace in the beauty of the music he elicits from 
the tune, and his delicacy of thought and touch over 
the unconventional structure, are a tribute to the 
degree of artistry and expressiveness he has achieved, 
and how thoroughly he has worked his way into the 
particular magic of this band. Branford’s solo, which 
follows, is something I still find astonishing after many 
hearings. At the beginning he evokes John Coltrane’s 
“Alabama,” probably the most solemn music in the 
whole of jazz—the move was unplanned, even unrec¬ 
ognized by Branford at the time, though the band goes 
right into it with him—but when the rise and fall of the 
chordal cycle lifts Branford from the gravity of the 
dirge, his songfulness broadens like a fan depicting the 
entire expressive amplitude a man’s life might have 
with its spectrum at full stretch—what might be won 
and lost over the course and range of a human possi¬ 
bility—and the rhythm section’s river of rubato whitens 
over the rapids, and in quieter patches its dominoed 
water rises and falls with the articulating chordal tide. 
There is nothing overstated or grandiose about this 
music; it is wonderfully proportioned and judged. After 
a nearly heartstopping pause, a last variation of the 
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~B. Marsaiis- 

Steeplone Music, Inc. (ASCAP) 

2. Requiem (io:24) 
-B. Marsalis- 

Steeplone Music, Inc. (ASCAP) 

3. Elysium (15:58) 
-B. Marsalis- 
Steeplone Music, Inc. (ASCAP) 

4. Cheek To Cheek (8:46) 
-I. Berlin- 
Irving Berlin Music Company (ASCAP) 
admin, by Williamson Music Co. (ASCAP) 

5. Tain Mutiny (8:2i) 
-B. Marsalis- 
Steeplone Music, Inc. (ASCAP) 

6. Ayanna (6:oi) 
-E. Revis- 
Rebay Music (BMI) 

7. Countronious Rex (8:54) 
-J. Watts- 
Tainish Chamber Music (ASCAP) 

This album is dedicated to the memory of Grover Washington Jr., 
Milt Jackson, Guilbert Anderson, Jenny Evans, Charles Earland, 
Jan Carter, Essie Green Edmundson and Tim Green. 
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Branford Marsalis 
Contemporary Jazz 

’’Most of my album titles have been goofs and send- 
ups,M says Branford Marsalis, when asked about why he gave his 
latest disc the decidedly straightforward name Contemporary 
Jazz. "But I think we're finally playing good contemporary 
music. We've gone through what we needed to, as people and as 
musicians, to be at the top of our game. We're not students 
anymore; we've gone through 'university.' Now we can just play 
good tunes." 

The "we" Branford speaks of encompasses the members 
of his exceptional quartet: drummer Jeff "Tain" Watts, who in 
effect has been evolving this music with the saxophonist for two 
decades; bassist Eric Revis, a key contributor since Branford's 
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previous album, Requiem, and pianist Joey Calderazzo, 
successor to the late Kenny Kirkland. Together they provide 
that mix of restlessness and assurance, of knowledge and 
inquiry, which the leader and the music demand. 

"I've always enjoyed a quartet more than other settings," 
Branford explains, when asked about the choices he faced for his 
band after Kirkland’s death. "And it was a given that Joey would 
be the next guy. I've known him since he was twelve years old- 
his brother Gene lived down the hall from me at Berklee—and 
we've been jamming and talking music for years. Unlike so 
many musicians 1 meet, who either play modern music at the 
expense of the tradition or become too immersed in the tradition 
to play modern music, Joey plays modern, he's forward thinking, 

but he still has that attitude." 

This blend of talents is essential for joining in the rapid- 
response creativity that Branford and Watts began nurturing 
even before they helped launch the first Wynton Marsalis 
quintet— since their student days at Berklee College. "A lot of 
information really flies between Tain and me," Branford 
confirms. "Our model is a trio of Walter Davis, Jr., Ahmed 

3 

Abdul-Malik and Ben Riley that we heard playing at Bradley's 
over a dozen years ago. Tain called me from the club one night 
and said, 'If you ever want to hear bebop the way it's supposed to 
be played, get down here!' We ended up spending the whole 
week at Bradley's, hearing this mass of information flying across 
that rhythm section-not licks, like we had been taught as kids, 
but information. Walter would even pull his hands off the 
keyboard when he found himself going to a familiar idea. I 
never forgot that." 

In letting the information fly on Contemporary Jazz, 
Branford's quartet has created a program of uniformly high 
quality, yet diverse and often mercurial moods. "Most people 
choose material that plays to their strengths," he notes; "but with 
Tain and me, and with Eric and now Joey, too, we have a lot of 
choices." 

The opener, "In the Crease," is one of his most 
challenging compositions. "It was supposed to be on the last 
album," he explains, "but Kenny and Tain were having a tough 
time playing it, which brought me endless joy. It's one of those 
songs that goes back to when I roomed with 'Smitty' Smith at 
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Berklee, and would mess with his Doctor Rhythm machine when 
he wasn't around. I've always wanted to write rhythmically 
challenging music that flows, because I've always felt that it's 
hard as hell to play odd meters without spelling them out, but 
then you lose an organic melodic feeling. Now that I've been 
doing it for so long, I was able to just write the melody for 'In 
the Crease' without worrying about the meter. And as far as the 
rest of the band getting it," he laughs, "I've learned that you can 
rehearse and rehearse and it will remain problematic, but screw 
it up a couple of times on a gig and you learn it real fast." 

Watts, who explodes at the end of "In the Crease," is 
also the focal point of "Tain Mutiny," the latest in a long line of 
compositions that the saxophonist has dedicated to his drummer. 
"It started out as a joke, when Tain was two hours late for a 
session on my first album \Scenes in the City] and we did 
'Waiting for Tain.' Kenny loved that so much that he wrote 
'Chambers of Tain' for Wynton's band. It might have ended 
there, but then I heard that a lot of other musicians, drummers in 
particular, were upset that we were writing so many tunes for 
Tain. So now we'll do them forever. One guy is even constantly 
sending me emails with Tain titles." 
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The drummer's own contribution to the album is the 
surprising jazz hoedown "Countronious Rex." "Black 
Americans use the word 'country' to supplant 'hick' or 'rube,'" 
Branford notes. "Tain's from Pittsburgh, where a lot of folks 
from Mississippi moved, and the tune is very country, so the title 
means 'The King of Country.' It's a great song, because it 
sounds simple until you try to play it. Everything's in five, 
except for one bar in six." 

Contemporary Jazz as played by the quartet also 
includes the heartfelt balladry of Revis' "Ayanna" and Branford's 
own "Requiem," which might be considered the title track from 
his last album. "I was still writing 'Requiem' when Kenny died, 
and originally wanted Keith Jarrett to play on it, because Kenny 
was such a big Keith fan. Kenny's the one who turned me on to 
Keith's music, which has influenced the shape that my ballads 
would take. But when Keith was ill and couldn't record, I just 
decided to save it for this album." While the rhapsodic melody 
does reveal traces of Jarrett, Calderazzo's magisterial piano solo 
need not defer to Jarrett, Kirkland or anyone else, and Branford 
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is inspired in turn to create one of his own most poetic and 
reflective statements. 

The disc is completed by a fleet, provocatively arranged 
version of the standard "Cheek to Cheek," a "hidden" walking 
blues "Sleepy Hollow" that finds Branford in a Ben Webster 
mood and a new version of "Elysium" that transforms a piece 
first heard in a trio setting on the Requiem CD. "1 brought 
’Elysium’ in to finish the last album, after Kenny died," Branford 
comments, "and Eric, Tain and I really just did a reading. Now 
it’s completely different." 

Striving for such difference is what makes Branford 
Marsalis’ jazz such an essential gauge of the truly contemporary. 
This music has its visceral and emotional rewards, but it also 
provides new perspectives and provokes fresh responses. It 
allows us to hear what's next, rather than simply what we 

already know. 

This is not an obvious choice, and is definitely not the 
easy way out, for a musician who, as he turns 40, has already 
enjoyed two decades of acclaim and celebrity. "Having played 
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with Sting, I know what it’s like to be in arenas where you are 
really popular," he confirms. "But sooner or later we reach a 
crossroad, and I've come to the crossroad. I think of how 
Stravinsky, in his autobiography, talks about the frustration of 
people finding something of yours that they like, then expecting 
you to do it for the rest of your life while you're constantly 
trying to write something new, that they might not understand. 
'It's a shame that they cannot hear with different ears,' is the way 
Stravinsky puts it. 

"So when you play jazz, or any music not just 
attempting to represent a lifestyle, you have to be there for the 
music. And that means you just play it, accept the 
consequences, and realize how lucky you are." 

For Branford, "being there for the music" means his 
teaching affiliation with San Francisco State University, special 
challenges such as his album with the Orpheus Chamber 
Orchestra that will be released on Sony Classics in 2001, and 
most particularly the music he creates with his quartet. And 
since he and his band are so highly skilled at communicating 
their vision, his fans can consider themselves equally lucky. 
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Along with celebrating his birthday on August 26, Branford can 
take heart from knowing that his band has created not only 
Contemporary Jazz, but contemporary jazz at its finest. 
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