
It’s been at least half a century now since such jazz musicians as Ornette Coleman and Cecil Taylor, barely out of the bebop era, re-revolutionized the music—or, they might argue, simply allowed it to take its next evolutionary step—by disregarding what had been considered its basic formal constituents: a steady tempo, uniform measures and traditional Western harmonic structures. It seems silly, especially now, to apply the quasi-military metaphor “avant-garde” to this music: the battle, conducted largely in the pages of such magazines as Down Beat, has been over with for decades. (The work of Coleman, Taylor, Albert Ayler, Archie Shepp and late-period John Coltrane is hardly the “new thing” anymore either.) What was once a culture war has become a permanent, if one-sided, truce. Such neotraditionalists as Wynton Marsalis get to play Lincoln Center, are heard on public radio’s evening jazz shows and featured in public television documentaries. The onetime revolutionists, along with their spiritual children and grandchildren, get to play . . . well, wherever they can, often in Europe, or in niche-market stateside festivals and performance spaces. You might hear them on a particularly adventurous college station, or catch a few seconds of footage in Ken Burns’s Jazz. This isn’t how it was supposed to be—back in the 1960s, it was possible to believe that everything from the arts to politics was moving ever forward toward some ultimate liberation—but that’s how it is.

If we have to put a name to this music, the hopeful term “free jazz”—popularized by the title of the 1960 album by Ornette Coleman’s double quartet—will do as well as any. Its practitioners accept the basically Romantic premise that a group of musicians, in an interactive improvisation with few guidelines beyond their intuitions and their responses to what the other players are doing, will produce moments of beauty and complexity transcending anything that could have been foreseen by relying on pre-ordained rhythmic, melodic or harmonic structures. This procedure may seem completely aleatory—throwing paint at the wall, sitting monkeys down at typewriters—but in fact the best free jazz players, like the ones on this record, have rigorous technical command, a strong sense of jazz tradition and an almost telepathic ability to collaborate in a spontaneous, continuously developing musical creation. Without set chords, bar lines, tempos or any other guidance system, they rely only on themselves and each other: it’s a trust exercise, a wilderness experience, a quintessentially human transaction, and the ultimate exercise in making order out of chaos. Naturally—and the size of its audience reflects this—it’s not easy on the ears. When listening to swing or bebop, you know where you are: the chord changes unreel reliably underneath the soloist as the rhythm ection chugs away, providing the occasional accent or textural changes in the background. Here, everything is happening at once, and changing by the instant. It’s music that needs—and rewards—your complete attention. It will never be popular. On the other hand, it will never get old.

The musicians on this album represent three generations of free-jazz players. The legendary drummer Sunny Murray, born in 1936, was there at the beginning: he played with Taylor from 1959 to 1964, with Ayler between 1964 and 1967, and worked with Shepp, Coleman and Don Cherry. The bassist William Parker, born in 1952, played with Taylor in the 1970s and ’80s, as well as with the saxophonist Sam Rivers and the violinist Billy Bang; a Village Voice critic has called him “the most consistently brilliant free-jazz bassist of all time,” and in 2002 the Boston Globe’s Steve Greenlee pronounced him “the most important leader of the current avant-garde scene in jazz.” And the pianist and composer John Blum was born in 1968—the year of Coleman’s Love Call and Ayler’s New Grass, and a year after the death of Coltrane. He studied at Bennington College with the two free-jazz giants, the drummer Milford Graves and the trumpeter Bill Dixon, and—in the most intimidating challenge imaginable for a pianist in this mode—played with the Cecil Taylor Orchestra. Since 1992, he’s been working in Europe and the United States on solo projects and in collaboration with such musicians as Murray, Dixon and the cornetist, composer and conductor Butch Morris, supported by gigs, the occasional foundation grant—and, the world being what it is, a day job. 
The titles of Blum’s pieces, as he explained to me in an email, reflect both the joys and the travails of a life dedicated to the only calling that makes sense to him: that is, to creating music that makes sense only to a minority of jazz listeners—an open-eared, open-hearted minority even within a minority. (“If quitting music was an option for me,” he once told an interviewer, “I would have done it a long time ago.”) “Out of This Nettle,” he wrote in his email, “refers to the feeling I had when I started playing with Sunny and William in the studio. Playing music was so comfortable and easy compared to the world outside. ‘First and Last’ refers to the small victories I have had in my musical life that were the first and last time. My [2005] CD Astrogeny Quartet is an example of this—the group played once and made a recording and then Denis Charles (the drummer) died. It also refers to times when I play a gig and they never ask me back, because they don’t like the music or are afraid that I will damage their piano.” Anyone who’s heard Blum’s sometimes ferocious attack, with its thunderous bass notes and hammer-to-anvil percussive effects in the midrange and treble, will understand this fear, though in fact, he says, he “rarely” breaks a string. “Misanthrope’s Dream,” Blum continued, “refers to what I have become”—though his friends would dispute that—“and my dream to quit my day job and be able to play the music I want for a living. ‘Transmigration’ refers to my travels to Mexico for the last six years. I have been living there four months a year because food is cheap and I am able to live alone. And ‘In the Shade of the Sun’ is dedicated to Sunny Murray. His drumming feels like ‘shade’ in that it protects the music and makes it stronger.” 

I first heard John at Bennington (where I teach part-time in the college’s Writing Seminars), affectionately kicking around some bebop and Thelonious Monk tunes with a bassist and a drummer. His chops, inventiveness and taste—how many pianists would think to pull out Monk’s “Bright Mississippi”?—caught my attention immediately, but I didn’t hear the real John Blum until he sent me the CD you now have in your hands. Not only is he a master musician—if a pitcher were this fast and pinpoint-precise, he’d be out-earning Johan Santana and C.C. Sabathia combined—but his playing seems to encapsulate the whole history of jazz piano: if you listen hard, you’ll catch bits of Harlem stride, Art Tatum, Bud Powell, Monk and Taylor, all recombined in a flow almost—but not quite—too rapid for the ear to absorb and the mind to process. Like every great jazz improviser, from Louis Armstrong on, he’s a self-portraitist, registering the play of his own thoughts and intuitions as they arise. His abundance of ideas—and ideas springing from those ideas and morphing into yet other ideas—suggests a teeming, almost Joyceian inner world. The titles of his pieces allude to the context of struggle in which this world exists; but the music itself, sometimes majestic, sometimes frightening, sometimes witty, many-colored and ceaselessly inventive, is an ideal universe of freedom. 
Still, I’m not holding my breath until I hear a track from this disc on my local public radio station. After all, somebody has to keep playing the Jazz Messengers circa 1960, as well as those new jacks who sound pretty much like the Jazz Messengers circa 1960—and I don’t mean this entirely dismissively, since jazz of any sort is an endangered musical species. And free jazz in particular will always make too many demands on the listener ever to fade into genial “background music” for an evening of chitchat while sipping Sancerre. Yet for the few who are willing to give their full attention—and what serious musician really wants a less-than-serious audience?—John Blum and his collaborators (the term “sidemen” doesn’t apply) have created work of enduring value and endless fascination. As many times as I listen to these pieces, I always hear something fresh and surprising: further revelations, deeper interconnections. It’s a gift from generous spirits, straight from their hearts and minds to yours. 
