The Original Mob
Jimmy Cobb (Smoke Sessions)
by Alex Henderson

J immy Cobb has witnessed a lot of jazz history over
the years. The veteran drummer, now 85, was a
sideman for Cannonball Adderley, John Coltrane and
Dinah Washington during the ‘50s, Wes Montgomery
and Wynton Kelly during the ‘60s and is the only
survivor from Miles Davis’ seminal Kind of Blue session
of 1959. After many years, Cobb is still keeping busy:
The Original Mob documents a Feb. 3rd, 2014 appearance
at Smoke on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. Joined by
Peter Bernstein (guitar), Brad Mehldau (piano) and
John Webber (bass), Cobb leads a quartet he has had
since the ‘90s, a hardbop group in fine form on hardswinging performances of Peter Nero’s “Sunday in
New York”, Jerome Kern-Oscar Hammerstein’s
“Nobody Else But Me” and Burton Lane-Yip Harburg’s
“Old Devil Moon” as well as some original material,
which includes Cobb’s reflective “Remembering U”
and Bernstein’s Grant Green-flavored “Minor Blues”.
Bernstein lays out on Mehldau’s Brazilian-influenced
“Unrequited”, giving the remaining threesome a
chance to shine as an acoustic piano trio. But on all of
the other selections, Cobb leads a quartet.
Another
highlight
is
George
Coleman’s
“Amsterdam After Dark”, a modal gem the tenor
saxophonist unveiled back in 1978. In a song often
performed by saxophonists, Cobb demonstrates that
the song can be equally infectious without any horns.
Also quite memorable is an unlikely interpretation of
the George Forrest-Robert Wright standard “Stranger
in Paradise”, transformed into fast, exuberant hardbop
and, in Cobb’s skillful hands, sounding nothing like it
typically does in productions of the musical Kismet, yet
still capturing the melody’s charm.
Smoke Sessions is an independent label that the
club owners Paul Stache and Frank Christopher
launched in 2013 with the help of their ally Damon
Smith. At first, they had a game plan similar to what
Smalls owner Spike Wilner has been doing with his
smallsLIVE label—that is, a label devoted exclusively
to live performances. But they have since broadened
Smoke Sessions to include some studio recordings.
The Original Mob, however, is strictly and wonderfully
live and is a rewarding document of Cobb’s artistry.
For more information, visit smokesessionsrecords.com. Cobb
is at Blue Note Nov. 28th-30th with Roberta Gambarini. See
Calendar.
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Joëlle Léandre/Pascal Contet (Ayler)
Live at Kesselhaus Berlin 08.06.2013
Joëlle Léandre/ Vincent Courtois (Jazzdor)
28 rue Dunois, Juillet 1982
Derek Bailey/Joëlle Léandre/
George Lewis/Evan Parker (Fou)
by Kurt Gottschalk

Bassist Joëlle Léandre is, perhaps, a formalist at heart.

Her classical training as a singer and instrumentalist
began in her youth and included studies with John

Cage, Morton Feldman and Giacinto Scelsi. But she’s a
formalist who fell in love with free improvisation and
whose first recordings were made with such masters of
the form as guitarist Derek Bailey, trombonist George
Lewis and pianist Irène Schweizer. Her best recordings
often combine those two backgrounds in something
often called “spontaneous composition” but might be
referred to as “spontaneous formalism”. She responds
well to playing partners who can meet her in the
energy of the moment with an ear toward arc, dynamic
and thematic progression.
Pascal Contet has been one of Léandre’s finest
playing partners on that count, even if 3 is only their
third record in 20 years. The accordion is a naturally
emotive instrument with the cry of the reeds and the
fluidity of the piano and it is all the more so in Contet’s
hands. The combined voices—the reedy accordion and
the rich moans of the double bass—sound so natural
together it’s a wonder the pairing hasn’t been explored
more often. While the timbres are similar, they never
get in each other ’s way. Léandre keeps her singing to a
minimum over the seven tracks, allowing the
instruments to bring the emotions—the melancholy
and playfulness—into the mix.
Though he has generally remained closer to
their common French homeland than Léandre, cellist
Vincent Courtois shares with her a background
beginning in formal studies before discovering free
improvisation. He is best known on these shores for
work with pianist Sylvie Courvoisier and saxophonist
Ellery Eskelin but back home he has also worked with
guitarist Marc Ducret and violinist Dominique Pifarély.
Where 3 comes off as a wide-ranging dialogue, Léandre
and Courtois’ Live at Kesselhaus Berlin 08.06.2013 feels
like a monologue in two parts. The sonorities blend, of
course, between the middle and the low strings, the
wide-reaching cello sometimes stretching up into the
higher register as well, sounding like two parts of a
whole. But it’s not just the tones of the instruments.
Léandre and Courtois are quick to extend each other ’s
ideas; one could imagine a variation on a four-hands
piano piece for an oversize quadruple bass. The seven
tracks are so lyrical that when Léandre is inspired to
sing near the endpoint, it comes out not in her usual
brief and wordless exhortations but in full, melodic
paragraphs.
The intention here is not to diminish Léandre’s
more free-ranging efforts. Duos lend themselves to
tighter communication more than larger groups and
some improvisers are more focused on the moment
than they are over the scope of an hour. Bailey may
have been the crown prince of the immediate and a
newly uncovered session from 1982 finds the pair in a
quartet with Lewis and saxophonist Evan Parker. The
two sets the quartet played that night are preserved on
28 rue Dunois, Juillet 1982, a full 78 minutes. It’s an
early recording for her—in fact, the only improvised
record she had out at the time of this July 1982 gig in
Paris was the solo recording Contrebassiste. There’s a
palpable energy to the performances. Fellow
Englishmen Bailey and Parker had played together for
more than a decade by that point, of course (this session
occurring near the end of their association). Lewis, the
only American in the group, had been a frequent
presence in Europe at the time and Léandre was the
new kid, at the time still more immersed in the
contemporary classical world than she was in free
improvisation (although the lines weren’t as strict as
history sometimes recalls). The set is nicely restrained,
the players often breaking down into duos but with the
wild card of others entering and leaving. It’s a great
find and one that serves to remind of the cross-fertilized
grounds in which Léandre blossomed.
For
more
information,
visit
ayler.com,
jazzdorseries.bandcamp.com
and
fou.records.free.fr.
Léandre is at The Stone Nov. 29th with SPUNK. See
Calendar.

THE NEW YORK CITY JAZZ RECORD | NOVEMBER 2014

23

