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he jazz orchestra, the music it plays,
and the composers who write the
music continue to evolve. Far past the

era when big bands defined popular music
and provided a major source of live entertain-

ment, beyond the period in which name

bandleaders could remain on the road or
even mount an occasional tour, overwhelmed
by economic realities and undercut by the
pandemic that put all kinds of interpersonal
creativity at risk, the future grows ever more
challenging. Contemporary composers are
still drawn to the form, but have limited op-
portunities to hear their music played, leaving
audiences with fewer chances to encounter
it. What to do?

Jeremy Cohen had one promising solution.
Once COVID restrictions were lifted, he envi-
sioned a series of reading sessions in which a
small group of composers would share the
costs of assembling and paying a band, hear-
ing their latest work performed, and produc-
ing a basic stereo recording. It seemed like a
wild idea, given that each member would re-
ceive only forty minutes of the ensemble’s
time and a recerding captured with just two
room mics, but Cohen had a network of
fellow composers. He contacted his friend
Darryl Harper, who in turn contacted his
friend Jason Robinson, who then recruited
Eric Hofbauer; Matan Rubinstein and Sam
Spear soon joined, and the New England Jazz
Collaborative was born.

From such modest beginnings, NEJC has
steadily expanded its activities to include

concerts where what has become a confi-.

dent ensemble performs compositions that,
in large part, would not otherwise exist. Some
of that music is heard here on their first fully
produced studio recording, which features
four of what is now a roster of over ten partici-
pating composers. The imposing results were

achieved in a single day in the studio after a-

single rehearsal session.
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The four composers heard here come from dif-
ferent parts of the US and the world, and dis-
play distinct approaches in the compositions
selected for this initial collection. Yet they share
common influences that reflect the time many
of them have spent at Boston's New England
Conservatory. “I'm still very connected to the
NEC world,” Cohen says, “and Bob Brockmey-
er's music in particular made a lasting impact
on me.” George Russell and Gunther Schuller,
either directly or through their lasting impact on the
conservatory, have also been critical influences.

JEREMY COHEN grew up in Berkeley, California.
Despite being the grandson of Irving “ltzy”
Riskin, a pianist, composer, and arranger who
worked with Bix Beiderbecke and Frank Trum-
bauer, Cohen was not drawn to music until his
undergrdduclté days at UC Berkeley. After re-
ceiving a graduate degree in composition from
NEC, he began teuching-r’ﬁiddle school general
music and focusing on West African percus-
sion, taking a hiatus from composing for almost
fifteen years while doing extensive field studies

* in Ghana and Cuba. The impact of this experi-

ence shines through his two contributions to
the album. ' s
Another Brighter Day is an uplifting creation,
with birdcalls surrounding the performance
that reflect the passion for birding that
Cohen shares with his wife and kids.
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After Mitch Selib's guitar winds its way
through the incisive rhythmic support, Temi-
dayo Balogun’s soprano sax rises over ensem-
ble backing. Lumanyano Mzi brings his drums
forward before the recapitulation. The ar-
rangement brightens the melody with color,
while piano and drum figures keep the groove
going during the solo sections.

Cohen'’s second composition, Green Turtle
Strut, relates more directly to West Africa.
While its title nods to the now-defunct Green
Tortoise Lodge in Ghana,“The rhythmic feel
comes from a style of Congolese pop music
cadlled sebene, which bears a strong resem-
blance to both a 3-2 son clave and a New
Orleans second-line groove,” the composer
notes. Eric Hofbauer is the featured guitar so-
loist who rides a diversity of musical wayves.
He begins over the rhythm section before the
ensemble enters and grows increasingly per-
cussive as the forces take on weight. Nearly four
minutes in, the ensemble shifts without disrupt-
ing the mood. The music stops and then returns
for a coda that Cohen describes as the most
folkloric aspect of the composition.

DARRYL HARPER is a Philadelphia native who
studied at the city’s Settlement Music School,

-~ Amherst College, Rutgers, and NEC. He has

performed with numerous leading jazz artists
G_nd returned to Amherst in 2017, where he is a
professor of music..While he had written for
large jazz ensembles and heard his works

. performed in recitals during his postgraduate

years at NEC, his renewed enthusiasm for the
idiom occurred only after Cohen proposed
the collaborative idea. “I| had always avoided
organizing a big band,” Harper admits, “but
the collective model allows us to write for a
large ensemble consistently, and to hear the
music played immediately.” He has written
five compositions for NEJC to date, including
the two heard here.
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Kiss Me Again is based on George Russell’s
Lydian Chromatic Concept, which Harper
was introduced to even before his NEC days
by one of his Rutgers instructors, guitarist Ted
Dunbar. Mark Tipton's flugelhorn initiates the
performance and is joined by the saxo-
phones. Tipton's heartfelt reading of the
melody brings on the full ensemble, which
quickly yields to a brief piano spot by Ellie Pru-
neau and a more extended tenor sax improvi-
sation by Balogun, ending with a written
figure that anticipates the orchestra’s return.

The Secret mixes jazz language with older
European poetic forms, especially the nine-
teen-line French villanelle. After an opening
solo, Mzi's drums set an odd-metered dance
beat as Pruneau’s piano vamps and the en-
semble stretches into an elongated blues feel.
Trombonist Chris Gagne takes a full solo, fol-
lowed by exchanges among the band. Rhyth-
mically shifting lines return, attracting Bijen
Watson’s muted trumpet as a sparring part-
ner before Mzi cues a coda that is both swag-

gering and reflective. “The ostinato changes
every measure,” Harper notes, but he has
grown to know the musicians well, and had
full confidence that they could handle the
challenge.

MATAN RUBINSTEIN was born and raised in
Jerusalem and, after stints in New York and
Madison, Wisconsin, settled in the Pioneer
Valley of Western Massachusetts. Since 2020,
he has been an associate professor at Emer-
son College in Boston. Despite his experience

in a wide variety of musical genres, he says
that it had been many years since he had the
opportunity to write for big band, but the for-
mation of NEJC inspired him to produce three
compositions to date.

“As a compositional touchstone, | found
myself drawn to a lot of early '30s big band
arrangements, those three-minute pieces
that you can dance to, but also contain a
variety of experiments in timbre,” Rubin-
stein says. One result of this fascination is
Ol’ Liminal.

The uniform excellence
and diversity of the
present music has created
a powerful debut.

It opens with a fully notated section before
the individual voices separate, and the
band collectively cuts loose in an ecstatic
multi-improvisational texture. He jokes that,
clocking in at just under four minutes, “this
piece was my least unsuccessful attempt at
keeping to the three-minute time limit.”

SAM SPEAR hails from Cleveland and
became fascinated with Duke Ellington's

music at the age of ten. She attended

Berklee's summer program in Boston while in
high school, obtained her undergraduate
degree from that institution, and then a mas-
ter’s in performance at NEC. Ken Schaphorst,
NEC’s chair of Jazz Studies and NEJC's main
conductor, suggested her as one of the early
collaborative members. “It's so hard to get a
big band together that | thought I'd .never
write for one again after | left school,” she
admits, “but that is the jozz that | first loved.”
She has contributed four compositions to the
organization’s book to date.

Gee, Em... is a coded tribute to Gunther Schuller
and his wife Marjorie, as well as a eference to
Schuller's GM record label. It is based in both its
melody and counterpoint on what has become
known as “Gunther’s Magic Row,” Schuller’s fa-

vorite 12-tone row.

After a delicate introduction, the piece be-
comes a ballad feature for the alto saxophone
of Allan Chase, one of Spear’s favorite musi-
cians. The melody receives a variety of back-
ground support, from a cushion of saxophones
to biting brass. The band then builds to a Chase
break and solo over a mix of supporting figures.
After the full band returns for what amounts to
a shout chorus, Chase institutes a quieter con-
clusion.

The uniform excellence and diversity of the
present music has created a powerful debut
album that has already inspired growth in
NEJC's mission. “That diversity is what makes
the album sound contemporary, especially in
the sort of ‘post-style’ world we live in,” Cohen
agrees, “and it helps us reach a wider audi-
ence.” The group recently debuted the NEJC
Octet, and future recordings are slated to in-
clude a variety of ensemble types, as well as
contributions from more of the members.

As with all nonprofit efforts, that future de-
pends on financial support. The commitment
that created Tributaries deserves nothing less.
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