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Live Performance Reviews

By Dimitry Ekshtut

Reed’s Bass Drum is the nom de plume of a 
talented collective banded together to explore the 
possibilities of the saxophone trio format. Baritone 
saxophonist Jonah Parzen-Johnson, bassist Noah 
Garabedian, and drummer Aaron Ewing all met 
while studying jazz at New York University. It was 
perhaps this academic environment, where the tra-
ditional and the avant-garde are equally accessible, 
that caused Reed’s Bass Drum to infuse the standard 
bebop sax trio with a modern sensibility incorporat-
ing odd time signatures, polyrhythms, and a melding 
of through-composition and improvisation. On the 
heels of the release of their debut recording, Which Is 
Which, the group showcased their most recent musi-
cal !ndings at saxophonist John Zorn’s eclectic Al-
phabet City venue, "e Stone.

Playing through a cadre of original composi-
tions in the barebones, black box theater of a venue, 
the performance had a hushed, recital-like quality. 
As such, it was more an exposition of progress to date 
rather than a restatement of completed work. "e 
journey of !nding the music, however, can be just as 
exhilarating, if not more so, than its inevitable con-
clusion. Watching these young, talented musicians 
engaged in the act of discovery proved exciting on its 
own merits.

“Which is Which”, penned by Ewing, laid out 
a blueprint for the band’s concept. An odd-time 
groove in the melody kept the music #oating along, 
while the solo section emerged as an opportunity for 
Parzen-Johnson to blow behind a solid common time 
feel. "e somewhat unusual combination of baritone 
saxophone, bass, and drums allowed each instrument 
to be heard clearly, each component audible both as 
an independent thread and part of the overall tex-
ture. While rooted in the tradition of saxophone-led 
trios, Reed’s Bass Drum generally stays clear of those 
well-worn !elds, choosing instead to plod away in 
less trampled areas.

A composition by Garabedian, “No, A Shark”, 
demanded an equal amount of melody from each 
member of the trio. "e tune’s contrapuntal texture 
allowed the instruments to rotate between leading 
and complementary roles. Garabedian supplied little 
!lls between spurts of Parzen-Johnson’s melody, 
while Ewing interjected compelling, melodic phrases 
from the drums. Parzen-Johnson’s warm, round 
sound on the baritone !lled up the sonic space on his 
solo before a thoughtful dialogue emerged between 
the bass and drums. "e delicate texture continued 
for the duration of the tune before coming to rest 
with an outro for baritone and bass.

Playing with a collected focus belying their 
age, the trio moved to “Changes”, a Parzen-Johnson 
composition displaying a chamber-like propensity 
for counterpoint, thoughtful arrangements, and 

consideration for the possibilities of the given in-
strumentation. A strong, punchy tone emerged from 
Parzen-Johnson’s baritone, propelled by intricate 
melodic lines and periodic ascents into the upper 
register of the horn while wisely and conspicuously 
staying out of Garabedian’s bass register. “A$er "e 
Almonds Fell”, another quirky-titled Garabedian 
composition, elicited some tasty hand drumming on 
the snare and a funky beat from Ewing. Garabedian 
facilitated the proceedings with solid all-around bass 
playing and an authoritative tone.

Parzen-Johnson’s composition “Stretches” pro-
vided an ideal vehicle to do just what the tune’s name 
implies – stretch out. A blistering solo emanated 
from the baritone saxophone as Parzen-Johnson 
revealed a prodigious technical grasp of the instru-
ment. “Yatra”, a more abstract piece by Garabedian, 
featured some communicative interplay amongst the 
musicians, particularly baritone and drums at the 
outset. Ewing supplied a strong drum solo near the 
song’s conclusion to bring the band back in. "e per-
formance came to an end with “When You Listen”, 
a mid-tempo tune in 5/4 by Parzen-Johnson that 
highlighted a solo contribution from each member 
of the band. 

Reed’s Bass Drum is clearly a group looking 
for something, hungry for a new, individual sound 
– musical alchemists seeking out a formula to turn 
mundane materials into gold. "e chase can be quite 
thrilling to watch. Reed’s Bass Drum will continue 
to evolve and grow while developing a unique musi-
cal identity, and that is something we can all be ex-
cited about.

Django Reinhardt at 100!
The Iridium, New York City

February 1-3, 2010
By Joe Lang

Excitement was in the air at "e Iridium for 
a celebration of the centennial of the birth of the 
legendary gypsy jazz guitarist Django Reinhardt.  
Stratta Philips Productions has been producing 
Django festivals for over ten years, events that fea-
ture many of the outstanding musicians who have 
been carrying on the gypsy jazz tradition that was 
popularized by Reinhardt and his associates begin-
ning in the 1930s.

"e lineup for the Iridium gig was Dorado 
Schmitt on lead guitar, Samson Schmitt on rhythm 
guitar, Brian Tor% on bass, Marcel Loe&er on ac-
cordion and Pierre Blanchard on violin, with special 
guest appearances by vocalist Curtis Stigers, guitarist 
Ted Gottsegen and cellist Borislav Strulev.

"e Schmitts, Tor% and Loe&er opened the 
proceedings for the second set on February 3 with 
two unannounced selections.  "e !rst started out as 
a sweet ballad that evolved into a hot swing number 
featuring Dorado Schmitt.  Loe&er was the focus of 
the second piece, a frenetic rhythmic excursion.

With the arrival of Blanchard and his violin, 

things took a gentler turn with a very romantic take 
on “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes,” featuring some lyri-
cal guitar work from Dorado Schmitt.  "ere was an 
immediate turnaround in mood as the group went 
up, up, up with “"e Sheik of Araby,” sounding like a 
larger group than the one on the stage.  Tor% ’s “"e 
Heather” had the feeling of a Celtic folk song.  He 
played some lovely arco bass, and Loe&er’s accordion 
added just the right touch.

Gottsegen arrived on the scene to play rhythm 
guitar behind Samson Schmitt’s lone solo turn of 
the evening on Dorado Schmitt’s “Tchavolo Swing.”  
Another guest, Strulev, arrived as Gottsegen bowed 
out.  Strulev is a classical cellist, and he proved to be 
both de$ and exciting as he was featured on Roger 
Kellaway’s arrangement of Reinhardt’s most famous 
composition, “Nuages.”

Vocalist Curtis Stigers is not a performer that 
one would normally associate with the Reinhardt 
oeuvre, but he easily !t into this grouping.  He 
jumped right onto “Billie’s Bounce,” !lling the air 
with some impressive scatting, abetted by great bass 
work from Tor%.  Loe&er’s accordion provided a 
strong intro to a soulful reading of “Body and Soul” 
by Stigers.

Concluding the set, all of the participants 
gathered on the stage for a scintillating explosion on 
“Sweet Georgia Brown.’

"e rich Reinhardt legacy was well served by 
this cast of impressive musicians.  "ere was no slav-
ish imitation of the Reinhardt performances, but the 
spirit of the original music was in the air all evening. 

Bill Stewart Quartet
Smoke Jazz Club

February 12, 2010
By Al Bunsha!

Personnel: Bill Stewart, drums; Peter Washing-
ton, bass; Seamus Blake, tenor saxophone; and Steve 
Wilson, alto and soprano saxophones. 

"ere have been many types of drummers as 
group leaders in the jazz world. Famously there were 
the big bands of Buddy Rich, Gene Krupa and the 
like. "en there were the jazz groups of various sizes 
led by the teacher; masters, like Art Blakey and El-
vin Jones. Some drummers also create side projects, 
which don’t particularly standout while giving the 
leader a chance to show o% his stu%. Bill Stewart’s 
solo e%orts to date don’t easily !t into any of these 
categories. Stewart’s solo albums and leader dates 
have shown a very careful selection of both repertoire 
and also collaborators. He has leaned towards the 
trio and quartet format and has worked with a tour 
de force of players including saxophonists Seamus 
Blake, Joe Lovano, and Steve Wilson. His bass play-
ers, his rhythm section partners, have included Larry 
Grenadier, Dave Holland and tonight, Peter Wash-
ington. "e front line of this night’s quartet is the 
same as on his excellent 1997 album “Telepathy”. 

Reed’s Bass Drum
Live at The Stone
January 28, 2010
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