
a new song that he was making. … That’s the 
second track on the new record.”

If this patchwork doesn’t exactly suggest 
the usual ECM production—that is, a Rudy 
Van Gelder-style session helmed by Manfred 
Eicher—that’s because Cartography was com-
pleted before Henriksen knew who would 
release it. “Jan had a recording session in 
France together with Jon Hassell,” Henriksen 
said when asked how the album ended up on 
the long-running German label. “So Jan just 
mentioned this [to] Manfred and he wanted 
to listen to it and liked it … and wanted to 
release it. But the process before that had 
been … to release it, actually, on another 
label: the Rune Grammofon label.” 

It’s hard to say which would’ve been 
a better fit. The genre-defying Norwegian 
indie released Henriksen’s first three albums—
Chiaroscuro, 2001’s Sakuteiki and 2007’s 
Strjon—as well as the entire output of his 
jazz-rock outfit Supersilent. But ECM has a 
long history of supporting Norwegian artists 

who take unorthodox approaches to improvi-
sation. Henriksen sees himself as a part of this 
tradition. “Jan, of course, and [co-producer] 
Erik [Honoré] and myself, we are very fond of 
sounds,” he said. “That’s mainly the approach 
in many of my projects—also Supersilent. 
And that goes for many of my colleagues in 
different bands here in Norway. We’re fond 
of the classical music, fond of the medieval 
music, fond of most different kinds. We 
just want to bring it in and see what can be 
achieved, musically, by doing that.”

Henriksen’s liberal outlook might put him 
at odds with the core American jazz audience, 
which, thanks to ECM, will have a much easier 
time finding Cartography than the trumpeter’s 
previous records. But, truth be told, he doesn’t 
see himself in an American light. “The Norwe-
gian jazz scene has always been sort of a melting 
point of many different things,” he said. “And 
you have to look at the Norwegian scene with 
some sort of European eyes, because it’s not 
American jazz.” In other words, don’t expect a 

Wynton Marsalis record—or even the kind of 
music that Miles Davis was making in the ’70s. 
Cartography is much closer to Davis in spirit 
than in sound, as evidenced by Henriksen’s 
eagerness to work with Bang and Honoré, 
producers who attracted him because of their 
experience with radio-friendly forms.

“They have been working with a lot of 
pop artists here in Norway,” Henriksen said 
of the pair. “That’s the reason I chose them to 
produce it, because it would give me a glimpse 
of another world.” Interestingly enough, the 
collaboration resulted in one of his least oth-
erworldly recordings. Henriksen eschews the 
heavy processing of Strjon and Supersilent’s 
recordings, opting instead for the simple 
sound of trumpet played over rhythms that 
are almost subliminally soft. “It was the work 
of Erik and Jan,” he said, in typical humble 
fashion. “They have maybe managed to make 
me play less notes and more simple, maybe. 
And hopefully this is a stronger output from 
my trumpet playing.” BRENT BURTON 
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Big Apple to Brotherly 
Love
New York drummer-composer John Hollenbeck hooks up 
with Philadelphia’s finest for “Big Ears”

G
ongs ring out, loud and long, followed by the boom of timpani and the sparse rattle 

of percussion. Then, from the rear of Philadelphia’s Painted Bride Art Center, out 
of view, several horns begin an achingly dissonant rubato theme. Soon the players 
emerge from the darkness, continuing the music as they march slowly through the 

black-box theater, finally joining the half-dozen musicians already onstage. John Hollenbeck, 
switching from melodica to drum set, kicks off a driving beat as the players fall into tempo, 
adding to a powerful unison line that crests and then draws to a conclusive finish. The piece, 
“Paterna Terra” (“fatherland”), is a journey in itself. But it’s just the first of Hollenbeck’s offerings 
with a band he has dubbed the “Philly 12.”

This concert, in early March, was the culminating event of Hollenbeck’s “Big Ears” 

residency at the Painted Bride. In coordina-
tion with Lenny Seidman, the Bride’s music 
curator, Hollenbeck chose 12 musicians 
from a pool of local applicants. He wound 
up with a vibrant cross-section of Phila-
delphia’s improvised-music community: alto 
saxophonist Bobby Zankel, tenor saxophonist 
Bryan Rogers, soprano sax/clarinetist Aino 
Söderhielm, trumpeter Bart Miltenberger, 
trombonist Brent White, violinist Katt Her-
nandez, guitarist Matt Davis, vocalist Venissa 
Santí, pianist Matthew Mitchell and bassist 
Brian Howell. Hollenbeck reserved the drum-
mer slot for himself, but Patricia Franceschy 
and Gabe Globus-Hoenich, both classically 
trained on percussion and mallets, added 
much to the group’s sonic identity.

The idea behind “Big Ears” was simple: 
throw Hollenbeck, one of New York’s leading 
lights, together with a group of Philly-based 
artists he doesn’t know and then see what 
happens. If the effort helped shed light on the 
vital yet underexposed creative music scene in 
Philadelphia, all the better. “I tried not to have 
any expectations, and I didn’t want anyone 
else to have expectations,” Hollenbeck says. 
Nonetheless, there were certain goals in mind.

First, the drummer spent a week in 
January with the Philly 12, workshopping 
ideas, doing rhythmic exercises and getting 
acquainted musically. Then the Bride host-
ed Hollenbeck’s Grammy-nominated Large 
Ensemble in a bravura performance on Feb. 
28, followed by a second week of residency 
with the Philly 12. By this point, the work- k
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BIG EARS, BIGGER SOUNDS:
John Hollenbeck, on drums, 

with his Large Ensemble



shops evolved into rehearsals. Hollenbeck brought in 
written music—older repurposed material as well as brand 
new—and started devising a concert program.

“This was probably the most differing group of impro-
visers I’ve ever been in one room with, including school,” 
said Hernandez, whose work involves in-depth study of 
microtonality. But according to Zankel, who has played 
with everyone from Hank Mobley and Jymie Merritt to 
Cecil Taylor, “The commonalities were hugely greater than 
the differences.” Indeed, some of the Philly 12 already had 
strong bonds as members of Zankel’s Warriors of the Won-
derful Sound, Davis’ Aerial Photograph and other groups 
on the cutting edge of the Philly scene.

	Hollenbeck was assertive in the leader’s role, keeping 
the music free and loose even as he focused carefully on 
dynamics, articulation and stagecraft. In several pieces, 
one heard a latticework of overlapping rhythms, set against 
richly harmonized melodic clauses often unrelated to the 
main tempo. The bit-by-bit rhythmic consensus-building 
of the residency had borne fruit.

“Forced Empathy,” a frenetic repeating theme with 
improvised breaks, contained within it a slow conducted 
interlude called “Getting Chilly.” Santí handled spoken-
word parts with poise on “The Bird With the Coppery, 
Keen Claws” (based on verse by Wallace Stevens). Later, she 
cued the horns through the crosscutting melodic bursts of 
the finale, “Jazz Envy.” Four players gathered in front for 
“Domino,” a stark experimental piece involving open call-
and-response segments and a choreographed round robin 
of solos. As the four exited in a line, the remaining players 
struck up “Saudade,” a flowing modern-jazz tune with elo-
quent solos from White, Rogers and Davis.

“You have to find a place where everyone can be 
included,” Hollenbeck said on a rehearsal break. “I wanted 
people to be comfortable, but I also wanted moments of, 
‘God, I’ve never done this before, I have no idea what I’m 
doing.’” The trick was to render those moments all but 
undetectable, to merge comfort and discomfort in the arc 
of a compelling performance.

Rogers and Miltenberger stoked the fires again when 
“Drum Conversation,” Hollenbeck’s detailed orchestration 
of a 1953 Max Roach solo, exploded from mid-tempo to 
double-time swing. “Tarak,” a serene drone-based piece 
with a voiceover by 7-year-old Tarak McLain (from Nation-
al Public Radio’s “This I Believe” series), changed the pace 
dramatically. But the voice sequencing from Mitchell’s 
laptop, and another dramatic procession around the room, 
didn’t sync up as smoothly as intended, one of a few ambi-
tious technical details that made the show run long.

“John’s compositions have a modular element to them,” 
offered Hernandez at a post-gig reception. “They have these 
moveable pieces that allow this or that much space between 
sections. It’s like motivic tone painting, which was a really 
interesting thing to interact with and think about.”  

Reflecting on the whole experience, Zankel said, “If I had 
to describe John in two words—and this is a point where I 
feel a real kinship with him—he’s a ‘melody man.’ For all he 
knows about rhythm and tonality and orchestration, I think 
the bottom line for him is melody, and that’s a profound 
approach to music.” DAVID R. ADLER 
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