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And why not? Threadgill, born in 1944, is one of tle most
intriguing composers of our time, a saxophonist and flutist with a
history that stretches back to the early days of the Association for
the Advancement of Creative Musicians (AACM) in 1960s Chicago.
Along with tL. .,rr..t t Zooid tide, we now have The Cornplzte Nouas
& Colunbia Records of Hnry Threadgiil dr Air, an eight-CD box
set from Mosaic, to put Threadgill'C achiwements into perspective.
Another comprehensive, remastered seven-disc set from Black Saint
(now owned by C,IMlazz) fflls out yet more of the picture-although
Threadgill is miffed, to put it mildly, that he wasnt consulted on the
Black Saint packaging or release.

Far fiom slowing down, Threadgill is 'bn a composing tear,"
according to Liberry Ellman, Zooidt guitarist. The first night at
Roulete saw the premiere of "In Frontispiece," an extended work for
Znoid nd strings funded by Harvard's Fromm Music Foundation.
Threadgill is also preparing a commission for the American Compos-
ers Orchestra tided "No Gates, No'White Tienches, Butterfly Effect,"
to be performed on March 4,2011 ztZankel Hall. "IU never played
that much different, demanding music in three nigha," Threadgill
says ofthe Rouleme residency. "Even on tour itt not like that." Apart
fiom "In Frontispiece," Threadgill and Znoid devoted a night to the
music fiom the new Pi disc, and another to revisiting "All the lfay
Light Touch," a long-form work first heard at Roulette in 2009.
(Search the archive at www.roulette.org/rw.php for firll fooage of the
premiere.)

Theret a lingering oversimplifted. view of avant-garde jazz as
wholly oFthe-.ufi by deftnition unrehearsed. Yet "In Frontispiece"
alone required some 17 rehearsals. The culture of Zooid is distinctly

labor-intensive, even if t-he band ]ras achieved a marked fluency and
transparency after a decade together. Bringing a suing quartet into
Zooid's arcane process added anorher layer of cha.llenges. "A premiere
is never the best we can do," Threadgill offers. "I'm trying to ffnd a
place where I can perform ['In Frontispiece'] again. But I'd have to
rehearse it just as much or more. You know why? Because I wouldnt
play it that way. The way that you heard it, I would never do that
again.'!0'e did that."

r l l l r

ne of ttre most instandy identifiable bands working today,
Zooid has always traded on a subde, predominandy acous-
tic sound. Its lineup has shifted some over the years, but
from the start it has featured Ellman on acoutic guitar

and Jose Davila on tuba and trombone. Drummer Elliot Kavee did
not appear on Up Popped the Tuo Lips, Zooidt 2001 Pi debut, but he
took over from Dafnis Prieto soon after. Stomu Takeishi, on acoustic
bass guitar, was a member of Threadgillt previous band, Make a
Move.

Cellist Christopher Hoftnan, though a full-fledged Zooid mem-
ber, does not appear on either volume of Tbis Bings Ur Za-the ffrst
of which was released to fervent critical acclaim in 2009. On Ellmant
urging, Zooid recorded the discs back-to-back after a three-week tour
that the band happened to do as a quintet. The idea was to srike
while the iron was hot. Ellman produced both albums and mixed
them in his Brooklyn home studio. (A skilled engineer, het also done
work for Butch Morris, Wadada Leo Smith and others.)

Maintaining a steady lineup is key, because it takes time even for
the initiated to grapple with Threadgill's music. First, the composi-
tions employ a unique and rigorous intervallic language, informally
dubbed "The System," which Threadgill has developed over the last
15 years. Second, Threadgillt ceaseless reshuffling ofstructural ele-
ments can mean that a given piece becomes a different animd with
wery performance. "The way I bring it in doesnt mean a thing,"
Threadgill states. "I had to bring it in some kind of wal So once we
read it, lett go funher than that. Lett forget about any order. ln jazz
the form has been treated as sacred. The form is not sacred with me."

Band members can el(pect Threadgill nor just to swap the se-
quence of sections in a piece. He might ask for a series of three bars
to be isolated and looped, even played backwards. Seated in the caft,
Threadgill demonstrates with objects near at hand, moving around
the coffee cup, the spoon, the milk container. His point? "Everything
that's on this table," he sap, "it never left ttre table, did it? So nothing
has changed. That's what Picasso and them were doing, when they
would take a thumb and make it come out your knee. . .. My hand
is still my hand.'

As Kavee puts it, "[Henry] composes with his compositions.
tVhenever you think you've got it, he'll come up with something and
youre right at the precipice again. This is my 10th year with him and
theres still abuzz in the room at rehearsal."

The System gives Zooid a sound far removed from any major/
minor tonality, and it foregrounds a contrapuntal web rather than the
sounding offirll chords by any one instrument. In that sense, Thread-
grll departs from jazz norms codifted by Don Redman and other big-
band arrangers as long ago as the 1920s: chord below, melody above,
instruments moving together. You could cite New Orleans polyphony
as one of Threadgill's models, though his inspiration reaches further
back, and farther away. "Itt African-based, to me," he says. "Indepen-

dence of parts." "7noid" is in fact a term fiom biolory: a cell structure
that moves independently within a living organism.
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My music comeswith avoice.
I don't want you sounding like
that guy next to yeu; that's the
European way. I want to know
when I go blind that I can tell
those are my cowq cow num-
ber one and cow number two,"

r l l l r

o how does it work? Ellmant guiar chart for "Lying Eyes,"
the leadoff uack from Volume II, is written in two staves.
The top shows a melody line with complex syncopation
and meters changing as often as wery bar. The bottom stave

shows a row of three-note chords sacked like an inverted pyramid:
for instance, G and D ovenC-sharp, orA-sharp and B over G-sharp,
or D-fat and A-flat over F. Typically, each bar contains four of these
chord forms, ali related by virtue ofintervallic relationships. "There's
a male and theret a female," Threadgill explains. 'And each one of
them produces, lett say, children. So with this male and female I
can have 14,15, 16 pieces ofharmony. ... Everything that happens
is as a result of those intervals. That creates all the order. So all the
voice Ieading is perfect." He pauses, a gleam in his eye. 'Absolutely
perfect."

Below the families ofchords. each bar includes a set ofintervals to
be used as a guide for improvisation. An interval set might look like
this: -2, -2, +4,5,6,6. Or thisz 2,2,3,3,4,5, -7. And below these

sets, sdll another row of digia indicates the number of beats for each
set. Those values can be doubled when the soloist wishes to stretch
out in "long meter." 'Just like in traditional four-part counterpoint,"
Ellman observes, 'in Henryt system you have certain nrles about
motion. I use that to inform the melodic shapes in my solos, but
it's more important when youie providing accompaniment, moving
from one chord to the next." To be clear, Ellman doesn't mean "comp-

ing" in the ordinary sense: "Imagine you have a gultar or piano play-

ing the harmony, all the notes together. Now imagine if each note in

the harmony was a different person, and theyre all playrng one note

out of the chord. That's what weie doing. I might be playrng a funky
single-note guitar line kings 'dit-dit-dit-d.i4, Jose might just go 'wah-

hhh'on the tuba, but within a few beats we're all playing that chord."
Rehearsal is where these elements get picked apan and patiendy

put together. "When we work on a new piece," Ellman offers, "wdll

san playing it in sections. You want to hear everyone elset part so you
know where you fft into the framework. Then, once we've got our parts
down, we'll spend time on the harmony, playing the numbers zrs an ac-

companiment section without the soloing. Like playing the changes."
The drums are another matter. According to Kavee, "The drum

part is in a different time signature than the rest of the band, almost
alwap." And itt not about adding difficulty for its own sake, as
Threadgill explains. "If five or six of us are playing in one time," he

says, "I dont need the drums to play in the same time. That doesnt
make any sense at all to me."

Kavee elaborates: "You have these downbeats hitdng at different

places, and the interval sets change at &0lerent rates than my ban
change." The result is often an asymmetric lilt that anchors the music
and lends it accessibility. 'Henry writes funky music," says Ellman,
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"and he likes to groove. \(hen we rehearse, he's dancing, and we're all
bobbing our heads. Het got history back in the day from the military

and marching bands and his music is informed by that."

For the music to flow however, the band must a.lso break down

the rhythmic elements and practice looping them in smaller units.

"These loops are just ridiculously cool," Ellman says. Half-jokingly,
he voices interest in a remix project that would allow people "to hear

the music the way we hear it when we're rehearsing."
Learning to operate in Threadgillt demanding environment

while sounding like oneself-this is the journey that his associates

must undeftake. "In the beginning it was hard," recalls Thkeishi.
"I7ith the ffrst piece it took us maybe six months to make music with

it. Henry's always challenging you, and you're not always able to use

your strengths. He's always asking you to do something youie not

that good at llaushl. But he told me that whenever things get com-

fortable, it's time to get out. And that woke me up. Your weakness

could be your sttength, ifyou focus on it."

r l l l r

Iternate notation, serial tech-
niques, experimental form:
These have a Iong history in
both the iazzard classical avant-

gardes, but Threadgili has put them to
distinctly personal use. As much as he
respects and studies the classicd tradition, he flatly states, "I dont

play European music. I write.instrumental music, not orchestral
music or chamber music. I dont use those forms. I don't imitate any-

thing, and I don't use any of those processes. I have another way of

advancing my information."
Even his string-quartet writing for "In Frontispiece" bears litde rela-

tion to the standard idiom. For one thing, he wants litde to no vibrato

from the strings. He also wants an exparuive rhlthmic approach: "In

classical music they have avery suict idea of the size of the beat, and

itt very small, like the metronome, ttich tich tic?. My rnusic has a wide

beat, so you can lay things in; you have a &fferent arnount of space."

Describing "In Frontispiece" as "a piece for 10 instruments,"

Threadgill clarifies that the string players-violinists Tom Chiu and

Curtis Stewart, violist Jessica Pavone, cellist Will Martina-were

asked to play independendy, not as a section with an undifferentiated
sound. "My music comes with a voice," Threadgill asserts' "I dont

want you sounding like that guy next to you; that's the European way.

I want to know when I go blind that I can tell those are my cows: cow

number one and cow number two."
These are aesthetic issues Threadgill must confront when he work-

shops and rehearses 'No Gates' with the American Composers Orches-

tra. The watchword of the ACOt "Playing it tINsafe" series is "testing

the limits of orchestra music." Threadgill will test them, no doubt.

Noting that his forays into string writing date back many years,

Threadgill recalls the accomplishments of his 'Windstring Ensemble, a

group with ruba (Bob Stewart) and *ree strings (includingAACM stal-

wart l,eroy Jenkins), which performed extensively but never recorded.

, Alas, we cant hear this group on the Mosaic or Black Saint collections.

But what we do hear speals volumes about Threadgillt mastery of tim-

bral nuance and color, as scholar Brent Hayes Edwards observrcd during

a recent public interview with Theadgill at Columbia University.
In addition to several albums by Threadgillt historic trio Air with

bassist Fred Hopkins and drummer Steve McCall (later Pheeroan

aklatr), we get vital music from Very Very Circus, Make a Move

and the unorthodox Sextet (which had seven members). From Black
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l [u iazz the form has been treated as
sacred. The farm is not $acred with me."

Saint we get the 1994 release Song Out of My Tiea, btoyed by the

three-guitar textures of Ed Cherry, James Emery and Brandon Ross.
(Emery and Ross play soprano and alto guitar, respectively.)

r l l l r

I tt nouble that in bervveen Threadgill's early AACM days and his

I '70s outpnt, there came his period of military service in Vietnam,

I from 1967 ro 1969.ln a sense, Threadgillt Mosaic recordings-

I fro* 1978 nd onward-have added significance as snapshots

of avant-jazz expression in post-Vietnam America. (Not for nothing

does Threadgill appear on violinist Billy Bang's 2005 disc, Vianam:

Waiong the second of Bang's Vietnam-related projects with fellow
vets Michael Carvin, Gd Daniel and more.)

Just as strikingly, the Mosaic set captures a period when artists
as adventurous as Threadgill were given the time of day by major
labels-or at least could get smuggled in by sympathetic industry reps
like Michael Cuscuna and Steve Backer. Threadgillt Arista and RCA
Novus titles of the '70s and '80s, and his Columbia discs of the '90s,
are not the only examples. David S. 'Ware undertook his short-lived
stint on Columbia not long after Threadgillt ended. And Anthony
Braxton had his own productive run with Arista during the '70s, as
The Complete Arista Recordings of Anthony Braxton (-'losaic, 2008)
makes clear. Threadgill appears on the Braxton set, in fact, in a reeds
trio with Braxton and Douglas Ewart on "Opus 76 (version one)."

'!7ith Air, Threadgill played a fair amount of tenor and baritone
sax; today he's heard stricdy on alto. Severd of the Mosaic sessions
feature him on bass flute, an instrument he employed at Roulete
on the piece "Merry Up, Merry Down." Some of the suangest and
most remarkable music appears on the third Mosaic CD, devoted to

X-75, an ensemble with four basses and four reeds. Four of the seven

tracks come from X-75 Volume I 0979\ and feature Amina Claudine

Myers on vocals, sounding very much like a forebear of Jen Shyu

on "Sir Simpleton." Three instrumentals are from X-75 Volame 2,

recorded two days later and nwer before released. Particularly haunt-
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In 2010, avant-garde composer and multireedist Henry Threadgill
finally got the recognition he deserves, with the reissue of many

out-of-print titles in two box sets, Ifie Complete Novus & Columbia
Recordings of HenryThreadgiil & Air (Mosaic) and fhe Complete

Remastered Recordings on Black saint & Soul Note (CAM JazzlBlack
Saint). But for the uninitiated, here, in chronological order, is a list of
five Threadgill essentials that brlngs us to his most recent release.

This Brings UsTo,volume ,, (PD. AIDAN LEVY

AIR
Air sont Why Not, 197s)

Emerging from the 1970s Chicago free-jazz scene thar sprang

up around rhe AACM, Air's groundbreaking debut showcases

the airtight interpiay of bassist Fred Hopkins, drummer Steve

McCall and Threadgill on flute, alto, cenor and baritone.

Threadgill soars on the plaintive "Great Body of the Riddle or
\Where \7ere the Dodge Bola V/hen My Clay Started to Slide,"

his baritone floating effordessly over etlereal q'rnbals and gliding bass,
nwer rising too far above the ground. 

AIR
Air Lore (Arista/Novus, 1979)

Best known for its pianoJess updates of Jelly Roll Monon
and Scott Joplin, Air Lore unapologetically plants free jazz on
the jazz famiy uee without sacrificing edginess. It's brash and
fun, showing how iconoclastic their forebears truly were, as
Threadgill makes it new witl his ironic wit and freewheeling
irreverence. The triot jaunty take on "King Porter Stomp" is
a classic, and it doesnt get more soulful than Threadgill'5 f6|tio6-the-beat
tenor drawl on "Buddy Bolden's Blues."

HENRY THREADGILL SEXTET
lust the Facts and Pass the Bucket (Aboutrime, 1983)

A1*ays more than the sum of its parts, Threadgillt "Sextett"

was a key group of the 1980s avant-garde. Bolstering the
frondine with cornet, trombone and cello, and adding a second
drummer (playing one "percussion parC'), Threadgill threads
the needle between classical and jazz, favoring minimalist

g dwelopment of a harmonic motif over technical virtuosity.

The lyrical "Black Blues" recails his gospel roots, with the melancholic tide

track containing echoes of Varese, Mingus 21d Fllingtont 'Harlem."

HENRY THREADGILL VERY VERY CIRCUS
Carry the DaY (columbia, 199s)

In the apdy named Very Very Ciros, rwo electric guitars, two
tubas, French horn, violin, accordion, drums and the Chinese
pipa mesh seamlessly, with Ttreadgiilt cry cutdng over the rau-
cous group improvisation. Arcordion plays countelpoint to the
Latin rhythms and Spanish chant on "Come Carry the Day,"
with Dadaist vools punctuating the haundng "Hyla Crucifer

ing is a flute-quartet work called "Luap Noseboi' fPaul
Robeson" backwards). A contrasting version appears on
the Black Saint tide Flutistry, by Threadgill's Flute Force 4
featuring James Newton.

t the Columbia talk, Edwards spoke of the diver-
sity of Threadgill's earliest influences, fiom James
Cleveland and Sister Rosema Tharpe to Tchai-
kovsky. That expresive range comes d"ough

especially in the Mosaic set, as journalist Hank Shteamer
discusses in his perceptive liner notes. From unresuained
party vibes to intimate and mysterious chorale-like set-
tings, from Threadgill's defiant saxophonebark to his bass
futet resonant whisper, somehow a unified story emerges.
And as Edwards noted in a paper some years ago, Thread-
gill's confounding song ddes-"Diny in the Right Places,"
"ktt AII Go Down to the Footwash," "Those Vho Eat
Cookies"-have a way of underlining his wry sensibility.

But as singular as Threadgill's work can seem, it's aI-
ways had a contexc not only the AACM but also the hft
and Downtown scenes. In 1984, NewYorkTimespop criic

Jon Pareles floated the term "avant-gutbucket" to describe
an "axis of groups" that included the Sextett, David Mur-
rays big band, Craig Harris'Aqua Band, Ronald Shannon

Jaclaon's Decoding Sociery and others.

Journalist and author Ashley Kahn, in a previous
career as a road manager, accompanied Very Very Circus
on a "guerrilla" bus tour through the U.S. and Canada
in 1991. Threadgill and the band have a solid but litde-
noted album (Liue at Konceprs) to show for it. "Being on
the bus with someone as consistently creative as Henry
was mindboggling," says Kahn. "He always had music
playrng in the back-one moment it would be Ravel
and then it would be some A-frican music. I'd go back
there and he'd have music spread around him. Now and
again he would vacate the rear lounge and come to the
front, and if he did that, it usually meant he had achieved
something. Hed be in a really good mood."

At Roulette, Kahn and Threadgill exchanged a hug
and reminisced. "[The bus tour experience] is like geaing
on a wild horse," said Threadgill, who first hit the road
with Philadelphia-based evangelist Horace Shepherd in
the early-to-mid-1960s. "But you dont know itt wild," he
continued. "You get on and you think itt tame!"

t t l l r

he players and methodologies may have changed,
and the music industry as he once knew it may
have coliapsed, but Threadgill has only grown.
And the varied sounds he wrinqs ftomZooid-

the hectic mood of "Sap," the grainy interplay of "Mir-

ror mirror the verb," the hiccupping bear of "It Never
Moved" (based on one unchanging intewal set, hence the
title)-reveal both a boundless imagination and a rapport
built on years of sweat. "I'd read about the way Ellington
would use the road, and his band on the road, as a sort
of mobile laboratory" Kahn offers, "and it hit me, that's
exacdy what Henry was doing." He's still doing it. JT

... Silence Of" Tkeadeil enrers an alternatedimension New Orleans on
the kaleidoscopic "BemL Orchids, Lilies, Btind Eyes and Cricket."

HENRY THREADGILL ZOOID
Tnis Brings Us To, Volume tt pi,2o1o)

Thken from 2008 sessions that followed a European tour,
Threadgill returns with the sequel to rhe much-lauded Vol-
ume I (Pi, 2009), revamping his unique brand of controlled
chaos. Named after a cell that operates independently of its
parent organism, the quintet emplop a complex system of

E note groupings for collective improvisation, dispensing with
chord progessions or scales, Between the polyrhyrhmic shufile on "Lying
Eyes" and the pulsing tuba on the bass-heavy "Polymorph," Zooidt recent
recordings play like the thinking man's garage rock
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