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Whenever the controversy about what or who is or 
isn’t jazz is broached, there’s likely no more polarizing 
figure than Anthony Braxton. These recent CDs should 
add more verbiage to the discussion. Although both 
are well executed and absorbing, Braxton’s protean 
skills are such that a case can be made either way.
 Ensemble Montaigne (Bau 4) was recorded in 2013 
by a 10-piece Swiss contemporary music ensemble 
directed by trombonist Roland Dahinden, who was 
Braxton’s assistant at Wesleyan University. While its 
50-minute medley of six Braxton compositions plus 
improvisations is exciting, it sounds like through-
composed music. Without titles, it’s unlikely anyone 
would imagine this isn’t a single composition. That 
said, definition mostly results from an agitated and 
juddering continuum, which bubbles up at different 
junctures, bonding parts while moving the performance 
linearly. The technical virtuosity of Ensemble 
Montaigne is such that all of its members appear 
outstandingly capable of performing past orchestral 
instruments’ comfort zones. Particularly noticeable is 
the strings’ ability to blend flying spiccato timbres 
with lyrical harmonies, plus those times where English 
horn, bassoon, bass clarinet and French horn - alone or 
in combinations - manage to output atonal sound 
shards, before quickly regrouping for intermingled 
crescendos. By the final few minutes a new jocular 
theme, played by the horns, asserts itself to blend with 
buoyant string vibrations for an expressive finale.
 Echo Echo Mirror House was recorded live in 2011 
at the Festival International de Musique Actuelle de 
Victoriaville by a septet of Braxton associates, with the 
composer participating on various saxophones. 
Perhaps because the hour-plus “Composition No 347” 
allows the players to add snatches of other Braxton 
pieces and incorporate still other sounds emanating 
from the musicians’ iPods, the result is as convincingly 
jazzy as any advanced improvised music. 
Encompassing vivid stylists like cornet player Taylor 
Ho Bynum, guitarist Mary Halvorson and Braxton 
himself, solo interjections are audible, animating the 
already powerfully staccato creation. With the found 
sounds emanating from the iPods, the effect is of 
several compositions being played simultaneously. 
So-called classical voicing and orchestration are 
prominently featured, but so are chugging band 
pulsations reflecting Basie a lot more than Beethoven. 
Plus, when it comes to Bynum’s muted flutter  
tonguing, Halvorson’s tempo-transcending flanges 
and crunches and Braxton’s stuttering intensity, 
reference points are without doubt improvisations that 
derive from jazz - if they’re not jazz itself. Without 
question, the visceral excitement missing from the 
more formal Ensemble Montaigne CD is present here.  
 With Echo Echo Mirror House vibrating with 
express-train-like tremolo power and Ensemble 
Montaigne making its points through precise tonal 
juxtaposition, Braxton’s musical powers are doubly 
confirmed. But defining these pieces may be something 
best left to musicologists.

For more information, visit leorecords.com and victo.qc.ca. 
Braxton is at Allen Room Jan. 13th as part of the 2014 NEA 
Jazz Masters Award Ceremony and Concert. See Calendar.
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Anthony Braxton (Victo)
by Ken Waxman
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visitors center:

OPEN M-F 10 AM - 4 PM

104 E. 126th Street, #2C, New York, NY 10035

(Take the 2/3/4/5/6 train)
WWW.JMIH.ORG

J a z z  f o r  C u r i o u s  L i s t e n e r s

Har lem  i n  the  H i malayas

Douglas Detrick 
and The Anywhen Ensemble

Friday, January 17, 7:00pm

Rubin Museum of Art • 150 West 17th Street 
$20/Door $18/Advance • For more information: rmanyc.org

TUESDAY, JANUARY 7, 7 :00

Broadway Boogie Woogie: 
Rhythm in the Visual Arts with Bob O’Meally 

The National Jazz Museum in Harlem 
104 East 126th Street, Suite 2C

TUESDAY, JANUARY 14, 7 :00

A Cutting Session: 
Rhythm in Film with Emily Hubley 

Maysles Cinema 
343 Lenox Avenue

TUESDAY, JANUARY 21, 7 :00

The Truth: 
Rhythm and Writing with Paul Harding 

The National Jazz Museum in Harlem 
104 East 126th Street, Suite 2C

TUESDAY, JANUARY 28, 7 :00

Rhythm and Dance  
with Michela Marino Lerman 

The National Jazz Museum in Harlem 
104 East 126th Street, Suite 2C

Harlem Speaks
Billy Drummond 

D R U M M E R

Critically acclaimed drummer Billy Drummond 
joins NJMH this month for our landmark oral 

history series, Harlem Speaks. 

Thursday, January 9, 6:30 
The National Jazz Museum in Harlem

104 East 126th Street, Suite 2C
Donation Suggested 

For more information: 212-348-8300

PARALLAX 
CONVERSATION SERIES

Body and Soul: 
Rhythm and the Body 

with Frederick Schjang and LaFrae Sci

Thursday, January 16, 7:00 
The National Jazz Museum in Harlem

104 East 126th Street, Suite 2C
Donation Suggested 

For more information: 212-348-8300 


