Possible Fireworks, Probable Fun
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Ben Allison at BRIC Studio

As seen in “Brooklyn Skyline,” 1/14/03

By RICK PALLEY

After spending most of her adult life producing live music, Janine Nichols came to a surprising conclusion -- that some of the best music she heard never made it out of the rehearsal rooms.

Nichols, who was music coordinator for Saturday Night Live (1976-80) and for Arts at St. Ann’s on Montague St. (1985-2000), figured out this was because the first meeting between musicians and music, which usually happened during rehearsal, often had a special quality that was tough to recreate later on. 

“Sometimes the first take is so amazing; everything gets treated like a Faberge egg, like ‘what is this we have here?’” Nichols said. “Either that, or the band really throws themselves at it.”

Nichols wondered how best to recapture that magic during the actual performance. Her conclusion? Simple -- have fewer rehearsals, or, better yet -- no rehearsals.

At least that’s the theory behind her Possible Fireworks series at BRIC Studio in Ft. Greene. On the first Tuesday of every month, Nichols invites a prominent New York musician to pick his or her favorite players, create a dream band of their own choosing, and play whatever music they like. The only condition: that they never have worked or rehearsed with each other before, ever.

This month’s program featured bassist/composer Ben Allison, a talented and versatile musician in his mid thirties who already has five recordings as a leader, and many more as a sideman, under his belt. He also helped form the Jazz Composers Collective, a non-profit group based in New York City that encourages musicians to write new music.    

Accompanying Allison on drums was Michael Sarin, a regular member of Allison’s band, Peacepipe. While having Sarin with him flouted the “never worked together before” rule, Allison more than made up for this infraction by rounding out the trio with the phenomenal clarinetist Don Byron. Named “Jazz Artist of the Year” by Downbeat in 1992, Byron is a musician of great depth, known for his incredibly wide range of musical expression, which spans everything from klezmer, salsa, hip-hop, funk, to classical.

“Don is obviously about as eclectic as you can get, and that appealed to me,” Allison said. “I also liked the idea of reaching out and playing with someone I’ve never worked with before.”

But Allison was a bit taken aback by the no-rehearsal edict, which goes against his usual methods. “My music is loose on stage but it’s very intentional. I have a lot of parts and transitions and different textures that I’m working on, that I like to workshop,” Allison said. 

After a brief serenade from a cell phone in the audience, Byron got things under way last Tuesday with a free, loose-hipped clarinet solo. Allison and Sarin soon joined him in what morphed into a swinging, wide-ranging version of Duke Ellington’s “Blues in Blueprint.” 

Allison followed this with a powerful rendition of “Little Boy,” an original composition from his album “Riding the Nuclear Tiger.” (The song’s title is derived from the name of the second A-bomb the U.S. dropped in WWII.) Packed full of cascades of notes, repeated figures, and washes of color, the song proved a perfect vehicle for the trio, allowing them to show their range and their depth of interaction. In spite of Allison’s claim that he hadn’t played the song in ten years, or maybe perhaps because of it, the song carried quite an emotional wallop. 

Other highlights of the evening included the Allison composition “Peacepipe,” which featured the bassist on a beautiful plucked chord-like motif, and swinging, inventive versions of the old standard “Indiana” and a Byron original, “Lefty  Teachers at Home.”

As for unrehearsed surprises (other than that pesky cell phone), there didn’t seem to be too many, at least of the train-wreck variety.  

“Hopefully the audience will find the same kind of joy that we find as musicians when happy accidents happen,” Allison told the Skyline last week. “I live for moments like that because they’re unexpected and they have that little sparkle about them. I guess in some ways there are no mistakes”           

For more info on future Possible Fireworks programs, call (718) 855-7882, or visit www.brooklynX.org. For info on Ben Allison, visit www.benallison.com. 

