Right off the bat, it needs to be said that the Volume 2 designation of this disc does not mean the music is in any way inferior to the music on Volume 1. Far from it. There’s probably enough great music from Sunny Murray’s 2003 Northeast tour to fill yet another volume. The designation is dictated partly by chronology—this material comes from the later part of the tour—and partly by an aesthetic decision to program the music to show off the diversity and contrasts in Murray’s handling of the different ensembles he worked with on the tour.

At 66, Murray is a different drummer than he was forty years ago when he first made jazz history with Cecil Taylor and Albert Ayler. Partly that’s because it’s harder at his age to physically sustain the intense high energy of previous decades. Partly, it’s a matter of artistic growth, development, and change. Murray’s drumming on these discs is unfailingly musical. His unerring touch, sensitivity to sound and color, his relaxation and swing, are the mark of a mature talent who knows exactly what he’s doing.

The drums, along with the piano, are the most orchestral instruments in jazz and Murray is one of the instrument’s supreme orchestrators. A master colorist, Murray creates a huge range of textures and sounds through his touch and choice of drum. The loose, resonant boom of his bass and toms, his amazing spectrum of cymbal sounds—cooling sprays, sizzling waves of heat, precise metallic punctuations—generate compound sonorities of different weight, force, and shades of timbre. The relaxed, unhurried strength of his touch and his attention to sonic detail give him the control he needs to do just about anything on the kit. Even his most errant-sounding patterns fall with uncanny exactitude into the appropriate place in the music. 

Murray’s sense of time is also entirely unique to him. He doesn’t always feel time as a steady beat; his inner clock is set to something more variegated, more finely calibrated, more fluid, and more elusive. He rejects conventional notions of the role of the drums and the definition of swing in favor of a strictly personal discipline. Murray’s music adheres to standards all right—just not the ones the rest of the world accepts. 

Late in the 2003 tour, San Francisco-based reed player Oluyemi Thomas joined Murray and Mateen in Boston; it was the first time they had played together. The concert reflected both the first time awkwardness and the flash of recognition that kindred spirits feel when they meet for the first time. The selections included here contain more of the later than the former, however. There’s a roughshod buoyancy and wit in these tracks along with some minor tensions and tentativeness that give it a touchingly human dimension. Mateen opens “No U Turns” with an earthy alto sax hook, which Thomas answers with some bass clarinet trills. The first few minutes of this track neatly lays out the contrasts in their styles. Thomas takes a painterly approach to the bass clarinet, alternating daubs of notes with smears of sound, creating contrasts in texture and color. Mateen probes and expands melodies and gracefully contoured pure sounds that suggest linear development. Murray sticks largely to a drum palette of toms, bass drum, and hi hat throughout the piece, by turns generating momentum with insistent hi-hat snicks, supportive colorations, and sonic fragmentation. Murray was in a whimsical mood that night and he ends the piece with a mocking “that’s how we began the beguine.”
Murray opens “Philly Sure has Changed” in similarly whimsical style, with a solo that sounds funereal at first then brightens as he sings along with his drum phrases. Mateen charges in to open a roiling trio section in which the vocal qualities of the horn players’ sound are on full display. Murray is slippery behind Thomas’ solo, slowing down, then taking off again and retreating. But Thomas sounds unperturbed and his playing is rough grained and shot through with dark colors, subtle inflections, and cries and short bursts of notes that add to the rhythmic tension. Mateen’s tenor sounds brighter, smoother, and his lines fly through the full range of his horn. Murray’s cymbals pin a halo of rhythm on Mateen’s multiphonics and riffs and twisting contours of pure sound. They jump between duos and trios, looking for a suitable balance, then stop abruptly. Murray’s drum coda features allusions to Native American drumming and he finishes with another verbal message, “Sometimes it’s nice to be with cowboys and Indians.” 

“Sundance at Midnight” opens with both Murray and Mateen in a lyrical mood. Mateen sustained linear progression of phrases gives way to equally rigorous manipulation of sound, and as Murray kicks in the cymbals and hi hats Mateen ululates in the altissimo register and growls in the lower. The ensuing horn duo and full trio sections are some of the most powerful music of the session. The ensemble ebbs and flows, ending with decidedly Ayleresque overtones as the horns search of different ways to interlock and elevate the music together. 

“Changing Times, no. 1” features some of the most elastic time and varied forms and colors of the date. Mateen’s alto flies like an arrow, fast, straight, and true as Murray plays a skewed Kenny Clarke cymbal swing. Murray’s solo is a mysterious compilation of clues and allusions; he implies melodies and hints at a shuffle beat without ever settling in one place. Thomas’ bass clarinet is rhythmically varied with touches of the blues, the sound of the human voice, and tones of unearthly beauty. 

The day after the Boston concert, Murray and Mateen went into the studio with pianist John Blum. Blum’s two-handing approach to the piano is almost entirely different from the duo’s previous piano guest, Dave Burrell, and these are high-energy tracks that are dense with detail. Murray sounds invigorated by this combination of players and uses the whole kit, often keeping all four limbs in motion as he juggles densities, velocity, and dynamics to create really explosive tension and release. Blum’s continuous outpouring of music hints a stride at times, and the independence of his hands allows him to play in two directions at once. He and Mateen are well attuned to one another, with Blum’s note clusters accenting and his complex interlocking lines shadowing Mateen’s own roller-coaster contours. 

“Nostalgia,” slows things down a bit. Mateen’s alto opens the piece with its warm singing tone. But he’s there for just a minute, then it’s all Blum and Murray. Blum comes in at an odd angle, and his solo of slow, chromatic arcs and dense chords keeps the music feeling uncentered and unsettled, Murray enigmatic cymbals add to the atmosphere. 

The tireless Mateen is a joy to hear on “Now You Hear It, Now You Don’t” as he works in tandem with Murray’s hi-hat sizzle and thundering tubs. Mateen’s arching wails make room for Blum’s pounding chords, then they plunge right into knotty tangles of notes with headlong abandon. Murray is at his most magical. His impact is almost subliminal at times; you don’t notice how integral he is to the music until he drops out momentarily. 

Three widely different pieces like these really show how complete a drummer Sunny Murray is. As he approaches 70 years of age, Murray’s creativity, wit, and power are at a mature peak and no aspect of improvised music seems beyond this most individual—and still radical—drummer.

