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Art Pepper’s career began brilliantly enough, as a 
17-year-old alto saxophonist in bands led by Benny 
Carter and Stan Kenton and, as this previously 
unreleased 1981 session indicates, recorded just a year 
before his death at 56, it ended the same way. For much 
of the 38 years in between, however, Pepper’s life was a 
disaster, marked by heroin addiction, prison terms and 
brief periods of musical brilliance, some of it documented 
in the 40-page booklet accompanying this CD and 
including interviews with Pepper, his widow Laurie 
and other people associated with him. Cast as a “West 
Coast” jazzer, Pepper never quite fit in, his style rooted 
instead in the rapid-fire flurries and blues inflections of 
Charlie Parker. By the time he took the stage at New 
York City’s Fat Tuesday’s for these recordings, his 
always passionate approach had grown to convey all 
the urgency, pain and genius of his undone life. 
 There are five long tracks here, each intensely 
etched by Pepper and an incendiary (and very well 
recorded) rhythm section that fuels his flights: his 
regular pianist Milcho Leviev and the first-rank pairing 
of bassist George Mraz and drummer Al Foster. The 
opening version of “Rhythm-a-ning” is a masterpiece,  

Monk’s theme taken at a bright uptempo, ricocheting 
between the poles of playful and manic. The remarkable 
thing about Pepper’s late work is that he never stopped 
growing as a saxophonist, never stopped expanding his 
expressive range. One of the first musicians to cover an 
Ornette Coleman composition (“Tears Inside” in 1960), 
Pepper’s playing here includes a highly personal 
absorption of Coleman’s vocal insistence and even 
something of Eric Dolphy’s convoluted phrasing and 
intervallic leaps.  
 The intensity level is heightened on “What Is This 
Thing Called Love?” while Pepper brings his somber, 
almost tearful depth to the ballad “Goodbye”, at times 
reaching to high-pitched shrieks and cries. A pair of 
Pepper originals—”Make a List, Make a Wish” and 
“Red Car”—have the rhythm section developing strong, 
gospel-suffused funk riffs. Each member of the band 
individually stretches the form to the breaking point 
while the others hold it together. 
 Pepper is consistently remarkable, a musician 
capable of such emotional depth that joy and pain, 
exuberance and terror, live side by side, constantly 
impinging on and inferring the opposite. This is among 
the recorded highlights of his career. 

For more information, visit elemental-music.com. An Art 
Pepper Tribute is at The West End Lounge Feb. 21st, 
featuring Dmitry Baevsky and Mike DiRubbo. See Calendar. 

When trumpeter Valery Ponomarev came to America 
from his native Russia in 1973 at age 30 (he turned 73 
last month), his playing reflected that of his jazz role 
models, Clifford Brown and Lee Morgan, both of whom 
had played with drummer Art Blakey. Ponomarev had 
devoured Blakey’s Jazz Messengers recordings in Russia 
and fulfilled a dream when he joined the band in 1976, 
staying for four years. 
 Now, after appearing in Blakey tribute bands 
himself, he debuts his own jazz big band, a tribute to 
Blakey featuring four tunes from the Messengers’ 
repertoire as well as his own short “Overture” and 
“Gina’s Cooking” and Duke Jordan’s “Jordu” as a 
tribute to Brown. In a move that shows confidence in the 
big band’s charisma, the album was recorded live at two 
Big Apple venues: the majority at Dizzy’s Club and two 
tracks featuring guest tenor saxophonist Benny Golson 
at Zinc Bar.
 Golson appears first on pianist Bobby Timmons’ 
“Moanin’”, close to a theme for the Messengers when 
Golson was a member of the band. Ponomarev’s rousing 
arrangement includes his own solo quoting Lee 
Morgan’s, plus driving solos from Golson and pianist 
Mamiko Watanabe and closing choruses that quote from 
Morgan and Timmons’ solos. Golson returns to reprise 
his own “Blues March”, Victor Jones bringing frisson to 
the band from his perch at the drums, the leader’s 
trumpet kicking off a string of building solos from 
Golson, Jones, trombonist Corey Wallace, alto 
saxophonist Todd Bashore and Watanabe before a fervid 
ensemble finale. 
 Ponomarev incorporates and expands on elements 
of original Jazz Messengers performances, including 
signature solo phrases, in his charts, but outdoes himself 
on the only non-Blakey tribute, “Jordu”, featuring his 

scintillating orchestration of a Clifford Brown solo as a 
soli for the brass and reeds. And the leader showcases 
another exciting trumpeter, Josh Evans, on both Jordan’s 
“No Hay Problemas” and Freddie Hubbard’s “Crises”, 
both from the Messengers’ book (the latter was in the 
band from 1961-64). Ponomarev’s own compositional 
take on the Messengers ethos comes through on his 
backbeat-driven original “Gina’s Cooking”, featuring 
yet another talented trumpeter, Chris Rogers. It all adds 
up to an exhilarating outing from a powerful new big 
band.

For more information, visit zohomusic.com. Ponomarev is at 
Zinc Bar Feb. 3rd and Smalls Feb. 6th. See Calendar. 

The 2007 documentary Musician is uncommon in 
the annals of music documentaries in its depiction 
of the mundane, filmmaker Daniel Kraus following 
Ken Vandermark as he made phone calls and hauled 
gear. Eugene Chadbourne’s 1998 book I Hate the Man 
Who Runs the Bar provides an insider’s perspective 
on the practicalities of being a gigging musician. 
Add to that short stack of nonglamorizing 
documents Life Lessons From the Horn: Essays on Jazz, 
Originality and Being a Working Musician. 
 Sam Newsome is a remarkable saxophonist and 
if the truly unique solo albums he makes have a 
limited audience, his book has an even more limited 
appeal. The straightforward talk in this slim volume 
concerns such issues as time management, valuing 
community over money, the worthiness of publicists 
and, above all, diligence. The target audience is the 
young jazz musician just setting out on a career or 
perhaps the ‘seasoned professional’ wondering why 
his or her career never took off. 
 Newsome does allow himself the occasional 
sidetrack and it’s there that he falls short. He makes 
comments about “cold and uncommunicative” 
music and “abstract computer sounds” and tends 
toward some grand and unchecked pronouncements 
about human behavior and the need for order (the 
notoriously slovenly Beethoven might question his 
“tidy workplace” doctrine). And it’s more revealing 
than it is instructional when he states, “It’s annoying 
to find some knucklehead from Norway who claims 
to play Norwegian jazz knowing nothing about the 
traditions of American jazz and with no interest in 
finding out about them.” While an editor might 
have called such paragraphs to question, they don’t 
take away from his larger lessons.
 In other chapters, Newsome boldly defends 
Kenny G and Wynton Marsalis and makes interesting 
points in the process. And when he gets around to 
Coltrane, he writes quite pointedly about taking the 
legend’s quest for individuality as inspiration rather 
than simply emulating his style. This might be the 
strongest of Newsome’s lessons, whether or not 
those who should be learning are listening. 

For more information, visit samnewsome.com. Newsome 
is at The Stone Feb. 20th. See Calendar.
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