Kris Davis — Piano
Matt Mitchell — Piano
Aruan Ortiz — Piano
Matthew Shipp — Piano

SIDE ONE

1. LET US BREAK BREAD TOGETHER
(Traditional, acr. Matthew Shipp)

2.1NEED THEE EVERY HOUR
(Annie'S. Hawks, . Matthew Shipp)

Performed by Matthew Shipp

3. IDENTITY PICKS
(Ryan Power, arr. Matt Mitchell)

4. YOU MADE A DRAWING
(Christopher Weisman, arr- Matc Mitchell)

Performed by Matt Mitchell

SIDE TWO

1. SING ME SOFTLY OF THE BLUES
(Carla Bley,arr. Kris Davis)

Performed by Kris Davis

2. SKETCHES SET SEVEN
(Ed Bland, arr. Arudn Ortiz)

Performed by Aruan Ortiz

 of the greatest gifts I've received in my

emi-maturity s the ability to appreciate
shagginess of the English language. After
courting precision in language, ve become ob-
sessed with how a random, conversational word
can easily have upwards of 15 meanings: from
singular (or multiple) accepred dictionary defini-
tions to subtle contextual twistin

Shades of un-

derstanding shift ebb and flow based on how well
Tknow the person I'm talking to, or what part of
the country we happen to be in when we arc doing
the talking. And, of course, ther
derfully v reas of memory, expericnce,
and predisposicions that pile upon the use of an
everyday word, like “stone” or “glass”.

I the won-

are

uc -gracy

Since chis revelation, Tve begun viewing words,
not as gathered collections of definitions, but as
ever-shifting, chree-dimensional concepts made
up of matter, history, and space, all of which can
be viewed through different “lenses” (cconomic,
historic, pop societal/eultural, etc).

An example will make the above a litcle more
concrete, and 5o let’s look at the three words that
make up the phrase “the Great American Song-
book.” At the most basic level, they refer to “a
collectively created canon of influential American
pop songs, mostly from the carly part of the 20ch
cencury.” This, fairly vanilla, definition offers a
good starting point to understanding its mean-
ing—the phrase contains within it master (songs),
time (early 20th century), and space (America).

In the sense that it covers all three of my values,
this definition of the Great American Songbook is
fine. But, here, on the back of this record, T want
to draw your attention to how thought-provoking
these three words can be when viewed through a
more imaginative lens. In other words, by ques-
tioning the three elements of the phrase, the Great
American Songbook—

* What makes music American?

« How docs the era affect how we determine the
standards of American pop music?

« How docs the idea of socially produced space in

the 20th and 215t century contextualize what
picces we may value?

‘We can redefine this phrase in a way that’s more
profound than just a scrics of jazz standards,
“chestnus” of American song, or fodder for piano
bas.

The four musicians in this volume, our second, of
The New American Songboofs project have uncon-
sciously focused in on a collective that provides a
new lens to the matter, history, and space of *the
Great American Songbook” that of the outsider.

Wich, perhaps, the exception of composer/pianist
Carla Bley—represented by Kris Davis’s perfectly
constructed and scunningly percussive version of
Sing Me Softly of the Blues—each of the compo-
sitions on this recording come from an artist that
is treasured by a small and loyal following but has
mostly worked in relative obscurity. With chis
common quality ameng the composers featured
here—Bley is ceraainly not as recognized as she
should be—the pieces share values, histories, and
spaces that areinfluenced by their composer’s rela-

tionship to the broader listening public.

In the case of Matthew Shipp’s versions of Prot-
estant hymnal music, we may not even know the
picce’s composer or, as in the case of Annic S.
Hawks's [ Need Thee Every Hour, their recognition
is overshadowed by the pragmatic context of their
work.

Comparc that with filmmakerlcomposer Ed
Bland’s Skerches Set Seven, given a deconstructed
reading here by Arudn Ortiz. A Southside Chi-
cago native, Bland is better known for his iconic
and radically imporcant film 7he Cry of Jazz than
for his beautifully offkilter, bur melodic, atonal
compositions.

And, finally, bringing the Great American Song-
book squarely into the 21st century is Matt Mitch-
ell, who chose to interpret songs by Christopher
Weisman and Ryan Power: both songwriters of
the Bandcamp cra, who work in a contemporary

cconomic space outside that of the major label sys-
tems of the past.

In cach of these examples, the positioning of the
composer outside mainstream culture establishes
a freedom to create material that lifts audience
appreciation above mass consumption. Therefore,
the music of these composers stands just outside of
the last century’s mass-market history-
work itself or how it’s presented as going against

either the

the sill-predominant mainstream (capicalist) cul-
ture. And, because these composcrs have worked
outside the musical mainstream, they don’t exist
in the same cultural space as those we consider
icons of the Great American Songbook, such as
Irving Berlin or George Gershwin.

So, if the unifying feature of all the picces on
this record is how they exist outside mainstream
American culture, then how do they become can-
didates for a New American Songbook?

1 put forch the idea that it is through the explo-
ration of the color—and hence nuances—of the
phrase Great American Songbook, as laid out
above—and appreciating the multiple meanings
cach word can have—that we find our answer.

Ate these song? Yes, unequivocally; both in the
common sensc of being sung, butalso in the more
abstract sense of being transmitted from one per-
former to the next—changed, added to, and sent
on to the next listener.

Are these songs American? Each composer is
yes, but the compositions cmbody
something more—a spirit of America at its best,
with musical ideas issuing forch from the South
Side of Chicago or the Proestant villages of New
England, performed through the fingers of pia-
nists from the U.S., Canada, and Cuba, all with
vastly different aesthetics.

Finally, are these American songs, grear? They are
vast. They are epic. They are meant to be cclebrat-
ed, and, as you arc about to hear, they are truly
great.
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