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Spinifex is everything the European Union is not. Fun. 
Effective. Collaborative. This group of musicians from 
Portugal, Netherlands and Germany has been around 
since 2005 in various forms, built around the core of 
Tobias Klein (alto saxophone), Gonçalo Almeida (bass 
guitar), Philipp Moser (drums) and Jasper Stadhouders 
(guitar) and not-so-quietly inhabiting a wonderful 
plane of European jazz absurdity. According to 
Wikipedia, Spinifex is a genus of perennial coastal 
plants in the grass family. This is purely a fact for 
cocktail parties.
 There are two key additions to this, the group’s 
fourth album. Gijs Levelt has been replaced on trumpet 
by Belgian Bart Maris, adding some veteran swagger, 
and Spinifex has opened its borders to tenor saxophonist 
John Dikeman, a musical refugee born in Wyoming and 
living in Holland. Dikeman and Stadhouders are two-
thirds of Cactus Truck and some of that bombast is 
present here. The latter is also a key collaborator of Ken 
Vandermark, whose Vandermark 5 is a loose forebear. 
 Apart from a raga (“Revathi Tillana”) and Sufi 
chant (“zikr”), the tunes are mostly by Klein (Almeida 
contributing a pair), sometimes funky, other times  

meth-addled. Punk exuberance is doused by 
Necrophagist-level precision. Without the chunkiness 
of Stadhouders, Almeida and especially Moser, the 
horns’ whimsy would come across as too diffuse; the 
key to the band is that juxtaposition, as the urge to tap 
one’s foot is upended by said foot being blown off by 
a shriek from a saxophone or trumpet death ray.
 The band’s first album was called Hipsters Gone 
Ballistic and certainly this would be dubbed hipster 
jazz in the States. That, however, would imply a lack of 
seriousness, a transience of purpose. Like those mighty 
perennial coastal plants in the grass family, Spinifex is 
firmly rooted.

For more information, visit trytone.org. Dikeman and 
Stadhouders are at H0l0 Mar. 3rd. See Calendar.

Drummer John Hollenbeck helms several groups that 
have made their mark on the current jazz scene. His 
most famous, The Claudia Quintet, actually has had a 
modicum of commercial success, not easy to do when 
working in the field of creative music. The John 
Hollenbeck Large Ensemble is his flagship group. 

 Its third album, All Can Work, operates on several 
levels. Many of the compositions were written in 
homage to recently departed close friends: trumpeter 
Laurie Frink, a Large Ensemble mainstay whose loss 
was deeply felt; trombonist Bob Brookmeyer, a mentor; 
trumpeter Kenny Wheeler. The most affecting piece is 
the title track. Hollenbeck collected his emails from 
Frink and fashioned a fragmented text expressive of 
her personality, sung by frequent Hollenbeck 
collaborator Theo Bleckmann. He gives the lyrics the 
right mix of humor and pathos without over-
emphasizing either. The words are couched in warm 
brass/reed voicings and, at over ten minutes, present  
a firm idea of Frink and her relation to the ensemble. 
An uncharacteristic version of Billy Strayhorn’s 
“Isfahan”, stemming from a commission from 2015, the 
composer’s centennial year, appears under its original 
title “Elf” in a much livelier, less rapturous take than 
the original. Tony Malaby’s soprano saxophone is 
given free rein and he delivers one of his best recorded 
solos on the instrument. 
 One of Hollenbeck’s strongest assets is knowing 
his players and how to write for them. “From trees” 
stems from the influence of painter Piet Mondrian.  
The opening gauzy orchestral textures are a perfect 
analog to his earlier canvases, which were a major step 
toward pure abstraction. The dialogue between Malaby 
(tenor), Jacob Garchik (trombone) and Dave Ballou 
(trumpet) keeps the music texturally loose for the first 
part of the piece. The album ends with a rousing 
version of Kraftwerk’s “The Model” and it takes the 
album out on a positive note, which seems appropriate.

For more information, visit newamrecords.com. Hollenbeck 
is at Miller Theatre Mar. 24th with Claudia Quintet. See 
Calendar.
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Fri., Mar. 23 at 8PM Fri., Mar. 30 at 7:30PM

David Finley (Miracles), George Wilson (Capitols), Douglas 
Gaddy & Charles Franklin (of Ali Woodson’s Temptations).

Diego Joaquin Ramirez, drums, Michael Mayo, vocals; 
Wayne Tucker, trumpet; Asaf Yuria, saxophone; Caili 

O’Doherty, keyboard; and Tamir Shmerling, bass.
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