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Trumpeter, santur player, vocalist and composer Amir 
ElSaffar has made more than one mark on contemporary 
jazz. Borrowing from his background and studies of Arabic 
music (his father is originally from Iraq), ElSaffar has 
developed his own techniques for playing quarter-tones on 
the trumpet. Extending that cross-pollination, he has 
released a series of beautiful and evocative records combining 
Arabic and Western approaches and instrumentation. We 
spoke with him as he was concluding a composer’s residency 
in France and gearing up to present his large ensemble 
Rivers of Sound at the Newport Jazz Festival.

The New York City Jazz Record: First off, tell us what 
you’re doing in France.

Amir ElSaffar: I’m composing for an ensemble called 
Ictus, a contemporary music ensemble based in 
Brussels. They’re really fantastic, renowned in Europe 
in contemporary music circles. I’m writing a piece 
using the maqam [Iraqi devotional song] language and 
some of the microtonal stuff I’ve been discovering. We 
have a retuned piano, a retuned vibraphone, but it’s 
further out, it’s not like the usual maqam tuning. We’ve 
gone several steps beyond. There’s four string players 
and two woodwinds, it’s an octet plus me. We just had 
a week of rehearsals and it was pretty intense. It was 
not easy, because I’m trying to give them stuff by ear 
and trying to work out ideas in the rehearsal process 
and they’re used to having complete scores. They’re 
excited by the idea but they’re also just a bit timid or 
something, so it was a challenge. I’m just realizing  
I have to score out a lot more than what I like to do and 
what I’m used to so I’m just going to be buried in this 
work for the next month.

TNYCJR: The new record [Not Two, New Amsterdam] 
is beautiful. The release concert that you did at the 
River to River festival was just great.

AE: Thank you, yeah, the music keeps getting better 
every time we play it.

TNYCJR: How many times have you played it?

AE: We premiered it April 15. I think eight total. 
Newport will be our ninth.

TNYCJR: It was hard at the release concert to ignore 
geographically where we were, right in the financial 
district and just a few blocks from Ground zero. I don’t 
want to project meaning onto it but certainly sitting in 
the audience it felt very significant.

AE: Oh yeah? That’s interesting. I guess I’m used to it 
because Alwan [for the Arts, where ElSaffar is music 
curator] is down in that neighborhood so I’m in that 
neighborhood all the time and we have concerts there 
a few times a month. I didn’t think about it, actually. 
Although maybe being in this Chase Plaza and all that,  

it’s a very corporate part of town. I’m constantly aware 
of that contradiction, I guess, in working and presenting 
art and music in that neighborhood.

TNYCJR: Have you ever felt a response of political 
tension to the work you’re doing, combining these two 
musical traditions?

AE: Perhaps it’s there but to me, I’m at a point where  
I don’t see them as being separate. For me it’s about 
the conversation between sounds and between 
personalities and individuals and having this idea of 
how we can create something beautiful. I don’t see 
Eastern and Western or U.S. and Arab and Islamic 
culture. Those at this point are so far from the way I’m 
seeing and hearing the music. It’s really a question of 
how can we make these frequencies work together, 
teaching people who have never played E-half-flat and 
then when they do play it and when they really feel it, 
then they connect to something deep and it’s not just 
external but it’s something that resonates very deeply 
within the individual. And similarly when we get into 
a rhythmic pattern or the energy of collective group 
improvisation or something that’s more akin to what’s 
found in jazz of the last 50 or 60 years, that also 
somehow there’s an energy, the oud players will get 
excited and get engaged. I’m really thinking more 
about these energies and the interaction of vibration, 
whether it’s sonic or rhythmic, or personalities and 
that conversations being had. So if anything it’s being 
able to present that in the midst of where people are in 
this very heightened state of anxiety. I think that music 
and art have a very particular place right now. 

TNYCJR: The new record is on New Amsterdam,  
a new label for you. Do you see that helping you reach 
a new audience?

AE: Yeah. New Amsterdam is really well known in 
contemporary classical music circles and I think jazz is 
an important element, but the ideal venues are concert 
halls. When we play at the Kimmel Center or Kreeger 
Museum of Art or the Walker, those type of venues 
seem to really hold this music well. The Newport Jazz 
Festival will be our first jazz festival gig and I’m 
curious to see how the music fits in that space. The 
responses I’m getting are already starting to indicate a 
shift toward that demographic.

TNYCJR: How did you end up connected with New 
Amsterdam?

AE: It was actually through [composer] Darcy James 
Argue, who’s a friend I’ve worked with several times 
and we’ve hung out over the years. He made the 
connection and knowing the fresh attitude and 
approach they have toward music and the wide genre-
defying artists that they have, I felt that that was kind 
of an ideal fit for what I’m doing right now.

TNYCJR: It’s a big group. How did you decide on the 
instrumentation for the ensemble? 

AE: The Two Rivers Ensemble, which is the sextet 
that’s been active since 2006, combines jazz 
instrumentation with Eastern instrumentation. So the 
idea of Rivers of Sound was to expand that to a wider 
canvas. I chose instruments that resonate in certain 
ways with each other, picking out possible sonorities 
that can complement each other. For instance, 
vibraphone, santur and the cymbals of the drum, they 
all have this metallic tinny sound and they resonate 
with each other in a very particular way even though 
    (CONTINUED ON PAGE 42)
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they’re coming from different traditions. There’s a sort 
of shared history and the sounds are sympathetic to one 
another. But a major part of the choice of instrumentation 
was actually the individuals. I chose people who I 
believe can really listen to one another. Each person has 
a very particular, unique sound that I resonated with 
and their personalities I gel with and they’re people that 
I consider to be friends. They’re all musicians I’ve 
worked with, some for more than 20 years in different 
contexts. Everybody that I wanted in this band was 
available. They were all my first pick, which is kind of 
amazing. And each person in the group represents a 
different era or a different ensemble or a different place 
in my life. Like [vibraphonist] Jason Adasiewicz and  
I played together in high school and college. [Reed 
player] JD Parran and I played together in Cecil Taylor’s 
large ensembles. Mohammed Saleh, the oboe and 
English horn player, and I were working with Daniel 
Barenboim in his West-Eastern Divan Orchestra  in 1999. 
And then, of course, my sister, who kind of introduced 
me to Arabic music more than 20 years ago. So with 
each person, there’s a resonance there.

TNYCJR: You can really feel the connection.

AE: Friendships formed within the ensemble as well. 
People became very tight quickly. Maybe it was the 
intensity of our first week together where we had very 
long rehearsals and an all-day soundcheck and gig at 
Lincoln Center and then a 14-hour recording session. 
That kind of experience can fuse people together. 
There’s this really nice sense of camaraderie throughout 
the group. It feels like everyone cares about the rest of 
the ensemble. It’s a really nice vibe.

TNYCJR: Do you see this as an ongoing project?

AE: Absolutely. I actually am now finding a way to 
compose a new piece for the group. The first goal was 
imagining and in the process of rehearsal trying things 
and finding out how this instrumentation could work 
together. Now that the sound has become clear, there’s 
all kinds of new ideas and I think there’s a lot more 
potential for this group. Wheels are turning. And 
regardless the group is going to continue to tour. We 
have dates through 2018.

TNYCJR: Last question: Define the word “river”.

AE: The idea of two rivers was of course a reference to 
the Tigris and Euphrates in Iraq, but it was also about 
joining the streams of jazz and Iraqi music when I first 
started this project in 2006. But I started to think about 
it as bloodlines and my own blood and being part Iraqi 
and part American. There was this idea of currents and 
traditions in the beginning, this continuity that a river 
could represent. Now it’s gone beyond that. The idea 
of rivers of sound was really about—I keep coming 
back to it but—resonance and each river almost being 
frequency or being a sonority or being a timbre or 
being a particular vibration and then how these rivers, 
how these sounds, coalesce and how they influence 
each other when joined. I started to pay a lot of 
attention to different bodies of water, but in particular 
rivers, because of the way that the currents run. I used 
to live right on the Hudson River and I’d watch all the 
different layers of currents, one on the top going very 
quickly in one direction and then ripples going in the 
opposite direction just below and then another layer 
below that that was maybe going at a 30 degree angle 
and another speed and then watching how the light 
reflects off the surface of the water. This kind of visual 
cue became part of my composition too. So with Rivers 
of Sound I was really trying to create the sense of 
multiple currents and multiple streams happening in 
layers above one other. v

For more information, visit amirelsaffar.com. ElSaffar is at 
Lincoln Center’s David Rubenstein Atrium Sep. 8th and 
Union Hall Sep. 28th. See Calendar. 

Recommended Listening: 
• Amir ElSaffar—Two Rivers (Pi, 2007)
• Amir ElSaffar/Hafez Modirzadeh—Radif Suite 
   (Pi, 2009)
• Amir ElSaffar Two Rivers Ensemble—Inana (Pi, 2011)
• Hafez Modirzadeh—Post-Chromodal Out! (Pi, 2012)
• Amir ElSaffar—Alchemy (Pi, 2013)
• Amir ElSaffar Rivers of Sound—Not Two 
   (New Amsterdam, 2015)
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and when we disagree on something, we can talk about 
it and find a way together. That includes music, food 
and business. Jean-Marc is one of the warmest people  
I know in this network of creative music.”
 Mixed among the other titles are some with black 
backgrounds and stark red and white lettering, Foussat 
reaching back for previously unissued recordings. The 
first of these, 28 Rue Dunois, juillet 82, documents the 
first quartet meeting of Derek Bailey, Evan Parker, 
Joëlle Léandre and George Lewis, a crucial intersection 
of major voices and an edgy, mercurial example of its 
explosive times. Another in the series is Enfances à 
Dunois le 8 janvier 1984 by Lazro with Léandre and 
Lewis. It’s a fresh view of Lazro’s early work, a 
57-minute concert that contributed 21 minutes to 
Lazro’s two-LP Sweet Zee on hatHUT in 1985. As 
Léandre exclaims, “Fou is a pure historical treasure and 
I hope Jean-Marc will again and again produce more of 
the old tapes that I know he has in his ‘Ali Baba 
cavern’!’” Lazro and Léandre are also represented on 
more recent works. The former recently appeared on 
Marguerite D’Or Pâle, a subtle sonic exploration with 
pianist Sophie Agnel. Léandre’s documentation is more 
extensive, including both No Comment, drawn from 
1994-95 solo concerts, and Si, lence is blu, ish, an 
explosion of mad joy from 2016 with singer Phil Minton. 
 Voices are a key part of Fou, whether improvising or 
reading poetry. On the label’s second release, Violeta 
Ferrer intones poems by Federico Garcia Lorca, the voice 
of the Spanish Civil War, to the guitar improvisations of 
Raymond Boni; on the latest, L’homme approximatif, Jean-
François Pauvros reads parts of Tristan Tzara’s surrealist 
masterpiece l’homme approximatif. 
 Foussat’s voice is a key part of his own work, free 
vocalizations mixed with field recordings and vintage 
EMS synthesizers. Parts of his own musical history are 
etched on Fou. In 1992 he formed Marteau Rouge with 
drummer Makoto Sato and guitarist Jean-François 
Pauvros (…un jour se lève), a group that has performed 
as recently as 2016 and has worked both independently 
and with Evan Parker and Joe McPhee, among many 
others. Foussat also forged a duo, Aliquid, with 
saxophonist Sylvain Guérineau, represented in a trio 
with McPhee (Quod). Foussat continues to develop as  
a rare synthesist in improvised music, whether playing 
advanced free jazz (the quartet Barbares), free 
improvisation (En Respirant with vocalist Marialuisa 
Capurso) or forming Département d’Éducation 
Psychique (Live at Ohm) with the techno drone duo 
Dynamo Dreesen, melding improvised music and rave. 
 What’s next for Foussat and Fou? He is planning  
a double-LP of his own music, called Hors contrôle, as 
well as a CD with Chinese musician Bao Luo. From  
a 1998 Paris concert comes an LP with Pauvros’ opening 
solo and an excerpt from the Sonic Youth performance 
that follows. Meanwhile, Foussat is moving to the 
Loire Valley. v
 
For more information, visit fourecords.com. Artists performing 
this month include Irene Kepl at Downtown Music Gallery Sep. 
24th and Joëlle Léandre at Zürcher Gallery Sep. 27th. See Calendar.

barry harris
SunDAY, September 17th

3 pm - DONATIONS WELCOME 
The 2017-2018 season of Jazz Vespers 
of EBC kicks off with the return of 

the iconic American Jazz Hall of 
Fame Member pianist Barry Harris 

Since its inception Jazz Vespers of EBC 
has featured legends such as Jimmy 

Heath, formidable mainstays like 
Antonio Hart, Wycliffe Gordon and 
Wynard Harper , electric newcomers 
such as Jazzmeia Horn, Elan Troutman 

and Yesterday’s Swing (and  
others) in the beautiful Brooklyn 
Edifice Emmanuel Baptist Church.  

Jazz Vespers at EBC has become  
one of Brooklyn’s most successful 

ongoing jazz music series.

Emmanuel Baptist Church
279 Lafayette Avenue, brooklyn 

corner of St. James Place 
For more information: 347-588-8411

ebcconnects.com/jazzvespers

http://www.nycjazzrecord.com
http://ebcconnects.com/jazzvespers/

