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 ELSAFFAR 

RISING STAR  
TRUMPET, 
ARRANGER 

DEEPER INTO  
EXPRESSION

N ot Two (New Amsterdam), his widely 
hailed 2017 release—recorded in ana-
log, released in multiple formats but 

intended as two LPs—is his most ambitious 
work yet, a suite for the 17-piece Rivers of 
Sound ensemble, building on his Two Rivers 
septet. ElSaffar is thriving as a teacher-in-res-
idence at France’s Royaumont Foundation, 
writing and premiering chamber works 
throughout Europe, but also gigging from 
Katowice, Poland (duos with saxophonist 
Hafez Modirzadeh), to New York City (with 
flutist Jamie Baum’s septet during Winter 
Jazzfest), and fronting Rivers of Sound in cit-
ies across the United States.

ElSaffar continues to advance his overar-
ching idea: that Middle Eastern music—spe-
cifically the Iraqi maqam vocal tradition—
opens vistas for jazz improvisers and indeed 
music-makers of all ilk within a sphere of 
sound that denies division. Highly structured 
maqam assumes a more complexly refined 
continuum of tonality than does Western tra-
dition. Microtonality, modality, decorative 
gestures and free rhythmic practice across cul-
tures worldwide had led ElSaffar to hear all 
as one. It’s worth noting that he’s politically 
aware (album titles like Crisis reflect this) and 
trying to supplant tribalism with universal-
ism, while divisive forces roil the world, par-
ticularly the Middle East region, with which 
he’s deeply connected.

Rather than taking political stances, 

though, ElSaffar strikes an aesthetic one. His 
music demonstrates the fluidity and applica-
bility of his insight, employing written and/
or improvised material that absorbs, yet tran-
scends, classical and pop music conventions. 
Jazz and Arab maqam have guided him to 
embrace and master a more continuous flow of 
pitch than 12 tones to an octave, with intrigu-
ing harmonic implications he eagerly explores. 

ElSaffar’s innovations don’t dominate his 
music, but flow through it.

Caught by phone during a rare week off, he 
enthused about his new projects and focus on 
honing compositional chops. He was appre-
ciative, of course, about his DownBeat wins, 
but questioned one distinction.

“I’m happy to receive recognition as a 
Rising Star–Arranger, of course,” he said, “but 
because I’m not arranging standards—the typ-
ical work of an arranger, with pre-composed 
material—I assume votes for me in that cate-
gory were on the basis of my ability to orga-
nize music for ensembles of mixed instrumen-
tation, like Rivers of Sound and Two Rivers. 
I think of  ‘arranging’ in that sense more as 
orchestrating. The term ‘arranger’ carries a lot 
of implications that don’t necessarily apply to 
what I do.”

Critics can be forgiven for difficulty differ-
entiating between composing, arranging and 
orchestrating in ElSaffar’s work. His themes 
and counter-themes often seem like ancient 
airs vividly voiced—on Not Two weaving 
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together his trumpet, voice and/or santur 
(hammered dulcimer), ouds, oboe, English 
horn, saxophones, strings (his sister Dena 
ElSaffar plays violin), piano, vibes, electric gui-
tar, upright bass, trap drums and various forms 
of percussion. 

Microtonality, modality and decorative 
devices give his compositions surface sin-
gularity, but ElSaffar sets up or scores elab-
orate polyphony for individualistic partici-
pants, such as Jason Adasiewicz, Craig Taborn, 
Miles Okazaki, Ole Mathisen, J.D. Parran and 
Nasheet Waits in a manner uncommon, if not 
unknown in traditional Arab music.

Moreover, Not Two is impossible to catego-
rize. It flashes momentary references to spec-
tral composition (“Iftitah”), minimalism 
(“Penny Explosion”), prepared piano (“Jourjina 
Over Three”), samba rhythms (“Hijaz 21/8”) 
and baroque brass (the 16-minute “Shards Of 
Memory/B Half Flat Fantasy”). Close listening 
reveals ElSaffar’s broad range, and perhaps the 
truth of his insight that all music is one.

He recently has expanded on that realiza-
tion with French-Lebanese rapper Marc 
Nammour (“It’s the first time I ever worked on 
a hip-hop project”) and electronics composer 
Lorenzo Bianchi Hoesch (“He creates his own 
software and does live processing; it’s an inter-
esting direction, inspiring new ideas”). ElSaffar 
also has written, performed and plans to record 
Interstices, an hour-plus piece for the Belgian 
contemporary music octet Ictus: “I’ve used the 
same musical materials I’ve been developing 
over the years, but no improvisation per se.” 

At the urging of Royaumont’s director, he’s 
composing a flamenco piece for an ensemble 
with a vocalist (“Flamenco singing is close to 
maqam in terms of intonation, and there’s the 
historical tie through the Moors”) but no gui-
tar (“since the piece goes beyond equal temper-
ament”). And he’s been caught up in writing 
for combined forces of Rivers of Sound and the 
New Haven Symphony Orchestra, 27 musicians 
in all, commissioned by the Yale University and 
supported by the 2018 International Festival of 
Arts and Ideas. 

ElSaffar credits pianist Cecil Taylor, whose 
large ensemble he played with in the early 
2000s, as his “strongest influence,” acknowl-
edging that “what I write might not immediate-
ly strike someone that way.” 

Jamie Baum, who consulted with the trum-
peter when composing her cross-cultural works 
on Bridges, said, “Amir has certainly come out 
of jazz, but not jazz only. After he played with 
me on In This Life, which was inspired by South 
Asian music, while I was writing Bridges I con-
ferred with him about the confluences of that 
and maqam and Jewish music, about how there 
are common scales and ways to develop pieces 
from those scales. He knows a lot.

“And Amir’s such a soulful guy,” she con-

tinued. “The first time I heard him sing, I knew 
I wanted him for ‘Song Without Words,’ which 
I wrote for my father after he passed away, 
based on ‘Kol Nidre,’ the Jewish prayer for our 
Day of Atonement. Whenever I listen to Amir 
sing that, he brings me to tears.”

ElSaffar was surprised when asked if he 
explicitly draws on his youthful musical expe-
riences—late-’60s rock, his father’s inter-
est in jazz and blues, his mother’s Bach and 
Haydn albums, the wedding and corpo-
rate dates he played in college, the r&b band 

he belonged to, or recording under conduc-
tor Daniel Barenboim with members of the 
Chicago Symphony Orchestra— but like jazz 
and maquam, they’re irrefutably part of him. 

“There are so many different gradations, so 
many different ways you can play a sound that 
gets at the emotions,” he said. “Ultimately, 
that’s what I’m after: how to get deeper into 
expression.” 

Playing trumpet, composing, leading 
ensembles, working with others, Amir ElSaffar 
is a rising star and already a brilliant one.  DB


