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A pot of paint poured over the spring  by Christian Munch-Hansen
It is a dramatic story, the one about the young girl who dances herself to death as a ‘spring sacrifice’ in Igor Stravinsky’s bold ballet and orchestral work Le Sacre du printemps/The Rite of Spring from 1913. It became one of the greatest succès de scandale of all time, shifting artistic, moral and existential perceptions in a European time and after-time that was soon to confirm the frailty, brutality and suffering of civilization.
The existential conditions have not changed today, a little more than a century after Le Sacre and Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971) has been a continued inspiration – in the jazz tradition too. He wrote music influenced by early jazz, including Ragtime (for eleven Instruments) (1918) and the Ebony Concerto (1945), intended for the Woody Herman Orchestra. In 1984, when Miles Davis was about to receive the Sonning Music Prize in Copenhagen, he was proud of featuring on the same list as Stravinsky, Bernstein and Shostakovich. And among great jazz composers and arrangers like Duke Ellington, Gil Evans, George Russell and Bob Brookmeyer there was a strong interest in modern composition music.
From this tradition too comes the saxophonist and composer Lars Møller (b. 1966), leader of the Aarhus Jazz Orchestra (AJO). On this CD release, ReWrite of Spring, he pays homage to Stravinsky’s modern masterpiece. It is also Møller’s most ambitious work to date, and his first major compositional contribution to the AJO since he became its artistic director and conductor in 2012.
“It’s the most through-composed thing I’ve done and my biggest project so far. The whole work has an idea running through it, and is an expression of a kind of conceptual thinking influenced by Stravinsky. It isn’t the plot of Le Sacre that has been the inspiration, it’s Stravinsky’s methods and techniques; the whole influence that Le Sacre and other works by him have had on jazz. He anticipated things that only became clear in the jazz tradition decades later, including working with complex rhythmic and harmonic layers. You could say that I have used certain building-blocks from Le Sacre and some points of impact with Stravinsky’s universe. I haven’t conceived the music in relation to the original drama of the work; all the same it has become very dramatic.”
The recordings themselves also became a little drama. Shortly before his departure for New York the saxophone soloist Dave Liebman had to postpone his flight to Europe because of a death and a funeral in the family. Liebman did not reach Copenhagen until shortly before the concert at the Jazzhouse, and he went on stage with just a very short prior sound test with the orchestra! His contribution testifies to a masterly improviser’s empathy and intuition.
“It had to be him,” as Møller remarks. Back in the day, during a visit to Denmark in the eighties, it was Dave Liebman who met a very young Lars Møller. They embarked on a master-apprentice relationship and Liebman managed to convince Møller (and not least his family) that he should go to New York to study and develop as a musician. With ReWrite of Spring this relationship of many years comes full circle.
It is a work with great dynamism that Lars Møller has created. The potential of the big band is exploited right from the vibrantly sonorous introduction, where Dave Liebman’s soprano sax paraphrases Stravinsky’s original bassoon melody like a budding spring flower, accompanied by Marilyn Mazur’s gongs and the orchestra’s cautious horns, all the way to the lush orchestral waves that later wash over the music with dark energy.
For Lars Møller ReWrite of Spring is the result of an extended creative process and the culmination of 20 years of composition work with big bands. Alongside wide-ranging activity as a saxophonist and touring musician in a number of bands, not least the Lars Møller Group, one of most pace-setting in the Scandinavian jazz world of the 90s, Møller has also pursued his ambitions in orchestral music and composition. He attended Bob Brookmeyer’s composing course at Copenhagen’s Rhythmic Music Conservatory in the mid-90s. In the same period he participated in the workshop ‘The Third Way’, where jazz composers worked with Athelas Sinfonietta and drew inspiration from classical composers like Bo Holten, Per Nørgaard and Pelle Gudmundsen-Holmgreen.
Lars Møller has been a member of a number of big bands including the DR Big Band in 2003-2010, and has had conducting jobs with European big bands including the radio jazz orchestras of Slovenia and Croatia and the Norrbotten Big Band. A special period was 1997-2011, when Møller was leader of the generational big band The Orchestra. This led to wide-ranging orchestral records like Noxx (1998), New Skies (2001) and Beats & Big Band (2003), and culminated with the tour de force Episodes (2011), which consisted exclusively of music by Lars Møller. Here too we find ‘Folk Song No. 1’, Møller’s reworking of the Danish folk song ‘Marken er mejet’, which took First Prize as best big band composition at the International Jazz Composers’ Symposium in Tampa, Florida, in 2008.
Lars Møller must be counted among the biggest names in Scandinavian orchestral jazz. He is not afraid to plunge into bold projects like writing big band music with modern composition techniques for The Orchestra, adapting the music for Scandinavian Laments (2006) for the DR Big Band and the experimental singer Jomi Massage, or letting the Aarhus Jazz Orchestra collaborate with Gambian and Indian musicians. And now it is all about the inspiration from Stravinsky.
Aarhus Jazz Orchestra is an institution on the Danish jazz scene, established back in 1977 by Jens Klüver under the name ‘Klüvers Big Band’. which has been of great importance to the musical life of Aarhus and the western part of Denmark, just like AJO in subsequent years. He built the band up into a professional orchestra which interpreted both older and more recent big band music, especially in the American jazz tradition. Over the years Klüvers Big Band worked with among others Dee Dee Bridgewater, Thad Jones, Clark Terry, Bob Mintzer, Joe Lovano, Dennis Mackrel, Deborah Brown, Butch Lacy and Jesper Thilo. In 1988 the band became a ‘rhythmic regional ensemble’ with support from the Danish Ministry of Culture and from Aarhus City Council. With the money came a commitment to teaching activities with school concerts and the cultivation of new, young orchestral musicians.
It is this flagship that Lars Møller has taken over and which he takes further, still with strong roots in American jazz, but also with inspiration in world music and recent European music. “We are getting out into some new corners and I feel the artistic standard has been raised further,” says Lars Møller. He emphasizes the development that the orchestra has undergone most recently. “We have worked a lot with rhythmic developments, and the band has a special tradition of sensitivity in ensemble playing. The musicians are able to play like they were a single organism. There’s heart in the orchestra’s sound, and room for character”.
One distinctive thing about AJO is the absence of a permanent drummer. That makes it possible to play different projects with authentic idioms. Lately AJO has worked with drummers as different as Dennis Mackrel, Peter Erskine, Adam Nussbaum, Jeff Ballard, Bill Steward, Morten Lund, Jonas Johansen, Lars Daugaard and Emil de Waal.
There have also been projects with the master vocalist Kurt Elling, the guitar icon John Scofield and the late pianist Mulgrew Miller. AJO plays more than 70 concerts a year and still combines concert activities with educational projects and the presentation of music for children, young people and the elderly.
The first two parts of ReWrite of Spring were performed for the first time at concerts in Denmark in the summer of 2013, the centenary of Le Sacre du printemps, with Dave Liebman and Marilyn Mazur as soloists. In the autumn of 2013 the new work formed part of a concert and educational project with the AJO and Danish high school students under the name ‘20th Century Modernistic Masters: Stravinsky – Miles’, where the two great icons of 20th-century musical history shared joint homage. As an extension of this the orchestra and the soloists recorded ReWrite of Spring at the end of September 2014.
The music is presented in both a studio and a live version. Performance, length and expression are not identical. The live version has a particularly vibrant spontaneity and presence, including the special ‘Introduction’. The studio version on the other hand offers greater potential for immersion in the nuances and details of the arrangements. And it begins without an introduction, with ‘Evocation’ (1st movement); on the other hand it has an ‘Interlude’ before the 2nd and 3rd movements.
‘Evocation’ (1st movement) takes its point of departure in a rhythmic-melodic figure from Stravinsky’s ‘Evocation of the Ancestors’, which in Møller’s ReWrite creates an ambivalent rhythmic feeling which at first seems simple, with Mazur’s beautifully hand-played udu drum, but soon grow complex and expressive with Liebman’s virile soprano sax and the orchestra’s strong wind and rhythm sections. The tenor solo is played by longtime AJO player Michael Bladt. The movement ends with a nod to the famous polychord from ‘Dance of the Young Girls’, the brittle sound of an E flat major on top of an E major.
‘Interlude’, with its playing time of less than two minutes, is the shortest section of the work; an open, atmospheric interlude where the chords from ‘Procession’ (3rd movement) are repeated in a chant-like, questioningly insistent style by the winds in the low register, and with inspiration from Symphonies of Wind Instruments, another of Møller’s favourite Stravinsky works. One senses that something is on its way.
‘Spring Square’ (2nd movement) sounds in its initial phase like ancient tribal music with Marilyn Mazur’s shaman drums. The music also approaches the ostinato jazz that John Coltrane, not least, cultivated in his emotive and intense way in the 1960s. The basic musical figure is inspired by the ostinato Stravinsky uses in ‘Spring Rounds’. The melodic material is developed in a sombre, atmospheric universe inhabited by moving intervals of fourths.
The concluding ‘Procession’ (3rd movement) has a more kaleidoscopic character with repeated motifs that are presented in smaller segments. Marilyn Mazur’s beautifully coloured hand percussion establishes the mood, before an aggressive groove opens the way for solos by Thor Madsen (guitar) and Dave Liebman. The energy seems unstoppable, and the music is faded out. In the live recording the music is given extra colouring by starts and stops, and in its rhythmic intensity it approaches Miles Davis’ electric music from the 1970s – a period when Liebman was in his group.
The great artworks of music are like enigmatic objects found lying along the roadway. Each new generation must pick them up and investigate them. Lars Møller and the Aarhus Jazz Orchestra have here painted over Stravinsky’s rock and created new big band music with both beauty and primal power. Of the openness and inexhaustibility of the music Lars Møller says: “The contribution of the soloists corresponds to what the Danish painter Per Kirkeby has described as a necessary artistic openness to pouring a pot of paint out over a canvas you otherwise thought was finished”.
Christian Munch-Hansen (b. 1969). Music critic, author, poet and teacher. Jazz critic on the newspaper Politiken since 2011 and the newspaper Information in 2001-2009. He has written and contributed to several books on Danish jazz. In 2014 he published the poetry collection, Musical Dream Machine.



A note by Liebman
Lars [Møller] was one of my first students in Europe, meeting in Copenhagen in the mid ‘80s at a workshop. I remember handing out an assignment to transcribe something according to my quite detailed method. Returning the next year, sure enough Lars did what I asked and more. I think it was Coltrane and Sonny Rollins that he transcribed back to back over the two years. I could see then here was a serious dude. We became friends and I even hung with his family, convincing them that Lars needed to go to New York, Well, not only did he go through the course at the New School, but also he got to work with a true master on more than one occasion, drummer Jimmy Cobb. Finally, there were Lars’ Indian trips. One of the things I emphasize when I talk about artistic evolution is that when you have done your WORK up to a certain level of proficiency, then you must look outside the jazz box, into something else to inspire and enable you to bring back something of value to in this case, jazz. His studies in India on the shenai, tapes of which I have and use to motivate others, were great and really influenced his tenor playing through all the quartertones and so forth one hears in the Indian idiom. Lars was prepared to find his own voice, which he did subsequently as a performer and especially composer/arranger. Through the years, we would meet and at times play together so I could see the path that he was following. To say I am proud of him would be a gross understatement!
This project is absolutely one of the most exciting big band projects I have taken part in. There is a palpable sense of drama throughout…true story telling. The way Lars integrated concepts from Stravinsky and transformed them, especially rhythmically and harmonically, is incredible. He made the piece his own and to be honest he used me absolutely in the right contexts. Like Duke and all the great arrangers, when you have a stylist as the main soloist, you have to figure out the best place for that individual’s voice to be effective towards finding the right balance with the ensemble. Lars figured it out beautifully while the band excelled technically and musically. The idea of a studio and live version is really interesting and shows an artistic consideration that is rare these days in our business. My compliments to the producers for having a vision.
I want to thank Lars, Marilyn, Christian Munch-Hansen for his fantastic liner notes, the band and all the people associated with the project for their support and excellent, professional work. Great project!!
David Liebman, May 2015, Stroudsburg, Pennsylvania, USA
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