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Pat Metheny

Unity Band

With Pat Metheny, you simply never know what is coming next. But among the many things that make this ever-changing artist so special is the consistent level of commitment and quality that he brings to everything he does. 

Whether purely acoustic or searingly electric, powerfully intense or deeply contemplative, highly composed or totally improvised—or even with some new-fangled contraption of his own design—there is always that unmistakable Metheny sensibility at work that has stood at the forefront of music for what is now approaching four decades. 

After two consecutive yet wildly different solo recordings, (the innovative Orchestrion and last year’s Grammy-winning baritone guitar outing What’s It All About), Metheny returns with a quartet record, Unity Band.

For the first time in more than 30 years, Metheny features a tenor saxophone in the front line. The last, in fact the only, previous Metheny-led record to feature a horn player was the iconic and influential ECM recording 80/81, which brought the guitarist together with two saxophone titans, Dewey Redman and Michael Brecker.

Metheny says, “Even at the time of 80/81, it was hard to believe that I had gone a few years into my career without having made a traditional jazz quartet record yet, since that was an environment I had played in so often. In many ways my bands were envisioned as an alternative to the more conventional kinds that I had come up playing in. The fact that it has taken another 30 years to get to it again is kind of a testament to how busy those ‘alternative’ ways of thinking have kept me.
“Also, I have really enjoyed the associations that I have had on the projects of a bunch of really great saxophone players. 80/81 set the stage for the five subsequent recordings that I made with Mike (Brecker), then Josh Redman came along and we did his record Wish and a bunch of touring; Kenny Garrett and I did the Coltrane record, I did a couple of interesting dates with David Liebman and Gary Thomas, and I played at various times live in different projects with David Sanchez and Donald Harrison. And of course, the project with Ornette Coleman, Song X.”

“But for my own thing, after 80/81 I just couldn’t seem to find exactly the right person who would take it from where that started to the next place I wanted to go with that sound and that kind of writing. We all always talked about revisiting that band at some point, but with both Mike and Dewey gone now, that will never happen”.

So what got Metheny to the point of wanting to return to a tenor/guitar combination at this point in time?

“Simple. Chris Potter! As a fan, I have watched as he has become one of the greatest musicians of our time, and when we were both invited to play on Antonio Sanchez’s debut record, I immediately saw that we had a natural way of playing and phrasing that suggested something more. I started thinking right then of somehow building a project around that.”

Metheny continues, “I just can’t say enough about Chris. There are so many levels of excellence going on there. His versatility is staggering, he gets a great sound on all the instruments in all registers. But his ideas and execution and flow as an improviser is really at a level that I have rarely seen before. I have often commented that Gary Burton and Ornette Coleman were two guys I played with who really stood out for the way they seemed to be bottomless pits of ideas in their own respective ways. Chris rivals that to me. He can just go on and on, deeper and deeper, and all with that amazing sound. He is one of the greatest musicians I have ever been around”.

If that pairing was the genesis of the idea, how did the rest of the band come together?

“I got a very enthusiastic response from Chris when I suggested this idea to him. So next it was a matter of deciding on a rhythm section. I thought about a lot of different combinations and directions we could go in with guys. In a lot of ways, Antonio was kind of an obvious choice; he has been one of my closest associates over the past ten years and has also played a lot with Chris. But I never take Antonio for granted. He is such a special musician and it has been great to see his development up close. He really is a remarkable drummer; there is no one else like him. There was a certain kind of

power I knew that Chris and I would be getting to and I can’t think of anyone who could take us to that place better than Antonio.”

And what led the guitarist to bassist Ben Williams?

“A few years ago, Christian McBride invited me to an event that he was leading with the jazz students at Juilliard. Ben was featured on a few tunes and I had that rare feeling of hearing someone that has something special to say. I used Ben a few times to sub for Christian with the trio and found him to be a great playing partner and a great person too. He and Antonio had an instantly effortless rapport. Ben has a fearless and open-minded approach to what music can be, which made him perfect for this band. I really enjoy playing with him and he was fun to write for too; his whole vibe suggests something to me. He has more than a little bit of Jaco’s (Pastorius) melodic influence in his playing. Finding guys who can play great melodies has always been hard, and Ben has natural way of using space as well as being able really get around the instrument; a wonderful combination of skills. After winning the Thelonius Monk competition a few years ago he has become more and more in demand. I am very happy to have him in the Unity Band.” 

With the band in place, what was the next step?

“Once I had assembled this stellar cast, it was a matter of coming up with music for us to play. It’s funny, I have heard so many guitar/tenor records that have been clearly influenced by that 80/81 sound, and yet I really wanted to try to take it to a different place this time, although that record would certainly be a reference point along the way. One of Antonio’s specialties is this even eighth-note thing he does, and in a lot of ways that set a direction for the writing. But still, this is a group of musicians who can do just about anything. In the end, leading up to our first get together, I wrote a lot of new tunes for the project; we tried them all and recorded nine of them. The strengths of the band became clear as we went along , which really focused us.”
How did the name “Unity Band” come to be?

“The area where I grew up in Missouri is the home of Unity Village, the world headquarters for the Unity Church. Although I personally am not a member, the connection between the Fillmore family that founded Unity and my family goes back almost 100 years. There was a Unity Band that performed every Sunday evening  in the summers when I was growing up. My dad played in it when he was young, my older brother Mike was a featured soloist starting at a very young age, and I even played (French horn!) in the band for a few years.”

“This Unity Band was initially organized to do a whole bunch of summer concerts during this upcoming summer (2012), so the idea of playing music in a summer setting and my memories of the original Unity Band summer concerts of my youth made a  mental connection somehow, which is what led me to that name. And, I have to admit, somehow, in these times, “Unity” is an especially good word to get out into the world.”

“But beyond that, the principles of what the word ‘unity’ implies have always been strong for me. Part of what makes America and the music that has come from here unique is the fundamental reality of our society as a melting pot of the best of so many cultures and peoples from all over the world. But also on an aesthetic level, as much as people have invented arbitrary marketing terms like ‘jazz’ or ‘fusion’ or whatever the next one may be, the undercurrent of my musical life has always been one of reconciliation and unification of all the sounds and ideas that I love as one big singular thing. 

“This band is a real manifestation of that spirit. We are using all of the unique qualities available to us as individuals and as an ensemble and, we hope, creating a greater whole to make something true to itself. From the stylistic range of the music presented, which is sort of all over the map, to the instruments used—from acoustic to electronic to even robotic on the Orchestrion track—yo the spectrum of peoples we represent as individuals, there are a huge variety of elements to set in motion. But at the same time there is a continuum at work that connects to the other things I have tried to do as a leader and composer, and where the other guys are coming from too. Unity Band seemed to be a perfect name for this project”.
Unity Band

Song Descriptions, by Pat Metheny
NEW YEAR
Leading up to the recording I did about 100 concerts around the world with Larry Grenadier, most of them as a duo. I had the instrument in my hands a lot during that period and knew that this project was coming up, so I did a lot of writing during the day and on the bus traveling to the next city. This one came from one of those sessions, and Larry and I started playing it right away. 

This is a tune I am pretty sure I will be playing a lot of from here on out. It has the kind of durability as an improvising vehicle that you hope for but can never plan for. You can play this one all day and it keeps giving you new angles to look at. Both Chris and Ben play magnificent solos on the recording. This is the only one where I play nylon string guitar; the tune just seemed to be asking for it. I don’t think I have ever had a track where I play a more grooving kind of solo like this on the nylon string on a record....usually that instrument is featured on ballads. The blend with Chris stands out for me with this instrument.
ROOFDOGS

This was actually the last tune I brought into the session. I wrote it the night before we started recording. Chris is so great on the soprano, but virtually all the tunes I wrote clearly called for tenor or bass clarinet. This was written with the goal of pairing soprano and the Roland synth guitar that I have used at various times over the years.
It is rare that I write in 9/4 or with 3 bar phrases, all of which came out for this one. But more than anything, this is just a burning track! I wrote the bass line not really knowing if it would be playable or sound good and Ben just nailed it. When we came in to listen to the playback, we couldn’t believe it. It was almost impossible to tell what was me and what was Chris—the sound of the guitar synth and the soprano just melded together in this animalistic blend that makes it seem like there are about 10 of us playing. I am sure this will be a lot of fun to play live.
COME AND SEE

Besides being one of the great tenor players, Chris has alter-egos on a bunch of other instruments, and bass clarinet is one of his specialties. I thought the pairing of his beautiful sound on that instrument with my 42-string guitar would make a nice intro to set up the harmonic palette—plus we play in a mixed meter form that sets up a blues kind of a feeling. Like with a few other tracks on this record, I found myself thinking of Freddie Hubbard—one of my favorite musicians—a lot. The form of this tune can be played simple or complex—it supports both ways of thinking about it. A lot of Freddie’s best tunes and solos were models of that for me. This is kind of an homage to Freddie.

THIS BELONGS TO YOU

This was the only real ballad I wrote for the session, which is funny because I usually write four ballads to one of anything else I write. But I think because I just put out a record of all ballads I was staying away from it somewhat this time. In some ways this connects to the song “Everyday (I Thank You)” on 80/81 in that the form for the improvising is different from the song form itself and the inherent dramatic arch of it. The blowing form is kind of a blues form but not exactly, and again Chris has his bass clarinet out to do some nice backgrounds behind the guitar solo. This is played on the Linda Manzer 6 string that started my whole relationship with her instruments—the same one used on the track “Lonely Woman” from the record Rejoicing and later on the record Beyond the Missouri Sky with Charlie Haden.
The tune starts in B major, which is a key I find myself going to more and more as the years go by. I think there could be words to this song, and the title kind of reflects that lyrical sense that the tune seems to have.
LEAVING TOWN

This is the kind of tune that has been showing up with regularity for me since “Omaha Celebration” on Bright Size Life. I still hear it all the time, that kind of eighth note line that suggests harmony with a sense of infinite modulation. The blowing form on this simplifies—something that I rarely do, but it seemed like the right answer this time, with this band.”

My favorite thing to do with this band and settings like this is actually not the soloing; it is the comping and being in the rhythm section, especially behind a great soloist like Chris. In a lot of ways, because I so often play in trio settings or in ensembles where there is a piano player, I don’t get to do that role as often as I would like, so I really savor each opportunity to sit in that seat.
INTERVAL WALTZ

This is the only overt triplet-based tune on the record and one of the first things we recorded. I actually wrote three different kinds of waltzes for the date, and this one won. It turns out to be pretty challenging harmonically in ways I didn’t quite expect—but again everyone solos with the kind of fluency that makes whatever those challenges are dissipate into opportunities.
The form for the bass solo is slightly truncated for the sake of variety. The Interval that is referred to in the title is the third that sets up the first section.
SIGNALS (Orchestrion Sketch)

The Orchestrion project of 2009 was without question one of the most fun and unusual projects of my life. I had to invent a whole new way of thinking about music and how to make it; it was incredibly enriching on many levels. I do think that for many people, unless they experienced it live, exactly what was going on was slightly lost on them, and I understand that—it was off the grid in so many ways.  And for a certain group of other people, they may have seen it and still not known exactly how it was all working or understood that I could actually improvise entire pieces from scratch as well as play involved compositions.
I took a “mini” subset version of these “Orchestrionic” instruments on the road with me in the fall and winter of 2011–12  in a duet and trio context where we would make up pieces each night, following a very loose structure, and had a lot of fun. I essentially brought the infrastructure of this mini-rig, both on a hardware level and on the sketch level, to this band. The piece that is represented here on the recording is improvised based on that sketch. I also set it up so that Chris, Ben, and Antonio could add to the “web” of the Orchestrionic instruments with audio loops that that could make with their instruments in real time. This is certainly the most ambitious attempt at a whole new thing on this recording and I am very excited to see where it goes live.

THEN AND NOW

This is in that narrative family of tunes again, where it seems like there could be lyrics to it. Each guy hands phrases back and forth throughout the piece. I like the way the quartet can conjure up the illusion of a much bigger group. Antonio is playing with so many different colors that range from the gentle brush playing on the intro to the detailed yet full out groove that it leads to by the end. Ben plays the melody that I wrote for him on the B section so beautifully and with such a perfect touch on the bass. And the kind of solo the tune asks of Chris is deceptively difficult. It has to be specific to the changes and spirit of the tune, work in a written melody, and then continue on from there. He makes it seem easy, but it isn’t, especially with these kinds of changes. This is one of my favorites on the record.
BREAKDEALER
One thing I knew right from the start: this band would be able to really burn. But I wanted to try to come up with a kind of burning that would be different from the usual up-tempo walking kind of thing, or Latin pattern-based kind thing. This piece is based on a two-note bass pattern that outlines, in only those two notes, the essence of a chord’s function. Antonio and Ben immediately found an entry point to that groove and took it to a new place—I don’t think I have ever heard a rhythm section play quite this sort of thing before, which makes it kind of hard to place on the stylistic spectrum. Of course Chris just totally deals with these kinds of changes. This track features Antonio’s only solo on the whole record, too.
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