If there’s a downside to the new versions of Great American Songbook tunes released by singers and jazz instrumentalists each year, it’s the shared sense that the songs themselves are hallowed. Untouchable. As though anyone covering “Laura” or “Body and Soul” signed a non-aggression pact, vowing to tread lightly through the essential elements of the songs.

What transpires on StandArt, Tigran Hamasyan’s first collection of songs associated with the Great American Songbook, is something entirely different. The enduring familiar melodies of “Laura” and the jam-session warhorse “All the Things You Are” are there, rendered with great spirit. But just about every other facet of the music undergoes vivid, sometimes startling reimagining.

Leading a trio, the Armenian-American composer and pianist approaches these songs as meta-meta theme and variations exercises. As he balances the organizational advance planning of his writing with the moment-to-moment spontaneity of improvisation, Hamasyan offers up profound new ways to hear old tunes. His “Softly, as in a Morning Sunrise” is a virtuoso thrill ride governed by abrupt transitions: One minute the tempo is mercilessly brisk, the next it disappears completely. His “Laura” lingers over the theme’s plunging intervallic swoops and half-step curls. But the song’s architecture is entirely different: Hamasyan creates not simply another rendition of a standard, but a fully realized alternate-reality world for “Laura” to live in, a place far from the dim day-drink haunts where the Sinatra version remains on the jukebox.

That happens throughout the astonishing StandArt. Conventional narrative tunes are stretched with interludes and detours, grand reharmonizations and fitful odd-meter counting exercises, a choppy drum interlude that recalls Steely Dan’s “Aja” and outbursts of whiplashing free improvisation. In this place, just about anything goes–except timid tinkering around the edges of a venerable theme.

“I took the liberties I would take with my music,” Hamasyan says of the standards. “Otherwise it would not be authentic.” Mindful of the gazillion versions of the jazz repertoire, he set out to escape the syntax of the jazz standard–the worshipful color-within-the-lines readings of melody, the gentle grooves, the impressive sounding (if endlessly recycled) bebop jargon used by soloists as they navigate its paths. All the things that can contribute to Songbook Fatigue. And the mercurial Hamasyan, who in the last decade has released a series of expansive, fiercely ambitious albums that juxtapose wistful folk melodies against densely orchestrated heavy metal thunder, is not interested in parroting old language. An agile thinker, he loves the standard repertoire–but not the standard treatment of it. His goal was “to find something special in it. To create my own world in it.”

Hamasyan describes the path to his “Laura” and the other classics as attempts to jolt the venerable pieces alive, or at least stretch their defining characteristics into new shapes. This involved preparation–he charted out the syncopated punctuation marks he wanted bassist Matt Brewer and drummer Justin Brown to catch. And he developed a flexible harmonic structure that could accommodate less conventional scales and chords, including those used for centuries in Armenian folk music.

“So there’s the framework of the tune as it’s known, that’s where I start,” Hamasyan explains. “The idea is to create this structure that would allow me to kind of develop something else inside that. On this tune, I’m applying specific modes, Armenian modes, and, more broadly, ongoing modal harmony. The piece is in one key, but maybe during some improvisation, the left-hand bass register, or even the entire middle of the piano, is not in that key. You’re playing a really simple melody but in a different key, and you try to connect these two keys together.” The approach, he says, is similar to tactics he’s used in his own compositions: “These are the kinds of things I’ve worked on, and I’m still working on, and I will be working on my entire life, I think … this whole project was like a harmonic search for me. It’s the beginning of harmonic search, let’s say.”

***

Hamasyan considers himself a student of the art of melody. He describes his encounter with Armenian folk music in his teenage years as transformational–in part because its themes are intricate and asymmetrical yet still direct and heart-wrenching. He regards the Songbook material— the works written for Broadway shows and films by composers and lyricists from the 1920s through the 1950s— with the same reverence.

“I think about beautiful melodies all the time when I’m playing–early European music, Armenian folk music, whatever … no matter how great you think you are, there’s always these unbelievable melodies out there. Written by someone else, a long time ago. That’s what I’m looking for when I compose–to feel timeless, to feel eternity in a song. That’s the mark of a really interesting composition, you could listen to it forever.” And Hamasyan has: he says he’s been obsessing for years over the possible shapes his “Laura” might take, carrying in his head detailed plans for his arrangement of “I Should Care.” When the first pandemic lockdown hit, he began to test the ideas out at the upright piano where he practices.

“I ended up arranging quite a lot of music, only standards that I really, really love,” Hamaysan recalls. “Then at some point, I was like ‘I should record this’–I realized I’d been thinking about these tunes for years, and I didn’t want to lose the momentum. After some time, I understood that I need this as an improvisor. In almost a physical way, I needed to get back to this mode of trying to find something within the tradition of where I came from.”

As soon as studios opened up, Hamasyan reached out to bassist Matt Brewer (Aaron Parks, Gonzalo Rubalcaba) and drummer Justin Brown (Thundercat, Ambrose Akinmusire). The trio clicked immediately; according to Hamasyan, he almost didn’t trust the chemistry. He admits that ahead of the session he sent out demos, so everyone would have a sense of his rhythmic thinking. These quickly became unnecessary. “I did send demos for a few things. ‘Laura,’ I sent them that, because I had a specific beat that I wanted to play,” Hamasyan remembers. “Then we got into playing, and Justin brought this unbelievable energy. I regretted this way of thinking in terms of the parts. I was like, ‘I’m gonna shut up and just interact with this.’”

To give the project some different colors, Hamasyan reached out to several horn players. He connected with trumpeter Ambrose Akinmusire for a rhapsodic duet on “I Should Care;” got saxophonist and labelmate Joshua Redman to join the trio for a romp through Charlie Parker’s “Big Foot;” and he and tenor saxophonist Mark Turner transform a song that frequently balloons to epic length in live performance, “All the Things You Are,” into a disarmingly lyrical ballad. While Hamasyan has performed with Akinmusire and Redman before, it was his first encounter with Turner. “That sound! I’ve heard it so much–he plays a note, I feel home.”

Among the remarkable things about StandArt is how these musicians embrace the daring Tigran-isms that are all over his original works–the crashing peaks, the menacing moments of escalating tension, the dissonance of colliding textures. There traits are not typically welcome on a standards project, but they are here. Hamasyan says he was stunned at Brown’s ability to respond to the music, almost from a compositional standpoint. “He has incredible ears. The way he’s reacting with what’s coming from the bass, what’s coming from me, is totally insane … with Justin things are constantly moving yet somehow he never gets in the way.”

***

It has taken awhile for Tigran Hamasyan to get around to StandArt. Many in the jazz community expected something like it a long time ago, at the beginning of his career. Like in 2006, when he first snagged global attention by winning the Thelonious Monk Jazz Piano Competition and was subsequently hailed by legends like Chick Corea as an artist to watch.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Hamasyan didn’t release a standards record then. Instead, he created episodic and broadly eclectic original compositions that transcend genre tags. He did dreamlike solo piano suites that interpolate enduring melodies of Armenian folk music. Relying on a small core group of collaborators, he recorded through-composed pieces notable for their prog-rock complexity and textural beauty; among them are his critically acclaimed recent projects for Nonesuch–The Call Within (2020), Mockroot (2015), and the ethereal An Ancient Observer (2017). He wrote a Satie-like score for the 2019 film They Say Nothing Stays the Same. He reimagined an Armenian Orthodox liturgy as a conversation between his piano and a choir (Luys i Luso, 2015).

Throughout those and other endeavors, running in the deep background like a computer operating system, is one constant: improvisation. “Really, composing is improvising,” Hamasyan contends. “You’re trying all these different ideas, seeking out the thing you haven’t heard before.” To get to something interesting, he tries to keep his mind clear of distraction–and to limit comparisons with the great masterworks of music he studied as a young person. He talks about that upbringing as a series of course corrections: From his father, he got a steady diet of classic rock. His uncle provided jazz. His friends were into metal, and progressive rock. He was studying classical piano, but writing tunes that emulated the styles of Thelonious Monk and Elmo Hope. He still has the notebook with his earliest compositions, over 100 of them, dating back to when he was eleven.

Hamasyan says he didn’t intentionally wait to record standards. He describes his life over the last decade or so as revolving primarily around his composition, and his obsession with doing justice to the writing when it came time to record. He’s been documenting his music at a torrid pace. The pandemic afforded him time to think about those priorities, and also to reflect on what he could contribute to the ongoing conversation about jazz, and standards. He realized it was important to him to celebrate the influence of those who created the songs and those who, through the force of their spontaneous invention, transformed them. Not just once but nightly–a regeneration unfolding from chorus to chorus, and decade to decade.

This speaks to Hamasyan. “The repertoire of this album is all American music from 1920-50s. It includes popular songs composed by second generation immigrants with Jewish, Russian, Norwegian, German, and other European backgrounds, songs that were ‘sanctified’ and made into timeless gems by interpretations of jazz legends such as Miles Davis, John Coltrane, Charlie Parker, Thelonious Monk, and many others.

“Within all of this is the dark history of African-Americans and their struggle for freedom,” Hamasyan continues. “Thus it also has this melancholic and sorrowful quality to it, as if sung for long lost homeland. It’s the spirituals, the rag and the blues at the same time! This merging of the sorrowful and the new energetic ‘wanting to be free’ kind of spirit is what really speaks to me.”

He contends that a world obsessed with categories and classifications needs all the improvisational energy that’s available. “Everything is so structured now,” Hamasyan laments. “There’s a rigidity in the thinking. Jazz defies that. It represents something higher. For me it is the embodiment of freedom within music.”

