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FLAGRANT MUSIC LIBERATION
BY JOHN PIETARO

Within NYC’s Downtown jazz annals, the name
Michael Moss—reeds master, pianist, composer,
producer —holds importance not only as part of the
Loft era scene, but as one who has since extended his
influence in avant garde iterations, particularly in what
has become known as “Fourth Stream.” Coming of age
in the "60s, he was forever changed by the musical,
spiritual and revolutionary expansion of John Coltrane,
guided too, by the music of Eric Dolphy and Max
Roach. A tenacious conceptualist, Moss has traversed
musical barriers on countless stages in the company
of Sam Rivers, Paul Bley, Badal Roy, Gunter Hampel,
Jeanne Lee, Rashid Bakr (Charles Downs) and others
within periods of formidable transition.

Born March 24, 1944, in the Chicago suburb of
Highland Park, IL, his family home flowed with
creativity: Moss’ mother was a pianist and accomplished
visual artist, and his father a concert pianist schooled at
Eastman School of Music in Rochester, NY, and NYC’s
famed Juilliard School. The elder Moss served as the
younger’s piano instructor, with expansive tutelage
through the works of Bach and Rachmaninov; but a
major turn occurred when he began playing B-flat
clarinet. At the age of ten, young Moss, with the help of
his father, formed a quintet that performed at children’s
parties. And while his father was a classical artist, he
introduced his son to improvisation, with Rodgers and
Hart’s “Blue Moon” as the jazz Petri dish.

At the University of Wisconsin he majored in
Clinical Psychology, in which he went on to earn a
Ph.D. Simultaneously, Moss began writing music
arrangements, leading to prolific endeavors into
composition. Joining an ensemble led by pianist Ben
Sidran, Moss became an in-demand player while also
creating long-form works featuring high levels of
improvisation. “I followed bebop, hard bop, free bop,
all the way into the beginning of free jazz, as people
were scrambling to name it different things,” Moss
recalls. “Once the bonds of 32-bar solos were smashed,

we were ALL going out.” With the sonic universe
widely expanding, possibilities were endless. “Jazz for
me was becoming another form of folk music, especially
when I heard both Trane and The Beatles copping licks
from East Indian music.”

Moss made a temporary foray into Manhattan
for several graduate classes at New York University,
a journey that also offered an immersion into the
developing Lower East Side free jazz scene. Following
graduation from the University of Wisconsin, a return
to NYC saw the saxophonist blossom within the avant
circle while pursuing doctoral studies at The New
School. “The times influenced the music in so many
ways,” he recalls. “And the anger in free jazz was fueled
by the (Vietnam) war, the Civil Rights Movement and
the rise of Black Power.” In NYC, Moss’ cultural fire
blazed through historic concerts he attended, including
one of Coltrane’s last at the Olatunji Center of African
Culture in East Harlem. By 1970, at the behest of Dave
Liebman, Moss joined the musicians’ cooperative Free
Life Communications, whose reach was far, with a link
to the jazz lofts of the day. Moss” own band, Four Rivers,
played Sam Rivers” Studio RivBea, and the leader was
asked to join Rivers’ all-reed ensemble, the Winds of
Manhattan. Concurrently, Moss began composing
for extended ensembles of woods, brass, strings and
rhythm, crossing into the “Third Stream” (the launch-
point for “Fourth Stream,” Moss’ integration of folk and
world music into jazz), while embracing improvisation
at its most emotive.

Moss founded the Fourth Stream record label and
ERG Publishing in 1972 to produce and release the vast
array of experimental East Village music. Paul Bley
arranged distribution via the Jazz Composers Orchestra
Association’s New Music Distribution Service. “JCOA
also commissioned a new work in which I conducted
100 stellar musicians at NYU,” says Moss. “For this
I developed my own technique of composition, a
technique similar to latter day composers, but 40 years
before them. I soon led a similar group of incredible free
jazz musicians that was commissioned by WBAI-FM
and broadcast live out of their studios.” In 1974 Moss
traveled to Pakistan, India and Sri Lanka with his wife,
dancer Judith Moss, on a Dan Wagoner Company State
Department tour. He not only performed on radio with
SriLanka’s premiere violinist, vocalistand composer W.
D. Amaradeva, but expanded his world music vision,
inspired by Coltrane’s own. Polyrhythmic explorations
followed, with wildly augmented improvisation. In the

ensuing years, he not only incorporated South Asian
forms, but concepts from African traditions. Among
his most important global allies was celebrated tabla
player Badal Roy. Their collaboration began with Moss’
first album in 1976, and was maintained over the next
four decades.

Moss’ career also led to Richie Beirach (who passed
away this January), as well as Michael Urbaniak, Dave
Burrell, Ra Kalam Bob Moses, Jackson Krall, Larry
Roland, William Parker and Bakr (Downs), with whom
Moss performed at the now legendary downtown
iteration of the Knitting Factory, really the stuff of
legend. Downs recruited Moss into his band Centipede
and Krall is currently in the driver’s seat of Moss’
ROOTS to SHOOTS band. Roland (who died in 2023)
was another colleague holding lasting impact. Moss
recalls: “Larry and I started playing together when
pianist Steve Cohn and I organized the New York
Free Quartet, with Chuck Fertal on drums. We put out
four albums and played many venues together. Larry
invited me into Vision Festival gigs with drummer-
percussionist Michael Wimberly and trumpeter
Waldron Mahdi Ricks. He had that old school style
and was a big influence on ROOTS to SHOOTS
performances of Coltrane’s A Love Supreme. We really
miss him.”

Though it’s easy to see the loss of vital comrades
deeply moves him, Moss is a survivor and fittingly, he’s
now preparing to release a boxed set of live recordings
by ROOTS to SHOOTS, Ensemble Bows and Quantum
Butterfly, a spectacular electro-acoustic volume. The
selections almost combust in trying to contain such
flagrant liberation.

For more info visit michaelmoss.bandcamp.com and
m2-theory.com.

Recommended Listening:
* Annette Peacock —I'm The One (RCA Victor, 1972)
* Michael Moss Four Rivers —
Cross Current (Fourth Stream, 1978)
* Collective 4tet— Dreamcatcher (Stork Music, 1992)
* New York Free Quartet (Michael Moss, Steve Cohn,
Larry Roland, Chuck Fertal) — Dream Time (Fourth
Stream, 2016)
* Michael Moss Accidental Orchestra—
Helix (Fourth Stream, 2016)
* Michael Moss—
Quantum Butterfly (Fourth Stream, 2022-25)

LEST WE FORGET

LOREL
ALEXANDRIA

GIVE ME THE SIMPLE LIFE
BY ORI DAGAN

Twenty—five years ago, on May 22, 2001, vocalist Lorez
Alexandria, often cited as one of the most underrated
jazz singers of her time, passed away in Los Angeles
at age 71. She never scored a hit song but she did
record 25 albums over five decades for labels such as
Impulse!, King, Argo, Pzazz, Discovery, CBS/Sony,
Trend and Muse, and in 1984 she was GRAMMY-
nominated for Harlem Butterfly (Discovery), losing
out to Joe Williams. Alexandria’s authentic style is at
once earthy and elegant, horn-like yet grounded by
the lyric. She selected her repertoire with great care,
intentionally dressing each story with crisp diction and
surprising musical choices. Her discography dazzles

with infectious swing, a keen sense of harmony, and
at the peak of her powers, a luscious tone impeccably
controlled.

Two drummers with whom Alexandria worked
remember her well. Kenny Washington, who appeared
with on her May I Come In (Muse, 1991) relates: “She
was pleasant and a real pro with no drama—a great
vocalist who could swing, had good time and a clear,
beautiful voice.” Michael Carvin, who met Alexandria
in 1964 shortly after he moved to Los Angeles as a
teenager, formed a special relationship with the singer.
Alexandria was the first-ever jazz singer he remembers
hearing; he also appeared on her final recording, Star
Eyes (Muse, 1993). “She had a beautiful, beautiful
feeling. She was a real jazz singer, like Carmen McRae
and Dakota Staton. For a drummer these are real jazz
singers, as far as their cadences and rhythms. She really
knew how to phrase and go in and out.”

Dolores Turner Alexandria was born into a
religious family on August 14, 1929 in Chicago, IL.
She began singing in an a cappella church choir, which
was the bedrock of her flawless intonation: “You have
no instruments to cover up any mistakes,” she told

10 MAY 2026 | THE NEW YORK CITY JAZZ RECORD

Terry Gross on a 1978 NPR interview. In her late teens
she became deeply inspired by Sarah Vaughan, Ella
Fitzgerald, Carmen McRae and Billie Holiday, and set
out to be a jazz singer. Her well-received debut This is
Lorez (King, 1957), with pianist King Fleming, featured
a brilliant, Afro-Cuban take on “Baltimore Oriole”,
the Hoagy Carmichael tune, which she would record
twice more in her career. Following a string of releases
for King and Argo—including an excellent Early in the
Morning (1960) with Ramsey Lewis — Alexandria opted
to move to L.A., and was signed to Creed Taylor’s
Impulse! label. The Bob Thiele-produced Alexandria the
Great (1964) is often praised as a masterpiece, featuring
Wynton Kelly, Victor Feldman, Al McKibbon, Jimmy
Cobb, Bud Shank, Ray Crawford and Paul Horn.
The session yielded a stunning version of “Over the
Rainbow”, which referenced Arthur Hamilton’s “Sing
a Rainbow” as an introductory verse. More of the
Great Lorez Alexandria followed (also 1964), but soon
thereafter, Beatlemania struck, and the label dropped
jazz singers altogether.
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