backgrounds of Villalobos and Brennan as well, the
occasional Latin-directed percussive motifs create
unique timbres when coupled with mallet bounces and
gentling pings from the acoustic instruments. But most
of the time, except for the occasional swift pop or multi-
mallet metal bar stress, the idiophone emphasis is on
maintaining a serene and stable narrative. That leaves
Wendel to bring discordant reed stretches, strains and
smears to the tracks, all of which but one (Anténio
Carlos Jobim’s “Olha Maria”) are his compositions.
The contrasts between hard-reed techniques and
softer interpretation are most rewarding on languid
tunes such as “Olha Maria”. However, even when
the saxophonist’s split tones, segmented squeaks and
refracted snarls intensify on more invigorating pieces
such as “Birds Ascend”, the addition of chiming vibes
patterns and concentrated idiophone pressure cement
the narrative flow.

BaRcoDe is definitely a notable musical departure
for Wendel and demonstrates that he can loosen his
playing in some fashion. For those who overlook the
mettle created by the metal from the other instruments,
the disc will sound like a pleasant diversion. Once
attempted in this fashion however, it appears as
if Wendel could go further in this new direction.
Probably he should also consider a heightened and
more energetic future revisit of this configuration.

For more info visit editionrecords.com/artists/ben-wendel.
Wendel is at Madison Square Park Aug. 7 (part of NoMad
Jazz Festival). See Calendar.

Alone At Last
Heather Pierson (Vessel Recordings)

With an output mostly spanning this millennium, the
prolific, award-winning pianist-singer-composer and
poet, Heather Pierson, has a resume that would bedevil
a fiction writer. Raised on rock and classical music,
Pierson started prog-rock and country bands before
moving onto a capellas and new-age ensembles, and
later she had a folk hit and COVID-19 era viral novelty
hit. Settled for now with a jazz trio, she’s taken another
stylistic turn on her first venture into ragtime music via
a self-released album of nine originals, inspired in part
by Scott Joplin.

Performed almost entirely as solo piano, Pierson
picks up on the jaunty spirit of this joyful early music,
creating evocative tunes mined from rich sources,
including travelogues. “Happenin’ Rag” opens the
album with two different strains of melody, a middle
habanera section and then two more forms at the end in
different keys. “Old Dime Box” was inspired by an East
Texas community visit and does have a bit of an old
West feel to it. The lovely, short vignette “Beulah in Her
Chair” is an ode to Pierson’s grandmother wherein you
can almost imagine her swinging away in her rocker.
Inspired by another trip, to Washington state, “Stacks
of Apples” has a New Orleans strut to it and like the
opener, has a habanera section in the middle, leading
to a bluesy conclusion. The brief, playful “Devil’s Rag”
was a self-imposed exercise that Pierson devised to fit
in as many tritones (aka “the devil’s interval”) as she
could into one piece. The well-named “Sunny Stroll”
does feel like a refreshing walk on a pleasant day, with
the pianist taking percussive breaks for emphasis to
perhaps stop and smell the roses. Centered around

two types of feathered creatures (Pierson is a birder),
“Catbird & Veery” offers the lithe, fluttery qualities
that you'd expect on a bird-watcher’s outing. The
regal “Popinjay Blues”, the only vocal on the album,
humorously tells the tale of a bird-like chatterbox of the
male species. The title track provides a wistful ending:
“Alone At Last” seeks and finds peace.

Though the album is a brief 24 minutes, Pierson is
thankfully considering a follow-up with more ragtime
pieces.

For more info visit heatherpierson.com. The album release
concert is at Parker Press Park (Woodbridge, NJ) Aug. 12
(part of Union Jazz Festival, presented by Woodbridge Arts).
See 100 Miles Out.
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The Longest Way Round
Ben Rosenblum Nebula Project (One Trick Dog)

To quote James Joyce’s Ulysses: “[The] longest way
round is the shortest way home.” For NYC-based
pianist-accordionist Ben Rosenblum, this literary
reference is both a mission statement and a record
summary. Regarding his new album, Rosenblum
has spoken about his extensive travels as a touring
musician: “I find that no matter what world music
forms I'm drawing from, I always come back to these
musical foundations that are intrinsically, inescapably
me.”

The Longest Way Round, Rosenblum’s third album
with his Nebula Project sextet, is sonically more
adventurous than his previous endeavors: 2020’s Kites
and Strings and 2023’s A Thousand Pebbles. Here with
Wayne Tucker (trumpet), Jasper Dutz (soprano, alto,
clarinet, bass clarinet, flute), Rafael Rosa (guitar),
Marty Jaffe (bass) and Ben Zweig (drums, percussion),
plus guest percussionists Brad Dutz and Gustavo
Di Dalva, the leader leans even further into his
eclecticism, drawing inspiration from a potpourri of
international resources—from Dominican merengue
and West African and Caribbean rhythms to Irish folk
music, neo-soul, J-pop and hard bop, among other
traditions.

What binds Rosenblum’s maximalist concept
together is an uncanny ability to weave each cultural
influence into an overall cohesive collection. Whether
reel (“Sheridan’s Reel”) or reggae (“Blue Water”), he
handles each inspiration with both respect and tact,
and his scores find them a natural-sounding home. On
paper these wild combinations might seem somewhat
ambitious, but in practice nothing sounds jarring,
or as if it shouldn’t be there. The record is indeed
focused and, somehow, Rosenblum makes it work. The
inclusion of accordion adds a distinctly folky flair that
at any given moment could echo the traditional music
of France, Brazil, Ireland and beyond. Save for a couple
of ballads (“Scenes Frozen in Time Part 2: Old Friends”
and “Last Call”), the mood is mostly upbeat, with an
audibly adventurous spirit. These are the musical tales
of the places Rosenblum has been, and the characters
he has met along the way.

The Longest Way Round is an easy listen that should
appeal to lovers of pretty melodies and beautiful
musicianship.

For more info visit onetrickdogrecords.com. Rosenblum is at
Saint Peter’s Church Aug. 2. See Calendar.
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