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FRANCK AMSALLEM
A Week in Paris: A Tribute to Strayhorn

(Nocturne)

Forty years after his death,
fresh passes at Billy Stray-
horn’s imperishable songs are
not in short supply. But
Franck Amsallem’s bold,
brightly colored interpretations are unique. He
keeps finding new hard edges in pieces known
for their poetry and mystery, like “Isfahan.”
Amsallem’s perspective on Strayhorn is highly
percussive, subtly dissonant and entirely
unsentimental. He likes “Upper Manhattan

Medical Group” as a melodic/harmonic design,
but likes it even more as a stimulating frame-
work for his band’s improvisation.

There are actually several bands here. 4
Week in Paris uses seven players in configura-
tions that vary track by track, from duo to
sextet. What gives the album unity is the
common denominator of Amsallem and his
strong, forthright pianistic personality. Trum-
peter Stephane Belmondo also contributes
interesting concepts. His solo suggests swoon-
ing intoxication on “Absinthe.” Vocalist Elisa-
beth Kontomanou is less successful. With her
bellowing on “Lush Life” and “Something to
Live For,” she creates the only moments when
the album’s aggressive approach to Strayhorn
feels heavy-handed.

It is significant that Amsallem the compos-
er is able to blend three of his own pieces into
a Strayhorn program without compromising
it. “Paris Remains in My Heart” and “Mont-
martre” are Strayhorn-esque in their slightly
decadent elegance.
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ROBERT LATKAGUE
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Summer Times

Sunnyside/Nocturne

Personnel: Franck Amsallem: piano; Johannes Weidenmuller: acoustic bass; Joe Chambers: drums.

1:: Summer Times is an unusual record for pianist Franck Amsallem because, instead of him exclusively performing originals as on most of his previous recordings, he revives five standards. Amsallem shows that he can swing à la Wynton Kelly whenever he wishes and can infuse ballads with honest feeling. His interplay with bassist Johannes Weidenmüller and drummer Joe Chambers is impressive, falling somewhere between Oscar Peterson (where the pianist dominates) and Bill Evans (with equality between the three musicians). Even the three originals are essentially swinging hard bop. Summer Times is the perfect introduction for listeners not familiar with the fine playing of the underrated Amsallem.

— Scott Yanow AllMusicGuide

2: Pianist Franck Amsallem's seventh record comes from a familiar angle, exploring the range of possibilities within a traditional jazz group. His sophisticated attitude toward the music gives it a rarified cosmopolitan feel, but that's only a mask for the quiet passion that lurks within. Amsallem's trio in this case conjoins him with his familiar partner Johannes Weidenmuller on bass and relative newcomer (for him, anyway) Joe Chambers on drums. The latter plays an important role in organizing a distinct sound here. On “Tom's Tune,” for example, he lends a gentle percolating swing that sways and bobs but absolutely never lets go of timekeeping. Likewise, Weidenmuller swings away on the bass, though he also comes across comfortable setting up more relaxed pulsing lines during quiet moments (as on “Laila's”). But the real star here, without a doubt, is the pianist. He fits less than perfectly into the mold of modern jazz pianist, deeply respectful of tradition but with a surprisingly limber and open feel, top to bottom. Melodic without dragging themes out, restless but genteel, he's not too far away from Keith Jarrett or other ECM pianists. Amsallem's personal niche is a warm and inviting one…“Summertime” is a familiar experience, but it's different each time around.

~ Nils Jacobson All about Jazz

We have an enigma in Franck Amsallem. Born in Algeria, he has lived most of his life in the United States. Usually his albums are devoted to his excellent originals, but for Summer Times (Sunnyside) his sources for most of the tunes are as American as they come: “Jazz via Tin Pan Alley." That's a quote from his notes, which sound remarkably like his keyboard style: laid-back, yet brash; simple, yet complex: unassuming, yet confident; and above all, original. With sympathetic backing by bassist Johannes Weidenmuller and drummer Joe Chambers, Amsallem visits Gershwin three times: he turns the first four notes of "I Got Rhythm" into an ostinato launching pad for a way-up romp, repeating the motif in various forms; "Summertime" receives a refreshing 5/4 treatment; "The Man I Love" is given a calypso makeover. Amsallem is always thinking, but the emotional highlight comes on the introspective "Young and Foolish." A ballad always separates the man from the boy, and the multilayered Summer Times is all human.

JAZZTIMES February 2004
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Freelance Records

Personnel: Franck Amsallem, Piano; Tim Ries, Tenor Sax, Soprano Sax; Scott Colley, Bass; Bill Stewart, Drums. 1/93, New York City.

1:This is a mature, passionate recording done by a wonderful group of musicians who are definately attempting and succeeding to go beyond the norm to attain the all important comraderie and unity which lifts the music to another, higher level.

Franck shows a remarkable maturity in his playing. He refuses to show off technique, but rather plays with intelligence, clarity, and restraint throughout. Listen to his solo on "Bodo" for an example of this approach. As an accompanist he never forces the issue, but rather lets Scott and Bill do their job. The result is that the rhythm section sounds extremely relaxed, an accomplishment that many more experienced musicians would immediately relate to. Scott and Bill are excellent throughout. In particular the stellar brush work of Bill Stewart stands out, which is rare to hear these days among young drummers.

~ Dave Liebman

A deep and distinct pianist-and-reedist team (both compose), the quartet is rounded out by bassist Scott Colley and drummer Bill Stewart. Overall, they're graceful, tasteful, sleek and somber playing through well-tempered arrangements and freer, united modal explorations. The four channel their energy, love their ballads and plumb acoustic luxury.

Howard Mandel DOWNBEAT. [image: image6.jpg]



CADENCE

The review of Jazz & Blues

Vol 20 No.11 November 1994

2: This is a very satisfying session with two men who play from the Gospel According to John Coltrane and Blue Note. Franck Amsallem and Tim Ries don't blatantly imitate any kind of Sixties sound but they do have a feel for the period. Ries is an intense saxophonist with a driving lyricism on soprano as hot as Dave Liebman's and a full expansive wail on tenor while Amsallem's piano combines McCoy Tyner's firm touch with Herbie Hancock's energy. All of the compositions are intelligently constructed originals. Amsallem's "On Second Thought" and "Ode to Mr. Blue", Tend to move straight ahead while Ries' "It Happens" and "The Shames" are grander and more ornate.” The Shames" is a particularly lovely theme with a crashing dramatic piano introduction leading into a pretty but taut melody led by Ries' piercing soprano. The action up front is well fueled by manic drummer Bill Stewart whose galloping style is a cross between Gene Krupa and Max Roach, bashing and crashing with surprising taste and sensitivity. There is a lot of heat and lyricism all the way around in this set.

~ Jerome Wilson
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CADENCE November 1992

OMD CD 1532

1: Pianist Franck Amsallem makes a strong start with his first release and reveal a pensive, thoughtful style that should serve him well as he develops further. The addition of an excellent veteran like Gary Peacock was certainly a wise choice and young drummer Bill Stewart sounds like a talent to watch, too. A fine digital recording that favors Stewart's cymbals and boasts a detailed, even handed mix is also a plus. The material is a judicious mix of standards and originals, with the emphasis on Amsallem's often lyrical compositions. There is a definite tendency toward introspection here but, as demonstrated on "Affreusement Votre", the trio is capable of sprinting as well as strolling. Peacock contributes the most fully developed solos but, to be fair, Amsallem never merely tosses off scales and appears to be genuinely interested in developing musical improvisations. I like Franck Amsallem's first record and I hope there are more to come that build on the promise of "Out a Day". There is every reason to expect excellence from this young pianist (still in his twenties) who prepared with such discipline for his first recording opportunity. The liner notes make repeated reference to his potential and I have to agree. The promise of good things to come is based on the considerable appeal of the piano trio performances on this recommended CD.

Carl Baugher

2: This debut recording was originally released in 1992 on OMD as Out A Day (if you have a copy, trust us: it's going to be collectable). The writing is exquisite"...And Keep This Place In Mind For a Better One is Hard To Find" and the following two tracks, " Running After Eternity" and "Dee" are among the finest for piano trio we have heard in a very long time. Those that follow, " On Your Own" and "Affreusement Votre (Horribly Yours)", are almost equally as good.

Peacock's huge sound reaches out and embraces the melodies, while Stewart, who was little known in 1990 when the recording was made, plays with delicacy and grace. We're in danger of gushing and embarrassing ourselves. Sample this wonderful record at all costs.

1998 PENGUIN GUIDE TO JAZZ ON CDS, 4th edition
