
An Architecture Grounded in Opposing 
Forces 
Ben Allison’s Band Performs at Joe’s Pub 

Ben Allison, the bassist, playing songs from his new jazz album, “The Stars Look Very Different 
Today,” with his quartet at Joe’s Pub. 

By BEN RATLIFF 
Published: December 5, 2013 

When people say that the frame of jazz is flexible enough to admit 
pretty much anything, they might be thinking of bandleaders like the 
bassist Ben Allison. But if they’re thinking specifically about him, 
they’re not defining flexibility only as real-time freedom and 
permissiveness; they’re thinking of structure and design. 

He engineers it. His grounding is the bebop tradition as filtered 
through Ornette Coleman, but over 17 years of making records, it’s 
widened for a lot of other things he likes: West African music, 
electronic dance-music rhythm, singer-songwriter folk, ’60s and ’70s 
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soul. For a long time, his groups looked and sounded typically jazzlike, 
often with horns and piano. They were thoughtfully modern, 
accommodating, reasonable. But he’s been gradually changing, and his 
newest group, just acoustic bass, two electric guitars and drums, 
playing songs that Mr. Allison described between numbers as a kind of 
imaginary film music, is a hard turn toward qualities his work can use: 
abrasion, deep contrast, near-implausibility. The hard stuff. 

On Tuesday night at Joe’s Pub, Mr. Allison’s quartet played most of 
the music from his new album, “The Stars Look Very Different Today” 
— the first on his own label, Sonic Camera — and if the compositions 
had some jolts and tricks, the basic plot of the music as a whole was 
easy to grasp. The band is basically an X and Y axis: Mr. Allison and 
the drummer Allison Miller, locking into tense, bouncing grooves and 
keeping their solos short; and the guitarists Steve Cardenas and 
Brandon Seabrook, playing complementary parts for exactly as long as 
the tunes indicated and then stretching out into improvisations from 
separate universes. 

So much of the music that can be called jazz is a metaphor for 
empathy: people following one another and finding common ground. 
But inasmuch as the guitarists are the defining force here — and they 
are, at least on the upper levels — this is a band about resisting 
common ground. Mr. Cardenas has a lot of range, but his playing 
pretty much lives at the center of post-1970 jazz-guitar practice: calm, 
focused, warm toned, deliberate, a language of harmony and phrasing 
that relates back to Pat Metheny and Jim Hall. 

Mr. Seabrook is a bit younger — in his late 30s — and constitutionally 
different. He draws from jazz selectively; the other sounds in his head 
are prog and noise and punk. (On Tuesday, he had a picture of D. 
Boon of the Minutemen on his guitar.) In this group, at least, he’s not 
so interested in traditional or consensual harmonic languages, but 
rather in sounds that feel abrupt and bracing and almost 
decontextualized: light-speed staccato picking, dissonant chord 
clusters, splattered phrasing, a single note multiplied into 
disappearing electronic contrails. Of course, there’s a tradition behind 
him, too. It might include Nels Cline, Eddie Van Halen, Eugene 
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Chadbourne or Greg Ginn of Black Flag. But the basic moods of his 
playing were resistance and divergence. 

And so in the processional ballad “No Other Side,” the slow-swinging 
“Ballad of Joe Buck,” the bebop meets drum-and-bass and trapdoor 
structures of “Swiss Cheese D,” the guitarists followed their own 
impulses, with Mr. Cardenas usually giving more allegiance to the tune 
as a fixed landscape and Mr. Seabrook to the possibilities for severe 
weather around it. Those opposing forces made the music perverse 
sometimes, but not incoherent, especially with all the consonance and 
resolution Mr. Allison wrote into the songs and the binding grooves he 
made with Ms. Miller. The radical contrast in the group didn’t feel like 
a self-destruct mechanism, but another feat of engineering.


