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FOR THE RECORD

Aaron Alexander & Julian 
Priester

Conversational Music

!e latest release by the Seattle 
raised/New York based percussionist 
Aaron Alexander "nds him in a mu-
tually inclusive homage of sorts with 
master trombonist Julian Priester. He 
reunites with his mentor and friend for 
15 beautifully executed, spontaneously 
composed duets. 

Julian Priester of course needs no in-
troduction. He is one of the true living 
giants of modern music, collaborating 
with such iconic "gures as Duke El-
lington, Sun Ra and John Coltrane 
just to name a few. !e lesser known, 
yet masterful percussionist Mr. Alex-
ander is a klezmer/jazz drummer, com-
poser and bandleader. An alumnus of 
Seattle’s Cornish College of the Arts 
(where he "rst studied with Priester), 
Aaron is recognized as an early prac-
titioner of what has become known 
as the Avant Jewish Downtown Mu-
sic Scene - much of it captured and 
promoted by John Zorn’s Tzadik re-
cord label under their Radical Jewish 
Music Series. Besides leading his own 
highly acclaimed band Midrash Mish 
Mash, Alexander has also worked with 
the Klezmatics, Anthony Coleman, 
Wayne Horvitz, Steven Bernstein and 
many others.

I corresponded via email with Mr. 
Alexander while preparing for this re-
view and he described an early meet-

ing with Julian at his formal audition 
for Cornish: “Julian listened to a solo I 
did of the tune ‘Four’, and when I was 
done he smiled and said “Oh, you’re 
playing music”.  I felt like someone was 
really hearing me. And I have always 
felt that (way) when I’ve played with 
him. And it’s not without reason. He 
has huge ears. I think that he actually 
hears on many di#erent levels of real-
ity at the same time.”

But these master musicians have a 
strong sonically symbiotic connection 
that has long since passed the student/
teacher stage, at least in an audible 
sense. In fact, any semblance of a hi-
erarchical relationship in these record-
ings is virtually non-existent to my 
ears. !ey seem to have a real dialogue 
as they "nish each others thoughts and 
segue from one idea to the next with-
out so much as a minor non sequitur.

In many ways the title of this record 
is supremely apropos. It is a meditative, 
deliberately mindful dialogue between 
two individuals whose instruments are 
mere extensions of their own radiance 
- as natural as laughter or body lan-
guage to the average person. 

Track highlights include “Bulaga 
Bugalu,” the jungle procession of a 
lush evening twilight. “Wex” is a per-
sonalized blues, funk in an extremely 
natural feeling 7/4 time. Julian’s but-
tery tone is on full display on “Paman-
hikan at Road 20,” with Alexander 
intuitively demonstrating how less is 
often times more. But the track that 
really had my ears twitching was the 3 
1/2 minute Gamelan infused cymbal 
solo “Cymbalinese.” A former member 
of Seattle’s Gamelan Paci"ca in his 
formative years, Alexander’s mu$ing 
techniques and informed exploration 
of the sonic possibilities of cymbals is 
absolutely stunning.

Finally I’d like to say a word about 
the sound of this recording. It was re-

corded by master percussionist Randy 
Crafton at Kaleidoscope Sound in 
Union City, NJ. !ere are not many 
recordings that capture the true reso-
nance and dynamism of a drum set 
in quite the way this one does. Mix-
ing credits go to David Richards with 
mastering done by Jon Rosenberg - I 
tip my hat to all of them. Conversa-
tional Music is a "ne record that de-
mands repeated listening.

-John Ewing


