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Soulful pianist Junior Mance’s long career started 
when he joined Gene Ammons in Chicago back in 1947. 
Lester Young stole him from the bandstand there and 
he played with Charlie Parker, Coleman Hawkins, 
Sonny Stitt and many others while working as part of 
the house band at Chicago’s Bee Hive Jazz Club. 
 This album catches Mance at the height of his 
powers, with a trio of Martin Rivera (bass) and Walt 
Bolden (drums), recorded in New York circa 1980. Jazz 
might have been on a downswing, but nobody told these 
three, who sound exuberant. There is a little Erroll Garner 
in Mance’s playing, a bit of Red Garland, a ton of soul. 
 The album features two Hoagy Carmichael songs. 
Everyone’s heard “Georgia on my Mind”, but “Small 
Fry” is the better choice here. After a bouncy 
introduction, Mance digs down so deeply you can 
almost hear the lyrics. Mance wrote the title tune, as 
well as the finger-snapping “Smokey Blues”. The tricky 
title track should be better known. With horns, it could 
have been a soul-jazz classic along the lines of Joe 
Zawinul’s “Mercy Mercy Mercy”. Want some uptempo 
Mance? Check out “9:20 Special”. Bolden, who didn’t 
get recorded as much as he should have, makes this  

one swing hard. He trades some fours at the end. 
Rivera, also heard with Kenny Burrell, is solid. 
 Mance turns 90 this month. I’ve been reading Eric 
Nisenson’s Blue: The Murder of Jazz and I think its 
predictions are a bit dire. Yes, jazz has to grow or it will 
die and traditionalists can be stifling. But good honest 
music like this album, unaffected by trends and the 
current fashions, will always get made, even if there’s 
no commercial reward.
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This is a record about instruments. Every musical 
performance, of course, is about instruments, but this 
set of improvised duos between multi-instrumentalist 
Robbie Lee and guitarist Mary Halvorson makes a 
particular point about the instruments in play. Lee 
appears to play just about everything, but here 
concentrates on woodwind instruments, where his 
specialty is pre-modern versions of flutes, clarinets 
and the like (he does pull out a melodica). Halvorson 
plays a number of stringed instruments the publicity 
materials emphasize that she was “touching for the  

very first time” at the session.
 Though this is their first professional collaboration, 
the two have played together frequently in private and 
that comes through clearly in the music, which is 
genre-free improvisation. Even more, it is idiom-free; 
there’s really no identifiable signposts for what’s going 
on here—not even Derek Bailey—and initial exposure 
puts some distance between the artists and the listener. 
Seed Triangular sounds like the vocabulary of a familiar 
language taken apart and put back into random order, 
out of which the musicians make their own logic.
 This is impressive, quick musical thinking and the 
instruments draw in the listener. Baroque flute and 
primitive clarinet have the breathy intimacy heard in 
period performance practice and Halvorson produces 
a kind of folk music from an imaginary land, especially 
when she plays a gut-stringed six-string banjo from 
1888 and an 1899 Knutsen harp guitar, which has its 
extra 12 strings set in a near double-neck configuration 
that looks and sounds like an ancient lyre.
 Their album release performance at Le Poisson 
Rouge last month was mellower and with much less 
edge than on the record and was often very beautiful. 
The set began and ended with improvisations and the 
relaxed agility of their thinking, listening and playing 
made everything sound clear and purposeful—the 
audience didn’t know where the music was going, but 
Lee and Halvorson did and their assurance spread 
through the music. 
 Lee played mostly flutes, an alto and a baroque, 
Halvorson brought out the banjo and the harp guitar, 
which is indeed an impressive instrument and the 
sound of it makes more sense and is more meaningful 
and satisfying in person.
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