Barack Obama. As vocalist Dee
Alexander chanted Emily Dickin-
son—half speaking, half singing—
the instrumentalists improvised
softly, producing a haze of ambient
sounds.

When the random musical

The answer, of course, lay not so
much in what the composers put
on paper but on what their mu-
sicians improvised in response to
it. These instrumentalists, after all,
are adept at collective improvisa-
tion, in which they invent music en

El’Zabar long has been a virtuo-
so of what he calls “spontaneous
conduction,” in which his chanted
phrases and galvanic body lan-
guage communicate what the in-
strumentalists are to play. Not
surprisingly, the passages he led
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were less detailed and preordained  “Ba-rack O-ba-ma,” it was clear
than Barilari’s but just as explo- that the suite—and the country—
sive, if not more so. When the band  had reached a pinnacle.

finally launched into an exultant,

five-note theme that all but shouted hreich@tribune.com
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