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Chicago Sessions

By George Kanzler 3/10/10
When the harmonica is heard in jazz, it is most often the 12-tone chromatic harmonica, not the diatonic “blues harp,” which is associated more with Bob Dylan and Chicago blues. Howard Levy, however, has almost single-handedly developed the full jazz potential of the diatonic harmonica. His harp can be heard with the original version of Béla Fleck’s Flecktones and with Paquito D’Rivera and Kurt Elling, as well as on a host of pop recordings by artists as varied as Steely Dan and Dolly Parton.

But this, happily, is by no means only an album of diatonic jazz harmonica; it is instead a marvelous piano trio album featuring Levy’s harmonica. And the pianist is none other than Levy, who overdubs his harmonica on all but one of the seven trio/quartet tracks. The only two tracks that aren’t Levy compositions are on-the-spot improvisations by the trio, sans piano, with harmonica, Larry Gray’s acoustic bass, and Ernie Adams’ drums: “Flunky Jazz” gives us Levy’s bluesiest, train-whistle folk/blues harp style over a rolling brushes rhythm; “Triosity” features a long rubato prelude segueing into bop riffs and ending in a strolling swing finale. 

For the most part, Levy avoids obvious blues-harp gestures, playing more like a jazz saxophonist than a bluesman, leaning toward bop strategies even on “Howard’s F-sharp Blues.” Although he cites McCoy Tyner and Herbie Hancock as influences, Levy the pianist has a sunnier, more ebullient style than either, enlivened by an unfailing upward momentum, even on the relatively slow ballad, “Floating.” The trio interplay is first-rate throughout, as are the arrangements—the best being last: the eight-minute-plus mini-suite from which the album is titled. The track has an arc that is simply captivating in its trajectory. 
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 Howard Levy's Magic Harmonica 
 Howard Reich -  April 3, 2009
Jazz harmonica virtuosos are not exactly in abundance, which should make Chicagoans feel fortunate that one of the most revered has been based here for decades.

Even so, Howard Levy continues to astonish audiences with the technical acuity and expressive power of his playing, which often pushes beyond jazz.

A singular talent on an instrument accorded scant attention in the United States, Levy ranks among the world's most persuasive advocates for the harmonica. With practically every phrase he plays, he shows the high poetry and technical feats it can achieve. Still, he concedes that the listening public has yet to realize the majesty of the pint-size instrument to which he has devoted his musical life.

"In America, most people know the harmonica as a blues instrument, or something that a singer-songwriter plays as a prop—like Bob Dylan or Bruce Springsteen," says Levy, who will be at the center of this weekend's "Harmonica Convergence II" concert.

Though popular performers like Dylan and Springsteen indeed make effective use of the harmonica, players of Levy's stature take the instrument to a heightened level of proficiency. In Levy's hands, the harmonica stands alongside the saxophone or the piano, the trumpet or the guitar as a solo instrument.

His work has won remarkable accolades. Geoff Dyer wrote in the London Observer that "Levy is a revelation; there are times when it is hard to believe he is playing only a harmonica, for he has the expressive range and depth of a saxophonist." 

And author Kim Field noted in "Harmonica, Harps and Heavy Breathers" that Levy "may be the most radical single technical innovator in the history of his instrument."

Indeed, Levy has been at the forefront of coaxing from the traditional diatonic harmonica pitches that long were beyond the reach of even the most accomplished players. Using various self-styled techniques, he persuades a seemingly simple folk instrument to articulate extraordinarily complex melody lines and ultra-sophisticated chords.

His technical breakthrough came in 1969, says Levy, when he was a student at Northwestern University, determined to transcend the "diatonic," eight-note scale that long defined the instrument. First Levy learned how to bend notes; then he began to find notes that he had been told weren't possible to play on the harmonica.

Ultimately bored by school and impassioned about music, Levy left Northwestern after a couple years, spending most of the 1970s immersing himself in jazz repertoire, exploring various forms of world music and honing his skills on several instruments. Since then, he has recorded with everyone from Bela Fleck and the Flecktones to reedist Paquito D'Rivera, from singer-songwriter Steve Goodman to trumpeter Chuck Mangione.

His Harmonic Concerto, a unique addition to the classical repertory, proves difficult to play even for its composer. And his recordings with far-flung groups such as the world-music ensemble Trio Globo and the Latin-jazz band Chevere attest to the breadth of his interests.

When Levy, 57, steps onto the stage this weekend, he'll once again plunge into multiple musical styles. For in addition to playing his own jazz and classical repertoire, he'll collaborate with several other harmonica players, including the Brazilian master Pablo Fagundes; the blues soloist Peter "Madcat" Ruth and Bud Boblink and the Windy City Harmonica Trio.

All of which should expand listeners' expectations of what the instrument can achieve.

"It's going to be a big surprise for the audience," says Levy, who organized this concert as a follow-up to the first Harmonica Convergence at Pick-Staiger, in 2006.

"How often do you get to hear harmonica players of such diverse styles in a single evening?"

LiveJournal.com http://morricone1900.livejournal.com/102739.html
April 2008

"But offsetting my lukewarm reaction to Ethel was the high quality of the guest artists. The most astonishing of them was harmonica virtuoso Howard Levy -- and if ever the term 'harmonica virtuoso' deserved to be used on anyone, Mr. Levy is that person. From a standpoint of sheer superhuman technique and accomplishment, Levy was one of those musicians whose skill and artistry on his instrument is rather breathtaking. He accomplished some effects (during an extended set of variations on "Amazing Grace") that I literally cannot fathom how he could achieve at all, such as one passage where he played a legato melody while simultaneously accompanying it with rhythmically staccato chords -- sounding like a two handed accordionist. 

But aside from the fierce technique, he was even more importantly one of those musicians that other musicians can't help but admire. Every note was active and expressive. His command of vibrato and expressive phrasing and note-bending rivaled the greatest musicians on any instrument I've ever heard. And, most impressively of all, he was infallible all night, note-perfect, virtuosic, improvising flawlessly with wit and grace, taste and stunning technique. Don't think Toots Thielemans here. Think of a Paganini on the harmonica, with equal ease in classical or jazz. Like seeing Chris Thile perform with his band "Punch Brothers" recently, I felt like I was watching one of the greatest, most accomplished musicians on his particular instrument possibly in the entire world." 
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