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It has a very personal resonance, this title. In the mid
1950s, my late father wrote a magazine
column under the pseudonym “Flaneur”,
random jottings from the industrial streets
of Glasgow, glimpses of places, snatches
of voices, chance encounters of the kind
that Charles Baudelaire, who developed
the ideology of flânerie and applied it to the
streets of Haussmann’s Paris, considered
definitive of urban life. The old man also
made a film, punningly called Under the
Arches, which simply followed walking feet
(hence the pun) out from the arcades of the
old Glasgow High School and into the city. I
spoke to him about it again not long before
he died and said it sounded pretty avantgarde. He gave me a funny look.

There is, however, a long and established discourse – much of it French or at least European –
that arises out of Baudelaire’s notion of the walker in the city,
a watcher whose gaze was itself the act of participation.
Much comes from this: Susan Sontag’s street photographer
who treats the urban landscape as a field of ‘voluptuous
extremes’; the Situationists’ new science of psychogeography and Guy Debord’s concept of the dérive, by which a group
of individuals ‘drop their usual motives for movement and
action, their relations, their work and leisure activities, and let
themselves be drawn by the attractions of the terrain and the
encounters they find there’. Of course, with its military connotations, the dérive was also a manual for street fighting and
urban riot, or at best for a kind of creative contention between
the individual and the group.
You wondered what the relevance of all this might
be to jazz? Right there. That sense of individual expression
‘within and against’ the group, to use a phrase deployed by
both James Baldwin and Ralph Ellison in just this context, a science of freedom-with-rules. Listen to what Michael Adkins
seems to be doing here. ‘The City’ was a draft title for one of
the tunes, but perhaps that was too obvious. ‘Archives’ is a
subtler and more elusive substitute. It smacks somewhat of
Walter Benjamin’s ‘utopian’ Arcades project, but either way it’s
an essentially urban concept. Who ever heard of an archive –
other than a secret government bunker – being in the country?
Who ever hurried through one?

There is a tendency to see jazz performance divided
between uptempo numbers and ballads, but Adkins is perhaps concerned
with something different, a thoughtful, alert, observant gait – Henry David
Thoreau preferred to talk about ‘sauntering’ – that offers the player a new
relationship with his surroundings. Adkins’ immediate surroundings are
familiar enough, the group he unveiled on a previous hatOLOGY (660)
recording Rotator; only the bassist is a newcomer. Saxophone, piano, bass
fiddle and drums – nothing new there, one might think. Except that Adkins
does propose a new relationship between the constituent elements. Much
has been made of his saxophone sound, which does as Stuart Broomer perceptively noted in his liner note to the previous CD sound like a confident
appropriation of many decades of saxophone language and jazz styles.
Here, though, one is perhaps less immediately struck by the timbre and
phrasing of the ‘lead’ instrument than how it moves through the space
defined by the group.
‘Walking’ is a term most often associated with bass
players, though it isn’t by any means the only or even the major style
adopted by the bass player here. He saunters, and pauses to engage with
what’s passing by. He’s sometimes confronted by some or another challenge and there’s a hint of old-fashioned contention in that. But mostly
these men are moving through a virtual space, a u-topic space, and governed by the rhythms – you might need to read Elias Canetti and Crowds
and Power for a gloss on this – of heartbeat, feet and breathing. These
change with mood, effort, level of anxiety or delight and, as ever, context.
When you hear running feet behind you, do you run too, or stop and turn?
Do you fall into step with the one who walks beside you? Or change the
cadence of your stride to avoid drawing alongside a stranger? These are disciplines of the city and part of its physical language. Sarnia in Canada,
Detroit, New York – Adkins grew up with one dialect or another.

That’s Sarnia - now named after
one of the Channel Islands, Guernsey, but once
known as Rapids! – where composer R. Murray
Schafer, creator of soundscapes and inventor of
the term schizophonia, was born. Something in
the water perhaps. A schizophonic experience
was considered to be one in which sound was
separated from its source - others might
describe this as ‘acousmatic’ – but isn’t that precisely the experience we have of moving
through the city: the violinist practising upstairs,
against but unaware of the boom-box in the
street, the bitten-off radio jingle as a shop door
closes, the sudden bark of laughter, the cry that
might be sex or fear.
Adkins might have the same
reaction as my father to ‘avant-garde’. It’s
another military term, of course, and an overworked one. He works instead in a refined form
of the urban vernacular. There is nothing ‘picturesque’ – Sontag adapts the term in her On
Photography – in his music, in the sense that he
does not seek to capture, or seem to, snapshots
of specific places. ‘Tenth Avenue’ might seem
an exception. There is probably a Tenth Avenue
in Detroit and possibly one in Sarnia, but you
can’t quite see those words in a musical context
without thinking of Richard Rodgers and, yes,
On Your Toes, because the other way of moving
through a modern city is dancing. Listen to that
penultimate track, and don’t you imagine a kind
of choreography, not Ray Bolger (uh huh, the
Scarecrow played the hoofer in peril in the original production) or Gene Kelly or Moira Shearer,

but someone who’s gone past the simple two-beat of straightline walking and into the more dynamic metres that allow you
a passage through the crowd.
No human motion makes the environment more visible and available than walking. No human
motion reveals more of what is human and how it interacts
with the not-human than improvisation on musical instruments. Listen to ‘We’ll See’, and you get that strong sense
that at every turn there is something new, not definitive or
final, but simply new and to be absorbed. It’s an expression
that can be fatalistic – ‘we’ll see’ – or it can defer a final decision, as when a child gazes through a store window and wants
something shiny or sweet. We’ll see. This isn’t music that
deliberately withholds its perceptions, teasing the listener
with enigmatic glimpses – ‘What do you want to be enigmatic
for, Michael?’, as purblind James Thurber might have said to
him – or drawing him pictures. Quite the reverse. These
themes invite the listener to join the company, take a stroll, ‘let
him be drawn by the attractions of the terrain’ and the encounters he might find there. We walk. We listen. We’ll hear.
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There is a tendency to see jazz performance divided between uptempo numbers and ballads, but Adkins is perhaps concerned with something different, a thoughtful, alert, observant gait – Henry David Thoreau preferred to talk about ‘sauntering’ – that offers the player a new relationship with his surroundings. Adkins’ immediate surroundings are familiar enough,
the group he unveiled on a previous hatOLOGY 660 recording Rotator; only the bassist is a newcomer. Saxophone, piano,
bass fiddle and drums – nothing new there, one might think. Except that Adkins does propose a new relationship between
the constituent elements ... These themes invite the listener to join the company, take a stroll, ‘let him be drawn by the
attractions of the terrain’ and the encounters he might find there. We walk. We listen. We’ll hear.
Brian Morton
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