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Andy Narell & Relator

CD Reviews – University of Calypso

Delia Alexander

Blackgrooves

Andy Narell has featured prominently on the pan scene since his first album in 1979. Known for taking pan out of its original steelband context and incorporating it as a lead instrument in the jazz combo milieu, he was the first foreigner to compose for Trinidad’s world-renowned Panorama competition in 2000. In this, his most recent project, Narell steps away from his work with his two ensembles, Sakésho and the Andy Narell Steelband, to collaborate with famed calypsonian Relator (born Willard Harris). Relator, who won Trinidad’s highly coveted Calypso Monarch competition in 1980, is considered an expert in the genre as a performer and composer. 

Joining the two principles on this album are Latin jazz great Paquito D’Rivera on clarinet and saxophone and Dario Eskenazi on piano, both of whom are also members of another of Narell’s combos, the Caribbean Jazz Project. Pedro Martinez of the fabulous Latin ensemble, Yerba Buena, provides percussion. 

University of Calypso features the compositions of calypso legends such as Lord Kitchener, Roaring Lion, The Mighty Terror, and Relator himself. The album opens with Relator’s virtuosic performance of “Gavaksar,” one of his most fondly remembered and highly revered pieces which chronicles the 1971 defeat of the West Indies cricket team by that of India. The nostalgia of his expert retelling is matched by his loving renderings of time-honored calypso lyrics throughout the album. Relator’s vocals are very well supported by the instrumentation of Narell and the other collaborators. One of the more internationally well-known pieces, “Love in the Cemetery,” is also quite a treat. The very effective breaks that precede each of Kitchener’s verses and intersect the chorus are very well complemented by Eskenazi’s salsa piano riffs.

The instrumental pieces on the album, “Sugar for Pan” and “Pan in Harmony,” showcase Narell’s virtuosic solo playing as well as the instrumentalists’ mastery of the rhythmic complexity of the genre. That said, the highlight of the album is, arguably, “Steel Band Music,” Kitchener’s ode to the genius of pan as an instrument, ensemble, movement and music. This classic is well executed here, and Relator’s clear vocals and Narell’s rhythmic solos are worthy of Kitchener’s memory. 
Overall, this project is a pleasure, and certainly a candidate for one’s steel pan album collection. Rich in history and warm tones, Narell and Relator’s collaboration offers much to aficionados of the pan, classic calypso, and latin jazz.

Alex Henderson, 

All Music Guide

It's no secret that calypso has been a major influence on Andy Narell, whose main instrument, the steel pan, originated in Trinidad. Narell isn't the only jazz improviser who has been affected by calypso; tenor saxophonist Sonny Rollins started combining hard bop and calypso in the 1950s, when Narell was only a child. But if Rollins did a lot to get the jazz/calypso ball rolling, Narell was more than happy to take that ball and keep running with it 20, 30, 40, and 50 years later. In fact, Narell and veteran calypso singer/guitarist Willard Harris, aka Lord Relator, are co-leaders on University of Calypso, which finds them performing calypso songs that range from the well known to the obscure. This 2008 session contains some instrumentals, although it is primarily a vocal album -- and Relator sings more often than not. Jazz has influenced a variety of music in the Caribbean over the years, including salsa/Afro-Cuban, ska, and calypso. Thus, it makes perfect sense for Narell and Relator to make extensive use of Narell's jazz chops on songs previously recorded by Lord Kitchener (including "My Pussin," "Take Yuh Meat Out Meh Rice," and "Pan in Harmony"), Roaring Lion ("Ugly Woman"), the Mighty Terror ("Sugar for Pan"), and Relator himself ("Pan on Sesame Street," "Food Prices," "Gavaskar," "Bottle and Spoon"). Bop fans will notice that Lord Melody's "Peddlers" incorporates Charlie Parker's "Anthropology," and some might assume that the use of "Anthropology" was Narell's idea. But in fact, "Anthropology"'s melody was used on Melody's original 1950s recording of "Peddlers." One of the great things about University of Calypso is the fact that it sounds like a genuine exchange of ideas between Narell and Relator; Narell clearly draws on Relator's calypso background, and Relator clearly draws on Narell's jazz background. In a perfect world, Rollins would have appeared on this album and been featured extensively; Rollins is no doubt familiar with some of these songs, and one can imagine him revisiting "St. Thomas" or "Hold 'Em Joe" in the presence of a well-known calypso artist like Relator. Regardless, University of Calypso is a consistently interesting collaboration that world jazz enthusiasts shouldn't miss.
Press Quotes

“Andy Narell was born in New York, but he’s made his career introducing the Trinidadian steel drum into all sorts of unexpected contexts, most notably jazz. Here, he teams up with veteran calypsonian Relator (named the Calypso Monarch in 1980) to revive the spirit of calypso’s heyday.”
NPR Online

“Relator actually won Calypso Monarch in 1980 and Narell has pushed the art of steel to ever greater limits with numerous projects as the jazz-influenced Sakésho…his solos are warm and melodic as ever, ably supported with nice jazz touches from pianist Dario Eskenazi.”
The Beat

“Whether hammering out the melody or as soft accompaniment, Andy Narell is an accomplished, experienced guide. And Relator is just the ticket for commentator with his lilting voice and confident guitar chording.”
Jazz Improv NY

“Global - The time period is whenever - the setting and place is wherever - and the agenda is good music. That’s pretty much all you need to know about producer, performer, composer and recording artist Andy Narell’s latest project called the University of Calypso - soon to be released on the Heads-up label. This time Narell teams up with noted Calypso singer ‘Relator’ (real name Willard Harris) to produce another musical nugget that showcases the steelpan instrument and its often associated sidekick, Calypso music, in a major way.”
When Steel Talks

“Hopefully, University of Calypso will help Andy Narell and Relator bring this music to a new audience, all year round.”
NY Carib News

“One of the great things about University of Calypso is the fact that it sounds like a genuine exchange of ideas between Narell and Relator; Narell clearly draws on Relator’s calypso background, and Relator 
clearly draws on Narell’s jazz background…University of Calypso is a consistently interesting collaboration that world jazz enthusiasts shouldn't miss.”
All Music

“It’s been over 50 years since a major calypsonian went into the studio with a bunch of jazz players. This CD is cause for serious celebration!”
World Music Central

“From the title of this CD, you can tell that Andy Narell takes the form seriously, but he brings the party here, too. An expert steel drummer and calypso arranger, Narell here teams with singer/guitarist Relator (aka Willard Harris) and a crack band for a bouncy session recorded live in the studio…those with an interest in this style will find attendance at this ‘university’ an enriching—as well as educational—party of two.”
E-Gear

“ It almost seems required in many cases, that jazz artists incorporate other styles into their music, whether it is blues, R&B, pop, classical or Latin. Half a century ago, jazz and calypso were fused together for the first time, and now Andy Narell and modern-day calypso legend Relator revisit that relationship with University of Calypso…Narell, Relator and their supporting cast revisit some classic 
calypso songs, particularly those created by Aldwyn Roberts—also known as Kitchener—as well as some Relator originals. The result is 15 songs that are amusing, sometimes humorous and always fun.”
AllAboutJazz.com

“New Yorker Narell has had a life-long romance with the Trinidadian steel pan and, naturally, with calypso music. This CD best combines the two loves. It also deservedly introduces elder calypso statesman Lord Relator (Willard Harris), and his sweet lyricism, to a wider audience. Gently infused with jazz improvisation, Relator meanders down nostalgic pathways to remind us of calypso’s golden age on hits such as ‘Gavaskar,’ Lord Kitchener’s ‘Pan in Harmony’ and ‘Tek You Meat Out Me Rice.’ Paquito D’Rivera’s classy clarinet and alto sax solos are a nice bonus too.”
Ejazznews

“The collaboration between Narell and Harris is, by turns, an engaging love letter to a style and approach to calypso music that’s now almost exclusively found on scratchy vinyl albums, a revival of some almost 
forgotten but still very entertaining classics, an aide memoire of the greatness of Kitch’s Calypso Revue and an exploration by a more than capable jazz band of the deep musical legacy of the genre.”
Mark Lyndersay, Trinidad Guardian

“Honorary Trinidadian Pan master, Andy Narell, has entered into a musical collaboration with Calypso legend, Relator (Willard Jenkins), in a refreshed expansion of the role of steelpan in Jazz and Jazz in 
vintage calypso.”
Woodshed Entertainment Collective

“New Yorker Narell has had a life-long romance with the Trinidadian steel pan and, naturally, with calypso music. This CD best combines the two loves. It also deservedly introduces elder calypso statesman Lord Relator (Willard Harris), and his sweet lyricism, to a wider audience. Gently infused with jazz improvisation, Relator meanders down nostalgic pathways to remind us of calypso’s golden age on hits such as ‘Gavaskar’ (and ‘Take Yuh Meat Out Meh Rice’ and) Lord Kitchener’s ‘Pan in Harmony.’ Paquito D’Rivera’s classy clarinet and alto sax solos are a nice bonus too.”
Woodshed Entertainment Collective


“As one of the world’s finest calypsonians, Relator aka Willard Harris sings several of his best selling songs including ‘Gavaskar,’ ‘Food Prices,’ and ‘Radio Stations.’ The steel pan master creates his exotic 
sounds amid the lively calypso rhythms and if you aren’t tempted to get up and dance, well…! Recommended for those with thirsty ears and a love of Caribbean rhythms!”
Sounds of Timeless Jazz

“What I like most about the album is the lilting chime of Andy Narell’s steel drum – especially in ‘Sugar for Pan.’ But not to be overlooked is the lighthearted rap style of Relator’s vocals in songs like ‘Food Prices,’ which is seamlessly blended with the Calypso sound of the music.”
Muruch

“Relator (real name Willard Harris) is one of Trinidad’s finest calypsonians. He won the Calypso Monarch competition in 1980, an honor to which every calypsonian aspires, and is still considered one of the masters of the art form today. Born in 1948, his best-loved compositions include ‘Gavaskar’ and ‘Food Prices’ (both performed on this set) along with ‘Radio Stations’ and scores of others. Relator is 
known for his amazing rhymes, and the dazzling phrasing he employs to sing his way through even the trickiest lyrics. He is also one of Trinidad’s finest interpreters of classic calypsos, especially those of Lord Kitchener. Andy and Relator have been playing together for years, and decided to embark on the University of Calypso project in the spirit of the calypso pioneers of the 1950s. The collaboration was 
a real treat for both musicians. Andy assembled a group of Latin jazz all stars in New York, and invited maestro Paquito D’Rivera to join the ensemble. The resulting fete is documented on this CD.”
The Jazz Loft

“With a few songs you have to know sprinkled in with other Kitchener classics and other retro calypsos, this is a snazzy record that will open the ears of hipsters that were way too young for this the first 
time around.”
Midwest Record

“University of Calypso is a consistently gripping album. The singing covers world events and Relator hits on his own feelings, too.”
John Shelton Ivany Top 21
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