
Parental Guidance  
Examined
ELI DEGIBRI taps into his experience as family caretaker on Henri and Rachel

Everything about Israeli-born tenor 
and soprano saxophonist Eli Degibri 

is a celebration. You can hear that in his 
sideman gigs with Herbie Hancock and Al 
Foster; on his earliest leader albums, such 
as 2004’s In the Beginning; on the rumi-
native Israeli Song of 2010; and on his new 
self-released Henri and Rachel, a haunt-
ing elegy for his parents. It’s in his tone: 
smooth and inviting but never saccharine 
and unafraid of a rough edge. It’s in his in-
cessant devotion to jazz, family, and home. 
And in every one of his phrases, either 
musical or in conversation from his home 
in Tel Aviv, you can find revelry.

“Jazz is joy,” Degibri says. “Music—it is 
everything to me.”

In 2012, he moved from his adopted New 
York City back to Tel Aviv for a less than 
fully joyful reason: to take care of his aging, 
ailing parents. But along with the sour, 
there’s been plenty of sweet, including the re-
cording of 2013’s Twelve, 2015’s Cliff Hangin’, 

and 2018’s Soul Station, a tribute to the 1960 
Hank Mobley album of the same name. On 
the latter, he teamed up for the first time 
with pianist Tom Oren and drummer Evia-
tar Slivnik; they reappear on Henri and Ra-
chel (joined by bassist Alon Near) and have 
become a second family for the saxophonist. 
“They’re amazing, beautiful human beings 
and we share great chemistry,” he says. 

Degibri’s first family is the focus of the 
new album. Taking its name from those of 
his mother and father, Henri and Rachel 
explores the meaning within the respon-
sibilities he took up a decade ago. There’s 
an intellectualized melancholy at work in 
the smartly subtle “Noa” (dedicated to his 
fiancée, as is his soprano-rich “Longing” 
and “The Wedding”); the misty, atmospheric 
blues of “Gargamel”; and the immensely 
soulful title track that freshly represents his 
career’s through line while hitting mature 
compositional heights that Degibri has only 
hinted at in the past.

An only child close to his parents 
throughout his worldly travels, Degibri 
had to take on the true-to-life role of an old 
soul to capture accurately the emotion of 
his father’s decline and eventual passing, as 
well as his mother’s descent into dementia 
after having developed Parkinson’s disease. 
To speak to one’s parents’ disappearance 
after a lifetime of such intense proximity 
means pulling oneself out of one’s nonage 
and reaching someplace wiser, personally 
and musically.

Degibri isn’t so sure about that last part. 
“They say,” he notes, “that when you sleep 
on your stomach, you are still in the throes 
of childhood, and when you can sleep on 
your back, you’ve matured mentally. I think 
that I am often still sleeping on my stomach 
… I wanted my parents to hear what music 
I had made in their memory before they left 
me alone.”

He tells a moving story about how his 
mother absorbed the music made in her 
name. “My dad passed away in the bed 
next to where my mother laid,” he says, 
slowly. “I couldn’t let go of him, and though 
she was crying too, my mother could not 
remember who exactly he was. That was 
surreal for me. Fast-forward to two months 
later, and I’m caring for her as she is in a 
wheelchair while I am writing the new 
album. I brought her into the living room, 
where I had a keyboard to practice and 
write. She asked me to play her something, 
and I played her ‘Henri and Rachel.’ This is 
my mother, forgetful and without memory. 
Suddenly, she hears my melody and begins 
singing the same melody in 5/4, as if she 
had it in her soul her whole life. Now, she’d 
heard the recording of this song for many 
months, but it still was amazing. When 
I remarked on how beautifully she was 
singing, and did she know what the name 
of the song was, my mother said, ‘Of course 
I do—it’s “Henri and Rachel.”’”

 That is joy, Eli Degibri style
—a.d. amorosi N
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Julieta Eugenio’s  
Giant Leap
The young saxophonist has gone from Argentinian student to New York pro

Tenor saxophonist Julieta Eugenio was 
recently reminded of the distinct plea-

sure one can derive from masters of her cho-
sen instrument. While cooking at home and 
listening to Ben Webster Plays Ballads, she 
was struck by the depth of his vibrato. “He 
sounded like a violin,” she tells JazzTimes 
with awe. “He makes you feel something. 
That’s what I love about him.”

Eugenio used to play alto as an under-
grad back in her home country of Argen-
tina. She grew up about five hours from 
the “big city” of Buenos Aires, where she 
attended the Manuel de Falla Conservato-
ry for Jazz Performance. 

“I was between medicine and music,” she 
says, the latter having been her physician 
father’s career path. “He was like, ‘Well, 
I’d rather you try doing music first, rather 
than going into medicine and regretting 
not doing that,’” she recalls. “I knew that if 
I studied medicine, I wouldn’t have time to 
play. So, I was like, ‘I have to try focusing on 
what I want to do.’”

Like many saxophonists, Eugenio gravi-
tated toward John Coltrane as a youngster. 

But something about his style didn’t feel 
right for her. “I was trying to be like him, 
and I was missing the lower register,” she 
says. When Eugenio switched to tenor, a 
new kind of voice emerged from deep within 
her. Within that part of her instrument’s 
range, she grew from an imitator into a 
communicator.

Which leads us 
to Jump, Eugenio’s 
debut album as a leader, 
featuring bassist Matt 
Dwonszyk and drum-
mer Jonathan Barber 
and released on trum-
peter Dave Douglas’ 
Greenleaf label. The title 
is meant to refer to her 
move to New York—one 
countless students of the 
music have taken—but 
it can be more mean-
ingfully understood simply through her 
tone. Embracing a nonchordal trio format, 
Eugenio sounds relaxed yet lively, plugged 
into tradition yet seemingly up for anything. 

Barber crossed paths with Eugenio while 
making the rounds on the New York scene, 
both at Smalls, where Barber ran jam ses-
sions, and elsewhere. “I thought it was cool 
how she was from Argentina and went to 
New York to get even more of an experience 
with this music,” he says. The two became 
fast friends—and collaborators.

Eugenio mostly played standards early 
on, but then brought out her original music, 
which Barber found intriguing. “It was a 
little different than the quote-unquote stan-
dard A-B-A form, or contrafacts, or things 
of that nature,” he recalls. “She had her own 
personality with what she wrote.”

Around the clubs, Eugenio also met 
Dwonszyk, one of Barber’s best friends. 
Stylistically, the bassist quickly ascertained 
where she was coming from. “I guess the 
opposite would be Coleman Hawkins: loud 
and strong. She is strong, and can be that 
way too,” he says. “But at the same time, she 
doesn’t need to play extremely aggressively 
to say what she’s trying to say through her 
instrument. She writes the melodies [of 
her compositions] first, then puts chords 
to [them], which is very interesting. And of 
course, the melodies are beautiful.”

Together, in Connecticut, the trio 
recorded Jump, a mellow yet decisive set of 
mostly originals. Eugenio’s tunes include 
the searching “Efes”; the subtly dark-
hued “La Jungla”; and “Raccoon Tune,” a 
loping ode to the titular pest. Two stan-
dards—“Flamingo” and “Crazy He Calls 
Me”—are woven in. It all ends with the ele-
gant “Tres,” leaving a profound impression 
of a fresh new voice on the scene.

“One thing that struck me about the 
recording is how mature it is. It’s not a 
rushed, virtuoso, showy, tour-de-force 
first release, which happens to people a 
lot,” Douglas tells JazzTimes, citing Eugen-
io’s “super-warm tone—very poised, inside 

the tunes.” 
Of course, none of 

this came overnight. “It 
hasn’t been easy and it’s 
not easy still, but I keep 
pushing,” Eugenio says, 
declaring there are “no 
bad shows,” just learning 
experiences.

Her mind drifts back 
to the poignant sound of 
tenorists like Webster, 
which she keeps chasing. 
“I never get tired of 

listening to it,” she says. If you feel similarly, 
you may want to jump into the music of 
Julieta Eugenio. 

—morgan enos
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“I wanted my parents 
to hear what music 
I had made in their 
memory before they 

left me alone.”

“It hasn’t been 
easy and it’s 
not easy still, 

but I keep 
pushing.”
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