Onilu – Jakutá’s Dance

The self-titled 2025 debut release by the explorative all-percussion ensemble Onilu stunned listeners with an array of vibrant colors, rich textures and stylistic diversity unexpected from a trio composed entirely of percussionists. 

All About Jazz hailed the album for its “music of vibrant colors with a jazz sensibility at its heart… weaving together a fresh, cross-cultural and modern tapestry.” Magnet magazine called the members of Onilu, “lifetime students of the drums, sufficiently steeped in the instrument’s lore to know how to make music that is complete and completing using only things that you strike and stroke… this music is purposeful and true.” And The Free Jazz Collective lauded the album as a “consistently declarative work, emotionally open, sonically generous, three masters of different generations celebrating a shared musical passion.”

On its upcoming sophomore release, Jakutá’s Dance, Onilu has crafted a welcome follow-up that is even more expansive in vision, palette and membership. Returning from the initial outing are veteran Philadelphia-based percussionist Kevin Diehl and legendary drummer Joe Chambers; joining them in this revamped quartet line-up are fellow Philadelphia favorite Craig McIver and the Panama-born Daniel Villarreal, a longtime contributor to the fertile Chicago jazz scene who now also makes his home in the City of Brotherly Love. Between them they explore the spectrum of percussion instruments, from a global variety of drums to tuned instruments including piano, vibraphone and marimba, to electronic textures and atmospherics.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Both the ensemble and the new album take their names from the Yoruba tongue: “Onilu” translates straightforwardly as “drummers,” while Jakutá is the deity of drums, music, dance, thunder, lightning, and fire – who no doubt was presiding over this tempestuous, fiery and invigorating session. 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]There is a remarkable breadth of jazz, Afro-Cuban, Latin and experimental music history and innovation represented in this quartet’s compact ranks. Diehl is a former student of the late free jazz luminary Sunny Murray who melds the worlds of avant-jazz and Afro-Yoruban traditions in his enduring ensemble Sonic Liberation Front. He also founded the AIRLFT series, a monthly gathering of Philly jazz explorers that will releases its own debut recording in 2026. He has also collaborated with such greats as Marshall Allen, Oliver Lake, Chad Taylor, Odean Pope, Andy González and others.

Joe Chambers is an original member of Max Roach’s foundational percussion ensemble M’Boom whose playing has graced Blue Note classics by the likes of McCoy Tyner, Wayne Shorter, Sam Rivers, Bobby Hutcherson and Andrew Hill. He released a highly regarded series of albums during the 1970s in which he moved from the drum kit to a variety of other percussion instruments as well as piano and synthesizer – a precursor of the investigative spirit he brings to Onilu.

Craig McIver is a stalwart of the Philly scene, a regular collaborator with the likes of Odean Pope, Bobby Zankel, Khan Jamal and others. Along with Chambers, he was also a member of Roach’s M’Boom ensemble and is a percussionist with a distinctive voice on a vast array of instruments.

A vital contributor to the genre-defiant International Anthem label, Daniel Villarreal is celebrated for his irresistibly groovy sets, seamlessly weaving together elements of psychedelic funk, soul, and jazz with the rich textures of traditional Latin American folk music. He leads the bands Dos Santos and Ida y Vuelta, demonstrating a range of knowledge and skill in various stripes of folkloric Latin music. Villarreal’s performances are a captivating fusion of rhythm and genre, reflecting his deep passion for both innovation and cultural heritage. Whether behind the drum kit or spinning records, Daniel Villarreal continues to push the boundaries of music, creating a sound that is both timeless and forward-thinking.

Together as Onilu, these four artists refuse to be limited by the expectations that come with the term “percussionist.” Along with a staggering arsenal of instruments spanning multiple cultures and traditions, they each contribute a sweeping imagination unshackled by considerations of genre, style or boundary. In the music of Onilu coexist ancient and future, sacred and profane, composition and improvisation, tradition and experiment.
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