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Jeanette Wrate and the Northern Lights Ensemble, Echoes Of A Northern Sky

Though born and raised in Southern California, Jeanette Wrate is of Scandinavian descent. For this CD, she decided to explore Norwegian and Finnish folk music and arrange transcriptions of traditional tunes for an improvising quartet. She has revoiced the traditional instrumentation for accordion and kantele (Finnish harp) for a core quartet of violin, electric keyboards, bass and drums. The twelve tunes each draw on a different facet of the source material, from lilting dances to Finnish fiddle music to folk songs to slinky tango. What each share in common is a lithe melodic foundation and dance-like sense of rhythm. Several free improvisations are also woven in, adding didjeridu, gongs and kantele to the quartet. Gauthier’s electric and acoustic violin can sound like a soaring horn, bluesy fiddle, or clear-toned folk instrument. Ochikubo splits his time between synthesizer, which is often voiced to evoke the sound of an accordion, and acoustic piano. He takes a spare, freely melodic approach to the themes, extending them through quirky phrasing and driving, percussive lines. Swanson is fully integrated into the melodic mix, spending as much time as an additional lead voice as he does in a supporting rhythmic role. His dark, full tone is a nice compliment to Gauthier’s violin. Wrate drives the music with a drumming style colored by both rock energy and Jazz swing. She darts around her kit, often expanding her percussive palette with gongs, whistles, and little instruments. Though there is a quiet, chamber intimacy and polish to the playing, there are also moments of exuberance and propulsive abandon to open things up. The CD even closes with a bluesy tune that has the relaxed swing of a Jazz standard. Wrate has pulled together music that fuses both her personal musical experience and her cultural background for an intriguing musical fusion.
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