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Jeanette Wrate and the Northern Lights Ensemble

Echoes of a Northern Sky
Norwegian Blues

     In the early 70’s, Nonesuch released the highly influential Explorer series of albums documenting global indigenous music. It was a time when ethnic music was considered exotic and otherworldly – the domain of academics who regarded samples of it as mere “field recordings” (just as country blues was invisible to mainstream listener’s 15 years earlier).  One of those Nonesuch Explorer entries was a series of lively duets with two Norwegian fiddlers who brought to mind bluegrass string players (and begged the question of Appalachian folk music’s origins being exclusively from the British Isles).  Yet there was a harmonic darkness to these Norwegian pieces that clearly came from somewhere else – call it Northern European musical angst.  No American musician has utilized Scandinavian music to any significant degree in her own work – until now.

     Jeanette Wrate, a gifted trap drummer, has added depth and color to bands as far afield as the all-woman big band Maiden Voyage and the uncategorizable trio Big World.  She delved into Finnish and Norwegian music (representing her own ethnic roots) and found motifs that she could work with.  This is a percussionist who thinks that Thelonious Monk’s tunes and Ornette Coleman’s methodologies are the essence of her own esthetic.  On Echoes of a Northern Sky, Wrate arranges traditional pieces and composes originals for her own quartet – violinist Jeff Gauthier, pianist Craig Ochikubo, and bassist Anders Swanson.  She makes foreign dance motifs swing in a way that’s natural yet challenging to American ears, translating a seemingly esoteric folk style into the language of fin de siècle improvisation based music without sacrificing the vivaciousness of the prototype.  It’s a notable achievement.

     The most striking facet of Echoes is the musician’s total command of the material: The head on “Kantele” (named for the Finnish harp) would be a challenge for dyed-in-the-wool beboppers who’ve wormed their way through “Donna Lee.”  Its breakneck interplay gives way to whimsy, courtesy of a couple of squeeze toys, that never sinks to preciousness.  The technical brilliance here, never an end in itself, is often playful, and Wrate paints spacey pieces that go in and out of free time, brushing in cymbal backgrounds while violin or piano stake out the point; she finds correlation between bracing Scandinavian expanse and emotional dislocation.  

     She wanders geographically far afield for her original, “The Shadow of My Tango,” with Ochikubo supplying an ersatz accordion with his atmospheric keyboard while the strings pluck.  Gauthier is characteristically stately and soulful, displaying a remarkable range of tonal personalities; at one point, his playing conjures the blues-driven electric violin of Don “Sugarcane” Harris in the latter’s ‘70s work with Frank Zappa.  Wrate’s impressive ability as a composer/arranger, her real maturity as a conceptualizer, her exemplary drumming skills, prove that she is an artist who has transcended the dismissive field-recording mind-set to create something all her own.  (Kirk Silsbee)
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