
by Fred Barrett
The Music of Eric von Essen: Volume I, II & III (Cryptogramophone)

I came for the Don Preston and I stayed for the Cline and Von Essen. Arguments abound about what is "real" jazz and what isn't, and I read or listen to the arguments with amusement and also curiosity. Is the music I like to listen to included? Is fusion not supposed to be part of jazz? What about free? I don't know anyone who appreciates smooth jazz under the age of 50. Here is a different argument: where lies the "true" path of jazz? Where is the main line? The lineage? I'm not talking about the mainstream; I'm not talking about what Wynton Marsalis and company are doing in maintaining the tradition, which is all well and good. I'm talking about the jazz that holds firmly onto what has come before it but also looks into a new and exciting direction. If we travel from ragtime through Dixieland to swing, we have the true line. Bop was a rebellion, but as it caught on, it became the new, true line. Now, you have a new starting place, from bop through modern to what is called post bop. Miles' '65-'68 group defines this phase for me. Post bop is essentially, in my mind, modern or modal jazz with an avant-garde tinge, having been pushed in that direction slightly by Ornette Coleman and company. Next, fusion came into being and new arguments expounded. Fusion is not true line, like free, but it influenced true line. Remember, my idea is that the true line points back through the ages, all the way back to ragtime, but it looks ahead, too. So, this post-post bop incorporated some elements of fusion, too. The traditionalists ignored the influence, thereby removing themselves from the front of the true path, going back a few miles, and building a little castle across the road. Like the Black Knight they cry out "None Shall Pass,” but we do anyway. Where is the true path of jazz now? What is the point of this essay? This is a "review" of the music of Eric von Essen. The late bassist and composer, and the musicians who play on this trilogy of discs, are the ones with machetes, slicing through the brush at the front of the path, the line of true jazz. This is the point of this paragraph. 

I have not heard a truer form of jazz being made in this day than von Essen's. Even though he has moved on from this world, his compatriots have found it important to release his music in three volumes, the last of which will be available soon. They were right: this music needed to be released. It is some of the most important music in existence. The talented musicians; Nels and Alex Cline, Alex Broadbent, Peter Erskine, Alan Pasqua, Jeff Gauthier, Dave Carpenter, Michael Elizondo, Stacy Rowles, Paul Kreibich, Larry Koonse, Putter Smith, Tom Warrington, David Witham, Kendall Kay, Tom Garvin, Joel Hamilton; bring the very soul necessary to interpret these compositions properly. We can follow this interpretation through the compositions to the essence of von Essen's mind, which understood and applied everything it knew about the jazz that came before it. We've come full circle to the roots of jazz, and yet we are compelled to plunge forward into uncharted territory. Take just one tune from this trio of albums and let your ears fall upon every note. You can hear bop, swing, modal jazz, modern jazz, fusion, avant-garde, free, everything, centered within the most forward-thinking group mind playing music today. Only a few labels, such as Cryptogramophone, are releasing such glory. Let us listen intensely before we lose sight of the path again. 
