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Eric von Essen

Eric von Essen was born in 1954 to parents of Swedish and East Indian descent and was raised in the United States.  Drawn to music at an early age, he expressed an extraordinary talent on many instruments, including acoustic bass, piano, chromatic harmonica, guitar, 'cello, and tablas. His musical influences were equally diverse and ranged from classical composers J.S. Bach, Gustav Mahler, and Igor Stravinsky to jazz artists Bill Evans, Miles Davis, Ralph Towner, and Keith Jarrett.  

In 1977, after studies at UCLA in composition, Eric's early performances as a bassist occurred as the result of the invitation to work as a duo with guitarist Nels Cline, where Eric's initially reluctant contributions as a composer were also encouraged.  As an outgrowth of the duo, in 1979 Eric formed Quartet Music, an ensemble that included guitarist Cline, drummer-percussionist Alex Cline, and violinist Jeff Gauthier.  Quartet Music performed for eleven years, recorded four albums, and performed their own music twice as featured soloists with the Milwaukee Symphony Orchestra.  Eric's compositions for the group comprised the vast majority of its repertoire.   Eric was also the recipient of National Endowment for the Arts grants for jazz composition projects with Quartet Music. 

During his years with Quartet Music, Eric became increasingly passionate about pursuing the performance of jazz music at its purest and most sophisticated level.  He met and played with many of Los Angeles's most outstanding jazz musicians (many of whom he introduced himself to by sitting in with them on chromatic harmonica) and rapidly became one of the area's most in-demand bassists.  His sensitivity and profound insight into the internal structure of the music made him especially popular with pianists.  

Eric's recordings and performances with the late Jimmy Rowles are particularly memorable for the remarkable communication that they had  arising from a deep understanding and friendship. Over the course of his career as a freelance jazz bassist in Los Angeles, Eric recorded with Rowles, Bob Brookmeyer, Lou Levy, Art Farmer, Frank Morgan, Tom Harrell, Alan Broadbent, John Wood, Cecelia Coleman, Jeff Colella, Dave Ferris, Vinny Golia, and George Cables.  Among those with whom Eric also performed and who are not featured on this volume are Gerald Wiggins, Mose Allison, Major Holley, Warne Marsh, Theo Saunders, Michael Stephans, Hyperion with Tony Jones, Joe LaBarbera, Billy Higgins, Ralph Penland, Tootie Heath, Scott Hamilton, Sheila Jordan, Bud Shank, Shorty Rogers, Larry Karush, Karen Hammock, Kate McGarry, George Gaffney, and Kenny Kirkland. 

(continued)

During the period of Eric's infatuation with the jazz tradition, his compositions  moved away from the more complex forms found in some of his earlier Quartet Music pieces and began to reflect his admiration for the traditional song forms used as vehicles for improvisation in jazz.  At the peak of his activities as a freelance bassist, having turned his attention toward mastering the standard repertoire, his compositional output diminished but never ceased. However, after years of struggling with substance abuse and its repercussions, Eric gradually began to tire of the temptations and insecurities of the freelance life and from 1993 to 1997 spent much of his time in Northern Sweden, where he was professor of jazz studies at the Swerigefinska Folkhogskolan.  

It was during this time that he not only concentrated his efforts on teaching but on composing, having realized it to be a significant way of contributing to the evolution of jazz as an art form.  Inspired, he embarked on a period of renewed creativity, the result of which was a prolific number of new compositions.  During a visit to Los Angeles in 1997 shortly before his death, Eric organized informal recording sessions in order to document some of his more recent works.  With himself at the piano, bassists Tom Warrington or Joel Hamilton, and drummer Alex Cline, Eric himself provided his music's future interpreters with direct insight into his own vision of his compositions. 

Eric von Essen died peacefully in his sleep in his room in Sweden on August 14, 1997 from heart failure.  As his legacy he left behind many beautiful recordings as well as works for orchestra, chamber ensembles, and over 100 jazz compositions. 
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