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First of three volumes of compositions from bassist Eric von Essen whose untimely passing has left a profound impression on musicians who knew him well.  Born in 1954 to parents of both Swedish and East Indian descent, Essen studied composition at UCLA.  He went on to record with Jimmy Rowles, Bob Brookmeyer, Art Farmer, Alan Broadbent, Tom Harrell among others. Five units lead by Alan Pasqua, Stacy Rowles, Alan Broadbent, Nels Cline and Jeff Gauthier pay homage to this extraordinary artist.  From downbeat to the very last fading note, the performances are uniformly breathtaking.
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Chances are you’ve never heard of Eric von Essen.  The bassist was pretty much an unknown entity outside of Los Angeles and his native Sweden when he died in 1997.  Inside the City of Angels, von Essen was a respected and in-demand bassist who logged time with a number of top tier musicians including Art Farmer, Kenny Kirkland, Bud Shank and Jimmy Rowles.  A one-time National Endowment for the Arts grant recipient for composition projects, von Essen was also a talented composer who wrote works for orchestra, chamber ensembles and more than 100 jazz compositions.


The Music Of Eric von Essen Vol. 1, the first of three volumes dedicated to the late bassist, includes five different groups of West Coast musicians, each covering two von Essen compositions.  The impressive lineup includes Alan Pasqua, Peter Erskine, Alan Broadbent, Stacy Rowles and Nels Cline to name a few.


Von Essen’s leanings as a composer are clearly towards the West Coast “cool” sound.  The material is soft and often airy.  The melodies are relaxed and the voicings, while hip, are never dissonant or dirty.  As a whole, the interpretations are as laid back as the compositions.


This is, in essence, a West Coast recording date and that style shines throughout.  For the fan that is curious about von Essen, or just wants to hear some original “cool” jazz tunes instead of the tired old flag-wavers, this recording comes highly recommended.

