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When bassist/composer/pianist/etc. passed away in 1997, he left a rich, complex musical legacy of recordings and compositions behind him. It is the compositions, which Kirk Silsbee writes "have ensured that his legacy not only lives but also breathes," that the musicians on Volume II of "The Music of Eric von Essen" have come together to contemplate and celebrate. The project was the brainchild of violinist Jeff Gauthier, who first met and performed with von Essen in 1978 when they were both members of the Young Musicians Foundation Debut Orchestra, and continued to work with von Essen for the next 19 years, most notably in Quartet Music. 

Von Essen spent most of his musical career working as a freelance bassist and composer in Southern California. During his career, he played and composed in a variety of settings and styles ranging from bebop (with Art Farmer and Frank Morgan), to introspective balladry with pianist Jimmy Rowles, to the acoustic avant-garde of Quartet Music, a group that performed together for eleven years and recorded four albums (1984s "Ocean Park" and 1989s "Summer Night" among them). In 1993, he left the States and moved to Northern Sweden to teach jazz studies and focus on writing. Shortly before his death he returned to Los Angeles and recorded some of his more recent works with some of his longtime musical collaborators, Tom Warrington, Joel Hamilton and Alex Cline among them.

The pieces recorded on "The Music of Eric von Essen, Volume II" describe exquisitely the range of musical moods von Essen explored in his writing. The album's opening two songs, performed by a quintet including Stacy Rowles on trumpet and flugelhorn, Tom Garvin on piano, Larry Koonse on guitar, bassist Tom Warrington and drummer Paul Kreibich, are grounded solidly in the contemporary, hard-bop style. Things spiral skyward from there, reaching a delightful, driving orbit with "9/8/29," performed by Quartet Music (Gauthier, Nels Cline on acoustic guitar, Alex Cline on drums) with Michael Elizondo doing an admirable job of filling the bass duties. 

A trio consisting of Alan Pasqua at the piano, Dave Carpenter on bass and Peter Erskine, treat their two pieces, "Seule" and "Paulo's Song," with poignant empathy. Carpenter's solo on "Seule" is a moving exercise in understatement, and his rhythmic connection with Erskine nearly impeccable. The album's closing quartet brings things all back home, with Nels Cline, plugged-in this time, and pianist David Witham, playing tag through the changes, trading choruses over the driving swing of Alex Cline and bassist Joel Hamilton. All in all, an extremely well-conceived and executed portrait of a talented contemporary composer.

