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Notes on the selections on Mask by the Jeff Gauthier Goatette

Mask is the most recent documentation of the Jeff Gauthier Goatette, which has been performing together since 1991. Guitarist Nels Cline joined the group in the autumn of 2000 and his inclusion has significantly altered the group’s direction and repertoire. 

In recognition of his contribution to the ensemble, Gauthier has written new music to exploit the orchestrational possibilities that Nels brings to the group, which includes not only the electric guitar and looping effects for which he has become renowned, but also his largely unheralded acoustic guitar work. This recording also features compositions by Nels twin brother, Alex, former Goatette bassist Eric von Essen (who died in 1996) and saxophonist Ornette Coleman who never played in the group. 

Clea’s Bounce was written for a cat. It is in 5/4 time and features some rather thorny rhythmic twists and turns that somehow sound natural when played by these musicians. This is a popular performance piece for the group and it often opens their live shows. 

Waltz for K.P. was written for a girl by bassist/composer Eric von Essen. It features an up-tempo jazz-waltz feel popularized by pianist Bill Evans and features some pungent (as von Essen used to say) harmonic twists. It’s a beautiful example of a through-composed piece that takes a simple melodic motif (an ascending minor 7th arpeggio) and wraps it around an ingenious and fast moving harmonic framework. 

Enfant is an Ornette Coleman piece originally recorded on the 1961 Atlantic album Ornette on Tenor. This piece is also a popular performance vehicle for the ensemble as it provides many opportunities for group interaction. In this performance pianist David Witham explores the harmelodic possibilities of the tune before Gauthier and Nels Cline go head to head and Alex Cline takes it out.

The Fools was written for this recording session by Nels. It illuminates a compositional style that is impressionistic yet fully informed by the music of today. It features the 12 string acoustic guitar, and moving solos by bassist Joel Hamilton and Gauthier.

Ephemera (for Eric) was written by Gauthier shortly after Eric von Essen’s untimely death. The title refers to the mountain of music that Gauthier sorted through during the production of the highly acclaimed series The Music of Eric von Essen on Cryptogramophone.  In this piece Gauthier tries to capture von Essen’s spirit from the Quartet Music period, which often featured Nels’ 12 string, and was influenced by the music of Keith Jarrett, Ralph Towner and Bill Evans. While harkening back to that style, the language is uniquely Gauthier’s own.

Mask is a four-part piece written by Gauthier during a holiday trip to Guanajuato Mexico in December 2000. While this trip was not conceived as a composing junket, Jeff was so inspired by a particular moment in time (described in the liner notes) that he spent most of the rest of the trip with music pad and pencil in hand.

Forgiveness is a piece by Alex Cline. It was originally written for, but never recorded by The Alex Cline Ensemble. It is a simple but affecting poem of peace, and most appropriate for our time.
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