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If you go to the Cryptogramophone website (you knew that there would be one, didn’t you?) you’ll read that “this is Gauthier’s strongest and most original set to date, and heralds his arrival as yet another important Jazz violinist with a French name.” Clever enough (I suppose they mean Jean-Luc Ponty and not Stuff Smith), though apart from his frequent turn to electric violin I don’t hear a great many similarities beyond the French name. In fact, Gauthier’s music more often reminds me of the kind of sonic landscapes one might find on an album by Oregon than it does the fusion-driven music with which Ponty first made his name. This difference is especially evident on the two titles composed by guitarist Nels Cline, “The Fools” and “Forgiveness”; on these tracks, Cline’s 12-string guitar sometimes even recalls the playing of Ralph Towner. That ghostly absence is summoned more strongly still on the elegy that Gauthier wrote for the late Eric von Essen, “Ephemera” - a swinging piece where Gauthier switches to electric violin.


But Gauthier’s playing is plenty original, by turns dissonantly modernist or plaintively lyrical. By “modernist,” I don’t mean “bop” by 20th century art music (in other words, “classical” – and it’s worth noting here that Gauthier has been as active a “classical” player as he has been an improvising or Jazz player. Perhaps this is why Gauthier’s opening phrases in “The Fools” quote (later to deconstruct) Erik Satie’s first “Gymnopedie.” There’s also the matter of Gauthier’s exquisitely beautiful tone – we are here worlds away from Billy Bang’s rough and tumble approach to the matter; there’s plenty of room for both players, but it isn’t necessarily going to be true that lovers of Bang’s music will be Gauthier’s, or vice versa (let me add that I do love both, just in different ways). In any case, while Gauthier’s career now spans 20 years, and The Goatette itself has been performing together since 1991, Mask is only his third release as leader. I’m guessing he has been more interested in exploration than in carving out for himself a steady market niche – certainly the range of material on Mask suggests as much. Gauthier and his quintet move from such meditative numbers as “The Fools” to uptempo romps like 5/4 “Cleo’s Bounce” (where Joel Hamilton lays down some irresistibly infectious bass). The title track unfolds in four parts, some funky and fast, some pensively quiet. At all points the ensemble playing is dynamic and collectively responsive to the whole. Music for the mind, music for the feet, music for the soul: this is a fine album that presents Jazz violin in ways that approach the new without ever nearing mere novelty. After all, Stuff and Venuti got us over that three generations ago.

