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Jeff Gauthier Goatette
Mask (Cryptogramophone)

review by Jason Bivins
Jeff Gauthier is a member of the stable of underheralded players who, for the last decade or two, have recorded largely for Vinny Golia’s label Nine Winds. Violinist Gauthier has recently formed his own Cryptogramophone label to increase documentation of unfortunately lesser-known players like Alex and Nels Cline, Steuart Liebig, and others. But thankfully, he hasn’t left his own music out of the running since he’s turned in just a cracking good album here. He joins the Cline brothers, pianist David Witham (ace on both electric and acoustic keyboards), and bassist Joel Hamilton for a rousing set of music that can only be called fusion. It’s not corny or overly musclebound chops-warrior stuff (not that there’s anything wrong with that in very limited doses); instead, Gauthier’s music really does fuse together disparate genres into a compelling mix of jazz-based improvisation liberally flavored with folk, chamber, and rock elements.

The instrumentation almost can’t help but recall the early Mahavishnu Orchestra records, and the rocking reel of “Clea’s Bounce” won’t disappoint those looking for a latter-day version of that fun band (though Nels’ guitar has always been a bit closer to the John McLaughlin of Lifetime’s Emergency). The music really straddles the line between pleasingly idiomatic stuff (such as the lovely Eric von Essen composition “Waltz for K.P.”) and boundary-bursting stuff like his arrangement of Ornette’s “Enfant” (with a righteous Witham solo crashing through the tune’s head, topped only by the dizzy chromatic variations of Gauthier’s own take). On Nels Cline’s “The Fools,” eerie 12-string guitar frames a haunting melody that serves as the context for Hamilton’s robust bass expressions (Nels must be channeling some Ralph Tower or McLaughlin lately, because the 12-string has made frequent recording appearances – there are some killer tracks on the Nels Cline Singers’ Instrumentals); Gauthier also takes what is his most beautiful solo on this piece. “Ephemera” recalls the light scamper of the opening track, while the long title piece (with its urgent ostinato in the mid-section) and the closing Alex Cline composition are altogether more sober. The still, reflective quality of the latter brings this diverse album to a close.

	tracks:
	Clea’s Bounce (7:14) / Waltz for K.P. (5:05) / Enfant (5:54) / The Fools (11:26) / Ephemera – For Eric (9:02) / Mask (17:55) / Forgiveness (9:36).

	personnel:
	Jeff Gauthier (violin) / Nels Cline (guitar) / David Witham (piano, keyboard) / Joel Hamilton (bass) / Alex Cline (drums, percussion). 

	recorded:
	The Bakery, Burbank CA, 27-29 July 2001.


