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The Music of Eric von Essen, Vol. 3
Various Artists
By Frank Rubolino
Performances by various groups have been assembled for the compilation on (this album). It is the third in a series paying tribute to the music of Eric von Essen, the young Los Angeles bass player and composer who died in 1997. This is a different type of compilation—one that presents the poignant music of von Essen as interpreted by musicians who played with him and experienced his vision up front. The recording spans the period November 1997 to July 2001, but a common thread throughout is the deep emotionalism all the artists demonstrate while relating very personally to the music and to the man.
The opening duet with Nels Cline and Ken Filiano is heartfelt. Cline’s 12-string guitar cries out with sadness while Filiano bows and strums with deep conviction. Cline returns with a quartet featuring violinist Jeff Gauthier, his brother (Alex) Cline, and bassist Michael Elizondo. The four musicians continue the emotional spin. Many of von Essen’s compositions were imbued with melancholy, and this group brings out that feeling very convincingly. It is not only the string instruments that interpret von Essen’s music with massive feeling. The quartet led by tenor player Chuck Manning and pianist Theo Saunders waltz through a tender ballad and a rare upbeat tune stating very expressively the warm tones of the composer’s work. The Cline brothers team with pianist David Witham and bassist Joel Hamilton on another delicate ballad draped in the cloak of loneliness. Hamilton’s probing and pensive solo stands tall on this gripping piece. 

Jeff Colella leads a piano trio in the Tyner-esque mode on a von Essen tune that has a spring in its step rather than a downcast spirit. It is a delightful jaunt giving off wonderfully lyrical vibrations. Similarly, with trumpeter Stacy Rowles at the helm of a quintet, the music displays plenty of sunshine and promise. The group swings with guitarist Larry Koonse supplying a lot of the motivation. Kate McGarry wrote lyrics to the mournful tune “One Eye Laughs, One Eye Weeps,” which she sings with the quartet that includes Karen Hammack on piano and Steve Cardenas on guitar. It is a sensitive eulogy with deep meaning. The closing number by the Alan Pasqua piano trio is a dark and troubling piece imbued with arresting qualities. Dave Carpenter, Peter Erskine, and Pasqua gorgeously project the tune’s exquisiteness while sinking into a chasm of despair. Eric von Essen composed over 100 tunes, and this sampling clearly stamps him as a writer of significant music. It also shows how much his fellow musicians loved him and how much the miss him. This is a heartrending recording of aching beauty. My attitude on compilations notwithstanding, I am going to buy the first two volumes.

