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The Music of Eric von Essen, Volume III – Liner Notes
Liner notes by Bill Kohlhaase

What can we learn about a man from his music? Much can be discerned about the composer in this third volume of Cryptogramophone’s The Music of Eric von Essen series. While the first two volumes presented the surprising range of style and feeling von Essen brought to his music, this final volume seems to focus on its defining aspects— sensitivity, an often beautiful simplicity that belies a deeper complexity, intelligence, humor, romance, darkness—all qualities that reflect on the composer’s personality as well. If character indeed defines craft, there is plenty of both to be found here.

I didn’t know Eric personally, though I saw him perform infrequently around Los Angeles. There were the memorable Quartet Music concerts at the former Unitarian Community Church of Santa Monica, a Saturday afternoon occasion at the long defunct Melrose Avenue club Linda’s with, if memory serves, pianist Lou Levy, and a duo performance in Santa Monica’ s former At My Place with guitarist Nels Cline. Since his death in 1997, I’ve talked to many musicians whose lives Eric touched and have slowly pieced together a picture of the artist that complements the ones suggested in his compositions.

The CD’s producer Jeff Gauthier says there wasn’t a conscious effort to make this last volume of the series the one most reflective of Eric’s character. “ I wanted the first two CDs to have an immediate impact and to provide a balanced presentation of Eric's music, not only between up-tempo tunes and ballads, but also between things like overall feel and key relationships. But the truth is Eric's life was not always in balance, and this is perhaps more reflected in volume three. The majority of the over 100 pieces in Eric's book of compositions are ballads, and his harmonic language as well as the overall tone of his music is very rich, complex and often dark.” 

Indeed, ballads reign here and even the more up-beat numbers contain a complexity that suggests, like life itself, things aren’t as simple as they may seem.

Gauthier, whose violin was central to the romantic airs of Quartet Music, thinks this last volume is the most personal of the three, “ If only because it includes more of Eric's close friends and colleagues. Also, I think that some of Eric's favorite tunes ended up on this volume. This was not a conscious decision, although when they were recorded it seemed clear that certain tunes like “Flicker and Burn” and “The Good Doctor” had to be on the final CD.” 

The first thing one hears when talking to the musicians who worked with Eric is their respect for his artistic commitment. “Eric was a genius, a prodigy, a musical phenomenon,” says guitarist Cline who began playing in duos with von Essen in the ‘70s. “He’s the most important musical influence in my life period. At a time when I was trying to find out certain things about music making he had them well in hand.” 

“He was definitely introspective and uncompromising,” says percussionist Alex Cline. “He saw the beauty of life, but was looking through a glass darkly. And he had a pronounced sense of humor as dark as it was.” 

Von Essen, who excelled at everything from the piano to the guitar (and later cello and chromatic harmonica), had just started focusing on bass in 1976 when he joined with guitarist Cline in a duo that lasted a dozen years. The relationship, here represented by the thought-provoking moods of “Blues For Me,” provided von Essen’ s first outlet for his compositions and led to the formation of Quartet Music in 1979. The group became the primary showcase for von Essen’s compositional skills during its life.

“When Nels first met him, Eric was a composition student at UCLA,” says   percussionist Cline. “ Eric said school ruined composition for him.  But once Quartet Music got started he wrote a whole salvo of music, some of it influenced by a trip to India.” 

Because of its acoustic, chamber-oriented instrumentation, the group was often compared to the Ralph Towner-Paul McCandless-Glen Moore-Collin Walcott project Oregon. But Quartet Music’ s sound, largely shaped by von Essen’s writing, took on deeper meaning and complexity than Oregon’ s contented, country-side composure. Where as Oregon was pastoral and upbeat, Quartet Music developed an urban edge even as it embraced romantic airs. “Our music got a bit more turgid and intense than Oregon’s,” says Alex,  “and there was a little bit more noise going on because of the drum set I’d put together to play with that particular music. We took a more wide ranging approach compositionally and improvisationally as years rolled by.” 

Reflecting von Essen’s craft at the time of Quartet Music is “Unresolved,” a piece apparently inspired by the work of Brazilian guitarist/pianist Egberto Gismonti and the Academy de Dancas. It’ s a surprisingly involved mix of unusual chord progressions, off-beat accents and a feeling of unease that arises even in its most melodic moments. Still, the piece has an inevitability, an attractiveness, that supercedes its dominant moods. One of Eric’s favorite pieces, a previous version was recorded but then dropped from the group’s Delos’ recording “Summer Nights.”  

Even when von Essen began to explore more traditional jazz composition with pianist Jimmy Rowles and others, his music continued to reflect a complexity and integration of style that makes it stand apart. ”Valse Agite”  and the ironically titled “It’s Just One Big Party” may spring from the jazz tradition, but each has its own personality.

“Those two tunes reflect two very distinct parts of Eric’s character,” says Theo Saunders, a longtime colleague of Eric’s who plays piano on both numbers. “You couldn’t really come up with two more different types of tunes in terms of the feeling they have, the rhythms. ‘One Big Party’ reflects the title, it’s a joyous samba that follows traditional harmonies. ‘Valse Agite’ leans more toward the classical world, particularly with its harmonies.” 

Saunders first met von Essen in 1987 and the two grew close during a long on-going engagement at Wheeler Hot Springs, the Ojai, California resort. “When we began to discuss his demons and the way he dealt with them, we realized that he had this fear, not stage fright but a fear of performing, of having to get up in front of an audience and be right on it every time and come up with the best possible solo. He was so committed. That’ s one of the things I loved about Eric. He was a true jazz musician, not a studio musician who played jazz. Every time he got up to play he was taking a chance.”  

“The Good Doctor,” a piece with soothing, almost medicinal qualities was written for Eric’s friend and acupuncturist Dr.Michael Weinstein, and is played by a group of musicians who perform as the members of Jeff Gauthier’s “Goatette” only this time without the violinist. “Norton’s Last Words,” written for Eric’ s cat, began as part of the Quartet Music repertoire (Eric plays a chromatic harmonica solo on the rendition heard on QM’s 9 Winds recording “Window On the Lake”) then became a feature of the trio Eric led for  the Jazz Tap Ensemble, whose members included pianist Jeff Collella and drummer Jerry Kalaf. This rendition, with bassist Putter Smith, was recorded shortly after Eric’s death at an impromptu session organized to help the musicians deal with Eric’s passing.

The title “Finska Flues” stands as an example of Eric’ s sense of humor while the music itself demonstrates his ability to make complex forms sound utterly natural. Its central motif, a descending minor triad, is set in a 13 bar form with 9 bars of 4/4 time and 4 bars of 3/4 time. The tune’ s drive, up-beat feel and inevitable resolution hardly seem to spring from such difficult musical demands. Likewise, “Another Moon,” played by the same group with trumpeter Stacy Rowles, guitarist Larry Koonse, pianist Tom Garvin, bassist Tom Warington and drummer Paul Kreibich, has an almost carefree mood despite its compositional rigors      

The last two pieces paint pictures of Eric that were completed by the musicians who performed them. “One Eye Laughs, One Eye Cries” was originally called Harri’s Mood and was written for a colleague’s of Eric’s at the university in Sweden.  “Eric and I were corresponding when he was in Sweden and working together when he was here,” says vocalist-lyricist Kate McGarry. “He was one of the first musicians I met in L.A. and he had the most profound effect on me. There was this simpatico with Eric. I was 25, the feeling of being so musically intertwined with an instrumentalist, someone totally with you, leading and following, had such an impact. I didn’t realize how rare that was until he was gone.”  

McGarry who’s heard doing this piece on her Show Me recording and also performed it at Eric’s funeral, began to write the lyric while Eric was still alive.  “Even at the time the song was, for me, a commentary about how Eric negotiated life. But once when he came back from Sweden we played the tune and he approved of the lyric as it was at the time. It had the basic tenant about seeing the profundity of life, seeing both sides of things at all times, the painful and the simple beauty, the paradox of life. He really liked that aspect of it. When he died I had the opportunity to get further into the lyric. I felt the need to attempt to understand his death and make some peace with it. This was my process.”   

With its haunting title, “Flicker and Burn,” may best represent Eric’s ability to transcend simple composition to arrive at pure beauty. Alex Cline, who attended the recording session with drummer Peter Erskine, pianist Alan Pasqua and bassist Dave Carpenter, says the trio had tried to record the piece in a more conventional way but weren’t happy with the results. “I suggested they approach it less predictably, keep it extremely spacious, put it together in more of a free-association way.”  The result, at once warm and poignant, makes much the same haunting statement about its composer’s life as does the title.

No art can completely reveal the story of its artist. Yet the view we have of Eric von Essen from the music in this CD is good and true without avoiding the tragic. “Eric was caught in the vortex of life, its beauty and suffering and complexity,” says McGarry. “Maybe that was why he was so sympathetic, so understanding.” 

There is one other thing that all musicians who knew Eric say: they miss him terribly.

--Bill Kohlhaase
[image: image2.png]Qrdmoohon<



_965820884.doc
[image: image1.png]Qrdmoohon<







































































