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One of the common complaints made about newer music by older jazz fans—and I'm thinking here about people whose sensibility was formed during or by the Swing Era—is that the music lost something when it became separated from dancing. I'm no mouldy fig, but I see their point. The need to make bodies move adds a shot of immediacy and grace to improvised music. It's not just soft jazz noodlers who know this, either. You probably won't be hearing Erik Friedlander's Quake on The Wave anytime soon, but his supple little Topaz quartet is as sexual as a Boney James candlelight-and-cognac ballad, and as rhythmic, too (though in a vastly different way). Call it bedroom music for people who think. 

A lot of this comes from the band's long experience working with dancers (the band's 2000 release, Skin, was also issued on video with a dancer performing in the studio). Dance experience also explains Topaz's breathing, organic approach to rhythm. Even when the meter gets complex, the band is light on its feet. I think this has a lot to do with the liquid bass playing of Stomu Takeishi, a veteran of Henry Threadgill's bands, and thus an old hand at this sort of thing. His brother, Satoshi, plays a kit of frame drums, cymbals and gongs—sometimes with sticks, sometimes with his hands—while sitting cross-legged on the floor, no kick drum, no hi-hat. It makes for a fluid, spacious beat that Friedlander and alto saxophonist Andy Laster move freely through, leaping and rhapsodic one moment, precise and stalking the next. Plucked or arco, the leader shows a lot of range. He is graceful and poised on "Gol Ghan", a sinuous melody by the Persian vocalist Googoosh, then slashing and impassioned on the eleven-minute-long "Beauty Beauty", the record's emotional center. Laster is no less versatile, but more Apollonian. His round and clarinetty alto sound can sound a trifle detached, but it's the detachment of the party guest who stands in the corner, drink in hand, taking it all in. His watchfulness is just a bit mysterious and strangely compelling.

That's an aesthetic that you'll find on a lot of Cryptogramophone releases and Topaz sounds thoroughly at home in it. The same goes for the sound, which is in the Cryptos manner—intimate, but not claustrophobic—though it was recorded in New York. Many of the compositions have a Middle or Southeast Asian influence, but this sounds less like a gimmick than an immersion in various idioms. The through-composed "Aap Ki Nazaron Ne Samja", the other cover tune in a program of Friedlander originals, has an elegant arco lead from Friedlander. "Quake", the Balkan-flavored title composition, is more unbuttoned, but Topaz is a group where tight control is exquisitely balanced by a chamber-music-like depth of listening. Even the loudest passages never get out of hand, making Topaz a band that not only dances, but also sings.
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