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Listening In
Since the mid-1980s, cellist Erik Friedlander has made quite a name for himself in the avant-garde jazz scene in downtown New York City—and over these past two decades, he has remained quite comfortable there. That’s not a bad thing—surrounding himself with a host of like-minded musicians, it’s within this cluster of musical influences that Friedlander has managed to evolve the breadth and clarity of his own unique vision over the course of his four recordings as a bandleader. Even when compared to his previous recording, the challenging Maldoror (collections of improvisational pieces inspired by various works of 19th-century poetry), his latest offering, Quake (Cryptogramophone), is perhaps his best.

Comprised of 12 mostly short offerings of different colors, tempos and themes, one is ever on one’s heels when listening to this collection—as evidenced by its somewhat unusual personnel (brothers Stomu Takeishi on bass and Satoshi Takeishi on drums; Andy Laster on sax). Rarely will one hear a cello and an electric bass guitar in the same outfit. But here, Friedlander’s work as a composer, combined with his familiarity with his surrounding trio, makes the arrangement work.

Quake opens with the dissonant opening number “Consternation.” With rapid-fire pacing the listener is immediately introduced to the odd combination of instruments here. The mood calms soon enough, once the second song, “After Hours,” provides the feel of its title. Throughout Quake, one is taken through such ebb and flow, making for quite an interesting journey.

It’s that adventurousness and virtuosity that makes Friedlander an invaluable addition to pianist Sylvie Courvoisier’s latest release, Abaton (ECM). Here, Courvoisier and Friedlander are joined by violinist Mark Feldman to create a wonderfully ambitious project of fantastic range and expression.

Released as a double disc, the first half of the recording is comprised of three lengthy Courvoisier compositions, while the second disc is made up of 19 shorter improvised numbers. That the trio has worked together in the same New York circles displays itself on record; and the classical training evident in all three musicians is prevalent throughout the recording, even in the improvisations. 
