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By Jason Bivins

I’m going to stop simply asserting that West Coast improv is overlooked, in the perhaps naïve hope that by now listeners have realized this and begun purchasing releases on Nine Winds, Pfmentum, Balance Point Acoustics, and other labels. Of course one of the first places to listen in on what’s happening out West is the excellent Cryptogramophone label. With a growing roster centering around label head Jeff Gauthier (a fine violinist and composer), Steuart Liebig, and others, Crypto has already dropped a quartet of rich recordings this year.

Alan Pasqua made his name as a keyboardist for many prominent rock artists but, over the last ten years or so, has carved out a niche as a thoughtful, subtle improviser. After a pair of well-received discs on the sadly defunct Postcards label, and a couple follow-ups for quite obscure labels, Pasqua returns to prominence with My New Old Friend (Cryptogramophone 122). He sticks to piano here and is joined by his friends referred to in the disc’s title, bassist Darek Oles (whose own Crypto release is fine) and the estimable Peter Erskine on drums. It’s certainly understated stuff, squarely in the post-Bill Evans continuum, with great care and attention paid to voicings, colors, and three-part extensions of the tunes’ basic materials. This doesn’t mean, however, that the disc is muted or passionless. Indeed, Pasqua plays in a manner seemingly impervious to second-guessing, as he just gushes mainstream romanticism (though his intros to the standards can occasionally be quite arch and unpredictable). They swing and reharmonize standards like “You Must Believe in Spring” and “All the Things You Are” – which to me are the best places to study Erskine’s nimble playing and Oles’ robust counterpoints (the bassist also solos gorgeously throughout, especially on “Highway 14,” the title track, and “Barcelona”) – and they are effusive on Pasqua’s slightly more populist compositions (i.e. they’re far more straightforward in their lyricism, as on his own twist on the Spanish tinge, “Barcelona”). The surprise tunes are “Wichita Lineman” and Charlie Chaplin’s “Smile.” The result is an unassuming and unpretentious piano trio record, one worth spending some with.
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