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Violinist Jenny Scheinman is part of guitarist Bill Frisell’s cohort, and if she’s unclassifiable, it’s in a Bill Frisell sort of way. Her 12 Songs includes folk-like tunes set adrift on spacy explorations, usually with an intimate, chamber-jazz feel. In fact, with the little 3/4 ditty "Satellite," which starts out as a dance between fiddle and piano, you could make that chamber the front parlor, like something out of Ken Burns’s Civil War.

But that’s just one way in which 12 Songs sets up expectations and dashes them. It’s mostly acoustic except for Frisell’s electric guitar, which is heard frequently. The first time I listened to 12 Songs, I thought it sounded too much like a Frisell album, not that that’s a bad thing, just not its own thing. But with each listen, the album became harder to hold onto. The clip-clop beat and languorous minor-key melody of the opening "The Frog Threw His Head Back and Laughed" is Frisell enough, but it’s set apart by Scheinman’s sweet-toned solo. "Song of the Open Road" starts off like "The Daring Young Man on the Flying Trapeze" before going somewhere else entirely. "Moe Hawk" is a fetching two-beat march with cornet and accordion and a touch of Weill in the syncopated melody. Ron Miles’s cornet solo is a highlight — slurs, flutters, and half-valved effects, and various stepwise left turns, feints, and jabs held together with sure melodic logic. Scheinman follows with long-toned bowed double stops, nice and thick, before thinning out to silvery runs and staccato punctuations.

Playing, songwriting, and arranging all set 12 Songs apart. From the spacier middle tracks ("The Bouy [sic] Song" and "She Couldn’t Believe It Was True") Scheinman moves to the Latin dance "Suza" and a lovely calypso duo for violin and the melodica-accordion hybrid called the claviola, buoyant and piping. The final, loping country waltz deserves lyrics. There’s no "swing" in 12 Songs, but jazz fans will probably want to call it their own.
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