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The violinist Jenny Scheinman is full of playful ideas, and they’re never obscure. The company she keeps in New York circles has made her a jazz musician by extension; she is a soulful, generous improviser and a quick study. But the foundation of her work generally is the strict order of folk music, from around the world and across the last century.
So it was something new to see her at the Jazz Standard in Manhattan for a short run last week in a trio with the pianist Jason Moran and the drummer Paul Motian, jazz musicians whose playing really is expressive in a spilling-over-the-edges way, full of little arguments against harmony and time. One could imagine the combination going one of two ways. Either they would meet on the neutral ground of standards — which are sort of the folk material of jazz — and warp them somehow, with Ms. Scheinman becoming more dynamic and abstract. Or the two jazz players would come more than halfway to the narrative plain-spokenness of her music.

Friday’s early set was more the latter, and it felt muted. Mr. Motian and Mr. Moran aren’t really musicians for hire; you want to hear their full idiosyncratic musicality. So while Mr. Moran accurately sketched out the shapes of Ms. Scheinman’s tunes — a folk song, a bolero-type ballad, a near-lullaby, a calypso — the physicality of his playing mostly hid out, and likewise the time-stretching hesitations and surges of Mr. Motian’s playing also felt reduced in the service of a clear rhythm. These tunes have very little guile, and that’s part of their charm: to guile them up would be to rethink them completely.

Here and there, though, the trio caught on to something good. “Fiasco,” by Mr. Motian, began with just violin and drums, lining out the spiky melody, and grew into an agitated free duet between piano and drums. It was the set’s third song, and finally we were hearing Mr. Motian do what he does, yet it still sounded tentative. More to the point was a mournful, droney piece by Ms. Scheinman. The individual notes of her playing have weight: she can extend a long note in a way that brings out its density and vibration. And her rhythm is exact enough that when the three musicians began to improvise together, she found her way to a clean, strong groove right in between the repeating figures of piano and drums. It all felt heady, but not too busy. It was thoughtful moderation, and the whole set illustrated how hard that can be to attain. 
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