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NO ONE CAN accuse Ben Goldberg of hiding in the shadows. It's true that the Berkeley-based clarinetist, a creative force in jazz and improvised music for more than two decades, has often flown under the mainstream radar, ridiculously undetected by major clubs, festivals and the jazz press.

But over the past year or so, he's been impossible to ignore, as a series of collaborations have put him smack-dab in the center of several of the scene's most fertile musical ensembles.

While he didn't perform with his own band at the just-concluded San Francisco Jazz Festival, Goldberg was a key participant in two remarkable performances, providing thick, sure-footed lines with guitarist Nels Cline's "New Monastery" project exploring the music of Andrew Hill, while perfectly balancing earthy textures and questing grooves with pianist/composer Myra Melford, who has called the clarinetist "one of the musicians I most look forward to working with."

Goldberg performs at Yoshi's on Monday, celebrating the release of his revelatory new album, "the door, the hat, the chair, the fact," (Cryptogramophone), featuring Tin Hat violinist Carla Kihlstedt, tenor saxophonist Rod Sudduth, bassist Devin Hoff and drummer Ches Smith (the same cast who'll join him at Yoshi's, plus special guest Smith Dobson Jr. on vibes). The music was inspired by his relationship with the great soprano saxophonist and composer Steve Lacy, a long-distance mentor who died in 2004.

While marked by a sense of loss, the music is full of irrepressible vitality, particularly when Goldberg, Kihlstedt and Sudduth play twisting parallel lines that diverge, tease and merge. He wrote the tunes after hearing that Lacy was suffering from cancer, and the music is an interrogation of Lacy's impact on Golberg's own feelings and ideas about music and life.

"I think it was a very useful question: What have I learned from Lacy?" Goldberg said in a recent conversation. "What is it about the music that I make that has a relationship to Lacy's music? Because his music is so important to me, not really on the level of style, though I'm crazy about his style, but when I hear his music it always sounds like it's illuminating something fundamental about music, or really about life. As soon as I hear him, I feel he's clarifying everything."

In addition to his work with Tin Hat (formerly Tin Hat Trio, which now operates on varying occasions as a quartet or quintet), Goldberg performs widely with Plays Monk, a cooperative trio featuring bassist Devin Hoff and Scott Amendola focusing on compositions by Thelonious Monk. It's no coincidence that Lacy formed the first group dedicated exclusively to exploring Monk's brilliant, knotty tunes. In much the same way that Lacy developed his own sensibility through his investigation of Monk's, Goldberg has become an indispensably idiosyncratic voice through his ongoing engagement with Lacy.

"If you listen to Monk, you can hear James P. Johnson," Goldberg said, referring to the great Harlem stride pianist. "Monk needed to find out something about Johnson, and yet he ended up being Thelonious Monk. Lacy needed to find out something about Monk and Louis Armstrong, and he couldn't help but be Steve Lacy. There was a time when I wished I could be Steve Lacy, but I couldn't. So whatever it is that I do, it's like I was pulled in a certain direction toward something that for me was embodied in Lacy's music. And now I am where I am."
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