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Jazz is overrun with nostalgia. Live bands set out to re-create classic combos almost weekly, while new albums mine vintage repertoires in the name of paying tribute. Some of these projects can be revelatory (e.g., Spiritual Unity, Marc Ribot’s recent reworking of Albert Ayler’s music), but most others yield uninspired results (see Wynton Marsalis’s mannered retreads). The latest release by Bay Area clarinetist Ben Goldberg, however, offers an intriguingly subtle spin on the formula.

The Door, the Hat, the Chair, the Fact (Cryptogramophone), Goldberg’s fifth release as a bandleader, honors the late soprano-saxophonist Steve Lacy, though you might not know it without reading the liner notes. There are a few clues: The album’s title comes from a poem by Robert Creeley, Lacy’s sometime collaborator, and the instrumentation (which includes violin) approximates a frontline often employed by the saxist. But Goldberg wasn’t aiming for facsimile. “There was a time when, if I could have, I would have sounded exactly like Steve Lacy,” he admits. “But it became clear that the best way to honor him was to sound like myself.” 
And on The Door, he does just that. The record reveals Goldberg’s aesthetic to be wide-ranging but cohesive: Hard-swinging tracks such as “Song and Dance” complement chamberlike pieces like “F13.” Other performances contain muted Lacy references. “Blinks” was composed by the saxist, but Goldberg’s version emphasizes improvisation over the written theme. “Facts” uses lyrics contributed by the honoree, albeit unknowingly: Goldberg took them from a note Lacy scribbled on a faxed score. “I would play that song with people, and I was always xeroxing that fax,” he says. “It wasn’t until years later that I saw that note for what it was, which is a beautiful poem.” 
Since Goldberg’s homages are so sly, the record’s charms are equally accessible to the neophyte and to the Lacy fan. Interestingly, the clarinetist’s subtlety was influenced by Lacy’s own elliptical methods of obeisance. He cites a 1986 Lacy release, Hocus-Pocus, which contains six dedication pieces; the liner notes mention the honorees, but don’t assign them to specific compositions. “He leaves it up to you to speculate which song goes with which person,” Goldberg explains, “as a part of the joy of participating in that music.” One of the particular joys of The Door is its demonstration that tributes need not be mired in the past. 
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