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Gwilym Simcock Blues Vignette Basho Music - 2010
Posted by: editoron Tuesday, August 10, 2010 - 09:40 AM

by Mark Hayes

The latest release from the gifted, young pianist Gwilym Simock, Blues Vignette
(Basho 2010), offers a welcome challenge – to listen carefully and not be restricted
by the classifications of genre and style. Purists of one sort or another, who would
define classical or jazz music as confirming to a short list of recognizable traits, will
likely struggle with the over two hours of music on the curiously titled Blues
Vignette, an ambitious double-CD that ranges from solo piano numbers, to a
concerto duet for cello and piano, to the familiar – but fresh-sounding – trio of
piano, bass, and drums. Gwilym Simcock is generous with his surprises.

The first disc seems to offer Simcock in what might be described as a “concert hall”
mode, presenting the pianist alone, working through his ideas and showing his
chops on his instrument or playing thought-composed pieces. Opening with a
lyrical composition, “Little People,” Simock lets everyone know that his European
training can swing as well. This is followed by two pieces in tension with each other,
the serene “Exploration on Movement II of Grieg Piano Concerto” and the familiar
“On Broadway,” which Simcock tears through, even utilizing the wood and metal
guts of the piano for percussive effect. Shifting moods, Simcock then mediates over
the keyboard in three “Improvisations.” Further exploration of the landscape of the
piano happens in the dramatic “Caldera,” a composition which takes its name from
a particularly interesting geologic formation found in volcanic craters. Simcock
finishes his solo work with the dynamic “Jaco and Joe,” a study in left hand and
right hand interplay named with musicians Pastorius and Zawinul in mind, one
assumes. Closing the first half of Blues Vignette is the two part “Suite for Cello and
Piano,” on which Simcock is joined by Cara Berridge, and the music here is
thoughtful in a similar manner to the earlier improvisations.
More suited to jazz fans is the second disc, where bassist Yuri Golubev and
drummer James Madden join Simcock in moving to a jazz trio setting. Always
mindful of the order of songs on Blues Vignette, however, Simcock's “Introduction”
to CD two sounds very “classical” indeed, right down to its bowed bass lines.
“Tundra” is a brisk baroque swinger that could have come straight out of the Brad
Meldau catalog. By the time we settle into the title track, the group is indeed
swinging and moving through the blues in a angular, supple manner without ever
losing its sense of collective groove. Most radio-friendly of the bunch is the cheerful
“Black Coffee,” which finds an irresistible burn thanks to Golubev and Madden.
Simcock's “Longing to Be,” “1981,” and Hamilton's “Cry Me A River” all have their
pleasures, but a highlight of Blues Vignette is certainly the trio's work on
Gershwin's “Nice Work If You Can Get It,” which has as flexible a sense of tempo as
you can imagine but which never stumbles. It is an exciting display of collective
playing.
One can often hear the jazz side of Simcock's musical influences Bill Evans, Keith
Jarrett, and the aforementioned Meldau, but Simcock never seems to copy or resort
to musical cliches. The challenge in encountering Simcock's prodigal talent is to
listen with fresh ears to a full dose of musical ideas that are themselves quite new.
There's not much proper blues on Blues Vignette, of course, but the music is
nevertheless bent in interesting new directions, and Simcock certainly understands
the transformation of the blues: playing about feeling bad in order to feel good.
Come to think of it, with some 130 minutes of music, the release is anything but a
vignette; Simcock must be having a joke at his own expense, and the pianist and
composer is all the more likable for the irony. Confident, smart, ambitious, Blues
Vignette shows a young talent coming fully into his own and points the way for even
better music to come.
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