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Kristjan Jarvi’s Absolute Ensemble, with the electric guitarist Gene Pritsker and the ensemble at Le Poisson Rouge on Thursday night. 
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Music Review | Absolute Ensemble

Improv, Techno-Tricks and a Bach Framework 

By STEVE SMITH

Soon after the conductor Kristjan Jarvi founded the Absolute Ensemble in 1993, it quickly became established as one of New York’s most versatile and important contemporary-classical groups. But Mr. Jarvi’s tastes ran wider still, taking in jazz, rock, hip-hop and various strains of world music; accordingly, the Absolute Ensemble morphed into an electro-acoustic band better suited to expressing his inclusionary aesthetic. When these musicians last played the city in August 2007, their program combined jazz and Arabic styles.

While the group was away on a lengthy European tour the stylish Bleecker Street nightclub Le Poisson Rouge arrived to provide a focal point for musicians and ensembles whose broad tastes and disregard for stylistic boundaries resembled those of Mr. Jarvi. When the Absolute Ensemble performed there for the first time on Thursday night, it felt like a homecoming in more ways than one.

Despite Mr. Jarvi’s loose physicality, it took a while to shake the stiffness out of Josef Zawinul’s bouncy “Harvest,” part of a project the ensemble created with Zawinul, the jazz-fusion keyboardist and composer who died in 2007. When it hit its stride, the group roared like a dedicated jazz-rock big band, with four string players, five winds and two brasses filling in the myriad colors originally provided by Zawinul’s banks of keyboards.

Here and in three more selections from “Absolute Zawinul” — “Update,” “The Great Empire” and “To Cannonball Adderley” — the ensemble benefited from having formidable jazz improvisers like Daniel Schnyder, a saxophonist, and Matt Herskowitz, a pianist, among its members. Zawinul, who had a penchant for flamboyant electric-bass players, would surely have smiled at the fleet, bubbly lines Mat Fieldes provided.

In another recent project, “Absolute Bach Reinvented,” ensemble members based new works on Bach’s keyboard inventions. The guitarist Gene Pritsker’s uneven but audacious “Reinventions” mixed hip-hop turntable scratching (played on a laptop computer), flamboyant tango rhythms, an art-metal guitar solo and occasionally clubfooted beats, yet its Bach-derived framework was always evident. The same was true in Mr. Herskowitz’s episodic “Undertow,” which brought dazzling solos by Vesselin Gellev, a violinist, and Mr. Schnyder.

“Smaller Gates,” “Circuit” and “Lost Illusions 3,” all by Mr. Pritsker, made strikingly idiomatic use of tricks from techno and hip-hop. The multitalented Mr. Pritsker even rapped capably during Chris Porter’s “Mojo,” the first of two encores. Curiously, the arrangement of Falla’s “Ritual Fire Dance” that concluded the evening sounded far less convincing than anything that had come before. 

