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Ensemble charms with 'Frenchness'
Friday, April 30, 2010 12:33 AM
By Curtis Schieber
FOR THE COLUMBUS DISPATCH 


Traditional and swing jazz, gypsy and polka music, blues tunes and Latin rhythms all figured into an exquisite if at times understated set performed by Les Primitifs du Futur in the Wexner Center's Performance Space last night.

The mix ably represented the cultural gumbo that made the French cafe music of the past mid-century the original world music.

But there was no mistaking its Frenchness last night - from the lyrics to instrumentation, the easy-going melodies to the sensual and organic improvisation that, unlike jazz, merely adorned each selection.

The American tradition at its roots gives the group's recordings tantalizing twists. An ensemble inspired by the classic French musette tradition, Les Primitifs was co-founded by eccentric cartoonist R. Crumb, a fan of arcane American roots music now living a secluded life in France.

Live, and unsurprisingly touring without Crumb, the band tended to mute its sources. An Ellington tune, for instance, brought out the Django Reinhardt in guitarist Dominique Cravic last night; Desaccord Manouche got the gypsy thing but rode on an accordion solo that varied from popping single note runs to rich, French cafe-evoking chords.

Scatting The Blues found saxophonist Daniel Huck scatting the familiar nonsense syllables, but leaving the listener to decide whether the jazz vocal style exists somewhere outside standard English or if Huck's inflection made the sounds "French."

Regardless, it was all quite charming.

An airy ballad style made one tune colorfully evocative; the rounded rumba beat of Kid Chocolat filled in some of the blanks in its story of a Cuban boxer left out for the French-impaired.

Jean-Michel Davis' features on xylophone were both evocative and formally solid; accordionist Daniel Colin, always impressive during solos, was the band's heart and soul throughout.

The evening was sprinkled with a handful of exotic touches-bassist Fay Lovsky played a bowed saw on one tune that was not only bittersweet but dazzling in its intonation.

But it was the group's solid musicality - and its Frenchness - that made it memorable.
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