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Music Review | Les Primitifs du Futur

Digging in to That Antiquarian Funk

By BEN RATLIFF

The French band Les Primitifs du Futur comes at you with a wink. To call its music cartoonish isn’t so misleading. It incorporates a saw and a theremin; several kinds of extinct romanticism involving the accordion; the sweet, high clank of a xylophone; and a stout alto saxophonist who plays as if he were born in 1900 and scat-sings with a bravado that spills over into comedy. The band was also co-founded 22 years ago by the American expatriate Robert Crumb, who sees the world as a cartoon.

Since the 1980s clever little bands around the world have used this kind of thing — accordions, antiquarian kitsch — sometimes masking middling talent. In the end it hardly matters; nearly any group that chooses to go down that road is destined to remain a curiosity. But Les Primitifs du Futur, who combine French musette with early jazz, chanson, Gypsy swing, polka and a few other elements, are extremely good. This gives them another dimension: modesty.

They’re on a brief American tour in support of a new record (“Tribal Musette,” on Sunnyside), playing folk-festival gigs and little club dates around the country. On Wednesday Les Primitifs, a quintet, came to Barbès, in Brooklyn, and before an audience of about 50, played a two-hour set of mostly original songs with a charm and propulsion and balance of sound that only comes from the most serious, well-practiced bands. The performance wasn’t slapstick or scholarship; it was lovely, and its best humor was a byproduct of good playing.

Dominique Cravic, the band’s de facto leader, strummed swing rhythms on acoustic guitar and sang in a light tenor. Fay Lovsky played a small electric bass and bowed a saw with accurate pitch. Claire Elzière sang chansons with the sweet pessimism that the style requires. Jean-Michel Davis alternated on xylophone, marimba and drums by swiveling among them. In one French ragtime song he finished off xylophone lines with a few tom-tom rumbles.

Daniel Huck, the saxophonist, played light, bunched-up lines redolent of jazz from the early 1930s, and brought its ancient disposition to life. (In a few songs, like “Scattin’ the Blues,” he sang with hyper-syncopation, slicing and dragging the beat.) And Daniel Colin, playing a chromatic button accordion, stayed in the background more than a virtuoso usually does; when he finally had his own unaccompanied solo piece, the waltz “Canal Saint-Martin,” deep with harmony, it was breathtaking.

There was a little outright humor too — a French version of “We’re in the Money” (“Passez la Monnaie”) in which Mr. Huck grew a little unruly with his scatting — and a theremin feature for Ms. Lovsky. Still, the music was performed with care and understanding; laughing was on option, but not the only possible response.

