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Chris Cheek
Keepers Of The Eastern Door
ANALOG TONE FACTORY

★★★★

On this beauteous and deceptively understated 
gem of an album, ever-tasteful saxophon-
ist Chris Cheek makes a gentle-but-firm alli-
ance with another notoriously tasteful musician, 
guitarist Bill Frisell, in clean-tone mode. The 
empathic front line is comfortably enmeshed 
with members of Frisell’s regular bandmate 
coterie, bassist Tony Scherr and drummer Rudy 
Royston. The result is magical, especially given 
the intriguing and sometimes offbeat program 
laid out in Cheek’s originals: a conceptual plan 
rooted in the archival Native American photo-
graphs of Edward Curtis and re-arranged “cov-
ers” from unexpected sources. 

Not many jazz albums can boast versions of 
music by French modernist Olivier Messiaen 
(“O Sacrum Convivium!”) and British Baroque 
master Henry Purcell (“Lost Is My Quiet”), 
but Cheek’s supple conceptual arrangements 
of these pieces respect the sources while fold-
ing them into a jazz-flavored fabric. The Purcell 
piece involves some contrapuntal interplay and 
linear dodge-and-weave between Frisell and 
Cheek. Other covers range from a standard, 
“Smoke Rings,” a playful “On A Clear Day” and 
a breezy-ethereal spin on the Beatles’ “From Me 
To You.”

Cheek’s originals are infectious and beguil-
ing, with sinuous melodies handled by the savory 
duality of guitar/sax texturing: the first sound we 
hear on the opening tune “Kino’s Canoe.” The 
rumble-pulsed title track, inflected by Cheek’s 
interest in Mohawk culture, segues into the bit-
tersweet balladic sigh of the finale, “Go On, 
Dear.” All told, the album is a thing of subtle 
beauty and neo-hip grace.  —Josef Woodard
Keepers Of The Eastern Door: Kino’s Canoe; Smoke Rings; 
O Sacrum Convivium!; On A Clear Day; Lost Is My Quiet; From Me 
To You; Keepers Of The Eastern Door; Go On, Dear; The Garden 
Of Love; Air And Angels; Ecstasy; My Mistresses’ Eyes Are Nothing 
Like The Sun; I’m Not Yours; The Flowers And My Love; Defeated 
By Love; Let Thine Eyes Whisper; Love Is A Fire That Burns Unseen; 
Sadness; Wild Nights. (41:35)
Personnel: Chris Cheek, tenor and soprano saxophone; Bill Frisell, 
guitar; Tony Scherr, bass; Rudy Royston, drums.

Ordering info: analogtonefactory.com

Cyrus Chestnut
Rhythm, Melody 
And Harmony
HIGH NOTE

★★★½
There’s an old British saying, since popularized 
by a paint company, about reliability: that 
someone or something “does what it says on 
the tin.” Cyrus Chestnut’s new album could 
easily adopt the slogan, modified to tight, sharp 
but relaxed rhythm, a palpable love for melody 
and a deep harmonic intelligence. Right back to 
fine Atlantic records like Revelations and Dark 
Before The Dawn, Chestnut has stood up for 

Christoph Irniger Pilgrim
Human Intelligence Live
INTAKT

★★★

It’s hardly news that jazz is a music best experi-
enced live. Swiss tenor saxophonist Christoph 
Irniger clearly embraces this reality, recogniz-
ing what his long-running quintet Pilgrim can 
bring to the stage, where spontaneous deci-
sions about shifting arrangements or even a set 
list can energize and inspire any given perfor-
mance. Human Intelligence Live is the band’s 
second live album among the six records they’ve 
released since 2011, and when you hear them 
navigate the opening of a piece like “Calling 
The Spirits,” feeling out ambiguous terrain and 
trusting in a deep internal rapport, the simul-
taneous excitement and sense of vulnerability 
produces a livewire vibe that can’t be replicated 
in the studio. About 8:40 into the piece, drum-
mer Michael Stulz drops a snare bomb that elic-
its a sudden cry from one of the musicians, a 
pinpoint rupture of its cool vibe.

Balancing previously recorded gems with a 
passel of new tunes, Pilgrim hypercharges the 
contrapuntal sophistication that marks the 
leader’s compositions and arrangements. The 
music occupies a modern mainstream sensi-
bility built upon extended melodies and vol-
atile introspection, where at any moment the 

mainstream values in jazz, and 30 years on he 
has refined them to the nth degree.

Take the opening pair here. “Cured And 
Seasoned” offers jazz that sounds as if it has been 
preserved from the vagaries of fashion weather 
by that paint company’s product. It’s old-fash-
ioned hard-bop with modern materials, suffused 
with post-bop surprise but also an old gospel feel; 
more moving gospel occurs later on with “There 
Is A Fountain.” Often, sitting in a club, one hears 
the intro to “Autumn Leaves” with a faint sigh, 
not from nostalgia, but in fear of another hack-
neyed wander through a fall landscape. And 
what does Cyrus do? He suckers the listener 
with the cliché (the old chestnut, you might say) 
before swirling off into a dance that will con-
vince you autumn is the first season of the year. 
“Ami’s Dance” and “Twinkle Tones” confirm 
Gerald Cannon’s importance to the group, and 
Chris Beck’s, while “Song For The Andes” shows 
that far from being a plus-one Stacy Dillard is 
absolutely central to the group sound. 

What it doesn’t say on the tin, it shows on 
the tin. Cyrus’ smile on the cover is the clinch-
er. This is a man who loves the music immoder-
ately, and it spills out of him. —Brian Morton

Rhythm, Melody And Harmony: Cured And Seasoned; 
Autumn Leaves; Ami’s Dance; Prelude For George; Twinkle Tones; 
Song For The Andes; Big Foot; Moonlight In Vermont.
Personnel: Cyrus Chestnut, piano; Stacy Dillard, soprano saxo-
phone; Gerald Cannon, bass; Chris Beck, drums

Ordering info: jazzdepot.com

music can erupt only to rediscover its equanim-
ity without a hiccup. Stulz and bassist Raffaele 
Bossard routinely shake up the poised lines of 
Irniger, guitarist Dave Gisler and pianist Stefan 
Aeby, injecting tension and conflict within lines 
that are otherwise marked by cool, controlled 
repose. Irniger is a traditionalist with a contem-
porary flair, trusting in the interactivity of his 
crack ensemble to elevate the music into rar-
efied terrain.  —Peter Margasak
Human Intelligence Live: Hendrix; Calling The Spirits; Secret 
Level; Human Intelligence (Interlude); Seven Down Eight Up; The 
Kraken; Human Intelligence; Emergency Exit; Back In The Game. 
(64:46) 
Personnel: Christoph Irniger, tenor saxophone; Stefan Aeby, pia-
no; Dave Gisler, guitar; Raffaele Bossard, bass; Michael Stulz, drums. 

Ordering info: intaktrec.ch
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