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Artist:

Mark Knofler and Emmylou Harris
Album:
All The Road Running 

Year:

2006

OK I missed this one when it came out. But it’s great to discover new music and this one is a beauty ! It should be no surprise Emmylou Harris' angelic voice blends perfectly with the gruff rumble of Mark Knopfler. 

Fittingly, "All the Roadrunning" does not up and shout at you, but comes at you with a quiet confidence. It is flash-free, as understated and tasteful as its participants. No one is showing off here, these are artists plying their craft. And just how good that craft is may sneak up on you.  
The biggest goose bumps come from Knopfler's "If This is Goodbye." It is a stand-alone love song, a seemingly sweet and innocent ballad that could be a lover bidding a tentative farewell when romance ends. The narrator is still in love, you think, his love object ready to walk away. Pretty standard stuff for love songs, particularly of the country variety.  But as Knopfler has explained, that is not the topic. "The famous last words" that "could never tell the story" were inspired not by fading love but by the last phone calls from the World Trade Center left on message machines. In that context, and sung by these artists, it is haunting.

While the CD is excellent, vinyl lovers rejoice that the LP is superb and pressed quietly at RTI.
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Artist:

Alison Krauss and Robert Plant
Album:
Raising Sand 

Year:

2007

The reaction to this album has been quite polarizing. You either love it or hate it. 
"Through the Morning, Through the Night," gets more than an honest reading, the harmony between the two bleeds into one soft cushion that hugs the melody. And is honest and bitterly romantic.

Alison Krauss’ bluegrass fiddle turns into gypsy violin on "Sister Rosetta,'' producing a haunting effect that's rarely heard in this kind of music. 

Beyond that, I've never heard an album where the voices blend so well that it's hard to tell where one stops and the other picks up  - Tom Waits' "Trampled Rose'' is the example of that and the most fascinating and haunting song on the album. 

But it's almost all wonderful and it ends with what sounds very much like a little game being played by Burnett and Krauss in particular. The last number – Your Long Journey, begins with Mike Seeger on autoharp leading into a Doc Watson gospel tune. Seeger discovered Elizabeth Cotten, who was his family's housekeeper, and he was one of the pioneers who convinced record labels to record roots artists, Watson among them. It's also the most Krauss-like _ it's closest to what she does, right down to using a gospel number to close her albums (and her shows.) 

But most of this is totally new territory for both artists. Maybe Krauss should have gone there a decade ago or maybe the timing is perfect. It's one of the few albums that can get away with slow tempos and minor keys on two-thirds of the songs and not sound repetitious or boring.

Sonically its good, though not outstanding – compared to the Shelby Lynne its really dark sounding (probably the producer T-Bone Burnett’s influence as the typical Alison Krauss album is far better recorded in my opinion. The LP is quite warm
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Artist:

Michael Bublé
Album:
Call Me Irresponsible
Year:

2007

Yet another Frank Sinatra crooner; Michael Bublé  has the voice & terchnique to pull this off with verve & style. “Me And Mrs. Jones" which is presented in a more matter-of-fact manner than the hand-wringing original; “Call Me Irresponsible" which is more laid back than the original despite the big band arrangement; to Eric Clapton’s "Wonderful Tonight" becomes a lovely Latin love song with assistance from the great Ivan Lins; and to Willie Nelson whose "Always On My Mind" is a beautiful song which gets the beautiful voice it deserves. A wide variety of sources and styles that Bublé masters and makes his own. 

Two polished diamonds that highlight  Call Me Irresponsible are "Everything" in which all previous influences are absent and “ I'm Your Man." where Bublé emerges as both tender and laid back.

Special mention must go to the arrangements which swing when they need to and modulate for the tender moments such as "Lost." The upbeat arrangements of "It Had Better Be Tonight" (which can only be described as big band Italian salsa) and "Comin' Home Baby" (with its backing vocals from Boyz II Men) are just brilliant. This is a first class production. Go to www.Allmusic.com and check out the credits -http://www.allmusic.com/cg/amg.dll?p=amg&sql=10:wzfyxzq5ldae~T2
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Artist:

Feist
Album:
The Reminder
Year:

2007
Mature, intelligent and instantly accessible, Feist's 50-minute album passes faster than a Ramones record, leaving her fellow quirky female contemporaries - Amos, Bjork, etc. - in her dust. Recorded and wrapped up in seven days in March of 2006 – the moment was captured.
Her songs have layers of depth, her arrangements are surprising and interesting and then there is her voice. Feist manages to have more facinating nuances in her mouth than any other singer I know. And it is not simply the virtuosity displayed by many R&B or Soul singers who seem never to be content just to sing a line but must run it through a version of scales just to impress us with their vocal pyrotechnics. What Feist does is magical. Her voice and phrasing are luscious and fresh.
The highlights of this great album include the opener, 'So Sorry' which is simplistic beauty, which is when Feist is at her best. 'Intuition' is another gorgeous track which has Feist at her best vocally and a haunting guitar playing throughout, to go with her already mysterious voice.

Also available on LP – worth buying.
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Artist:

Herbie Hancock
Album:
River: The Joni Letters
Year:

2007

The key element in Herbie Hancock's band is Wayne Shorter. He plays a big role, and his sensibilities shape the sounds of each song. Dave Holland's bass is excellent, and the drums and guitar don't stand out much. The vocal songs are sung by a variety of fine singers. None of them jazz the songs up too much. Tina Turner may not be recognized as a jazz singer, but she sounds very good. My favorite has to be Corinne Rae Bailey, simply for the sound of her voice. Even though there's no scatting, it's certainly a jazz CD, and Herbie and Wayne make sure of that. They play unobvious notes throughout, and make them go down easy enough. The instrumentals are laid back, but it's deep. "Nefertiti" is an instrumental highlight.

While the album is on the mellow side, as Joni is the showcase and her lyrics, performed by Joni and others, blend perfectly with the savy down tempo playing of the instrumentalists. The instrumental passages and moments are very good. This is mellow jazz, its loose and improvisational with a wee bit of sly Hancock funk, lightly sprinkled throughout. Subtle yet poignant. Sweet yet salty.
Think of this as Miles influenced cool-jazz, filtered thru 70s era Joni Mitchell, with the jazz being a bit more experimental & low key in some sections. As jazzy and loose as this album is, it still has a good amount of style, rhythm & melody throughout.  The LP is hard to find but worth the search.
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Artist:

Pink Martini

Album:
Hey Eugene !
Year:

2007

This dazzling 15-piece ensemble are led by pianist Thomas Lauderdale and fronted by vocalist China Forbes. Their rich musical journeys carry listeners everywhere from a ballroom in Havana to a cabaret in Paris. This set includes a number in Japanese and another in Arabic. With their strings, horns, and sultry rhythms, Pink Martini find the common denominator in their varied taste of music from all around the globe.
Pink Martini's third venture continues their unique musical cocktail. Take 15 outstanding musicians, throw in a dash or two of additional orchestras, marching bands, and high school choirs; choose a remarkably diverse spectrum of musical genres; pour in lots of intelligence and wit. Shake and be stirred!
Good to dance to, clean house to or just lighten up your mood. Besides this, their talent, especially vocalist China Forbes, Piano and artistic director Thomas Lauderdale and Gavin Bondy on the trumpet is stunning. The rest of the band is top notch too including a rocking percussion section. This CD is as well produced as all their work, great depth of soundstage and variety of musical styles. If you don't already know their work it will knock your socks off. If you do know them is will satisfy your craving for more. Also available on LP, though the quality control is suspect – might not be worth the $$..
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Artist

Bjork, Annie Lennox, KD Lang, Cassandra Wilson et al
Album

Tribute To Joni Mitchell

Year

2007

I have been a huge Joni Mitchell admirer since Blue – which I listened to for many years.

It seems obvious to compare this album to Herbie Hancock’s release "River The Joni Letters". Both are uniformly excellent but the difference is that in the Hancock album you have Hancock unifying the entire experience. This album is very uneven in comparison. There is a vast textural disparity from the smoothness of James Taylor's version of "River" to Bjork's "Boho Dance" cover. So I think the first impulse of many listeners would be to dismiss this album. What a huge mistake that is. The common thread in this album is the incredible dedication of the various performers to honor Joni in their own style. Each performer had a personal relationship with the song they selected to cover and the listening is not easily accessible at first. But each time I play this recording I am fascinated by the depth of the music and arrangements and emotions displayed.

The artists included here are apt by virtue of being a little quirky in their own right. Sufan Stevens, who owes Mitchell a huge debt, daringly turns one of her most popular songs into his own. Bjork's adorably twisted take on "Bojo Dance". Brad Mehldau often includes Mitchell songs in his sets, and Casandra Wilson's understated cover of "For the Roses" is haunting. Prince turns a folk song into electric gospel, and Annie Lennox finds the psychedelia lurking in "Ladies of the Canyon." Emmylou Harris could have written "The Magdelene Laundries," and Elvis Costello's take on "Edith and the Kingpin" makes it seem like it was written for him. K.D. Lang's note-perfect cover of "Help Me" must ride home on some deep, Canadian connection.

I think anyone who is a Joni fan will want to have this CD, just to be reminded that her genius continues to offer fresh inspiration to other artists.
