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Nobody reading this needs a reminder that there are scads of talented musicians
populating the hidden corners and sub-basements of American music. One of the
pleasures of reviewing records is bringing some of these good folks to wider
attention. Dave “Knife” Fabris is a name that very few folks may recognize for his
appearance on several albums released by pianist and mentor Ran Blake on Hatology
and Soul Note. But as a player and arranger of surprisingly wide repertoire, he’s
overdue some acclaim.

Like a lot of the most interesting guitarists out there, Fabris is unafraid of synthesizing
his instrumental passions, regardless of whether these map easily onto some version
of “jazz.” This translates into every one of these performances, ranging from solo
pieces to mid-size ensemble rave-ups, culled from a series of dates recorded in New
York City, Brookline, Massachusetts, and a live shot in Vilnius, Lithuania (some
materials from this last date were also documented on the NoBusiness record Vilnius
Noir). If you wanted to get a nice distillation of his musical sensibility, you could do
worse than play the concluding track. It’s a tasty slide version of “Mood Indigo,”
where he and Blake trade arch-melody fragments offset by juicy blues figures. (Fabris
also deploys the slide on the opening Astor Piazzolla track “Michelangelo,” which
spotlights his bright tone, assured technique and musical exuberance.)

Fabris’ interactions with Blake are some of the highlights here: the dark, billowing
piano on Prokofiev’s “Scythian Suite” are compelling when juxtaposed with Fabris’
pumped-up, horn-heavy arrangement. (His own gnarly distortion stands out, too, as
he navigates the snaking lines expertly, and guides the ensemble from the raucous
drama to its gentle conclusion). They duet gorgeously on Abbey Lincoln’s “Down Here
Below,” and Blake’s piano contributes inestimably to the slinky, Lounge Lizards-y
reading of Mingus’ “Haitian Fight Song,” merged with “Merci Bon Dieu” in a slightly
uneasy, haunted setting. Blake is also given space for a solo piece, “Horace is Blue,”
followed by a lush solo guitar reading of Bill Evans’ “Very Early.”

Fabris also turns in a nice solo reading of Hendrix’s “Angel,” but he’s mostly
concerned with group expression in the context of this fabulously unpredictable
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repertoire. With the sweet reading of Ives’ “Gyp the Blood or Hearst, Which Is Worst?”
one thinks he’s got something of the catholic sensibilities of John Zorn (whose Naked
City once infamously “covered” Ives). And something of that ensemble’s exuberance
is invoked on the thudding performance of Khatchaturian’s “Sabre Dance.” But it’s
Fabris’ own orientation to rhythmic propulsion that connects these idioms and
instrumentations, from his own “Nightcrawler” (where his tense, taut guitar insinuates
itself in Blake’s spooky organ) to the spare reading of Ornette Coleman’s “Sadness”
(where Fabris’ gorgeous sustain complements James Merenda’s alto), or the trio of
pieces by the Argentinian composer Alberto Ginastera, whose rhythmic propulsion
and arresting use of shifts in register Fabris effectively marries with rock dynamics.
These details and suggestive combinations typify a recording that deserves wide
attention. It’s creative, unpredictable, and winningly heart-on-sleeve.

Jason Bivins
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