Monnette Sudler – ‘Where Have All the Legends Gone’

When Monnette Sudler recorded her first album ‘Meeting of the Spirits’ for the French label Isma’a in 2005, it had been thirty years since her first three albums as a leader on a different European label, Steeplechase.

During this long period, the only news she had given admirers of her art was a handful of poorly distributed records. Yet Monnette had carried on playing on the dynamic Philadelphia scene, where she’d been working since the beginning of the 1970s, making frequent trips to New York. She worked with Sam Rivers, Hugh Masekela and Sunny Murray, playing everything from bop to funk and free jazz.

When the Vienna Jazz Festival asked her to come and play a concert in July 2008, it was just too good an opportunity to get her back in the studio. A band was quickly put together and two days after her concert Monnette arrived at the studio in Meudon, near Paris, for an intensive day-long recording session.

Two drummers were there to take turns accompanying her depending on the track. The legendary John Betsch, a stalwart of the Paris scene and a loyal member of the Heavenly Sweetness family (have a listen to his classic album ‘Earth Blossom, re-released by the label), and the talented young Arnaud Biscay, whose first recording session this was.

Peter Giron, another expatriate New Yorker and John Betsch’s partner in several groups (including the Rongetz Foundation, also on Heavenly Sweetness), brought his funky rounded bass lines to the party.

The rhythm session was completed by the subtle and soulful violinist Arthur Simonini, who plays with Arnaud Biscay in the Afro-funk band Bibi Tanga & the Selentites, and the extraordinary vibraphone player David Neerman and his psychedelic effects.

The repertoire, chosen that morning, is a mix of covers and original songs, taking in the whole spectrum of Great Black Music. Jazz classics from the end of the 60s like ‘Equipoise’ by Stanley Cowell and ‘Infant Eyes’ by Wayne Shorter rub shoulders with ‘Use Me’ by soul man Bill Withers and Monnette Sudler’s own folk and blues-tinged compositions. There is also a tangible jazz influence with Monnette Sudler’s bewitching sanza-playing on ‘Baby Erik’ and ‘Caminey’, a piece of pure improvisation with Arnaud Biscay and Peter Giron.

As with everything Heavenly Sweetness produces, the tracks were recorded in just one or two takes, unrehearsed, so as to capture the Truth of the Moment, the fruit of a meeting of musicians most of whom were playing together for the very first time.

