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“Acoustic guitarist Mike Dowling and multi-instrumentalist Randy Sabien
certainly know their way around a fretboard. This wonderful live recording,
made at Fort Atkinson, Wisconsin's venerable Cafe Carpe, showcases the
duo's digital dexterity, their warped sense of musical humor, and a stubborn
rcfusal to be typecast stylistically. Few acoustic duos would attempt to cover
Fats Waller and The Delmore Brothers on the same disc, but Dowling and
Sabien not only do that, but throw in Ralph Stanley, Willie Dixon and Chuck
Berry for good measure. Highlights include Dowling's Hot Club of France-
influenced instrumental “Carpology”, a slyly funky rendition of Dixon's
“Dead Presidents”, and an athletic version of Berry's “Jaguar and
Thunderbird" that the duo turns into a singalong. Sabien proves himself to be
the consummate accompanist, playing fiddle, mandolin, and eight-string guitar
which jell with Dowling's warm lead vocals and arsenal of guitar stylings to

produce an unusually entertaining live recording. Recommended.”
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Fiddling
with form

Jazz violinist Randy
Sabien recalls
spirit of true improv

By Howard Reich
TRIBUNE ARTS CRITIC

hough it’s a pity that the

jazz violinist has become

an endangered species, at

least a few brave souls

still try to carry forth the
tradition. )

Few do so with more conviction
than Randy Sabien, the young
Wisconsin jazz fiddler who played
a rare Chicago show over the
weekend at the Bop Shop, on West
Division Street. If Sabien’s
beguiling first set on Friday
evening didn’t break new musical
ground, it nevertheless evoked the
great heyday of the jazz violin, in
the middle third of this century.

By any measure, Sabien is an
unusual artist in that he brings
a classical technique to the art of
jazz fiddling. Listen closely to his
great cascades of notes, and you
will hear the grand arpeggios,
broken octaves, double-stops, trills
and tremolos that have marked
classical violin playing since the
solo works of J.S. Bach.

But that’s just the starting point
for Sabien's art, which also bris-
tles with the spirit of bona fide
jazz improvisation. Though there’s
no shortage of schmaltz fiddlers
whose syrupy phrasings sadly
pass for jazz improv, Sabien offers
the real thing. Rather than simply
embellish a tune, he reconceives
it, building and developing
intriguing new musical motifs
along the way.

He also brings to bear a free-
wheeling rhythmic spirit one
associates with the best bluegrass
music, and even an element of
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Randy Sabien evokes the heyday of jazz violin—the middle third of
this century—with his performance Friday at Chicago’s Bop Shop.

Jazz review

country-folk playing, with its
catchy tunes and straightforward
harmonies.

Together, these disparate musi-
cal elements form a mosi engag-
ing style, if not a particularly
adventurous one. Yes, Sabien
sometimes will spice a solo with
bursts of dissonance and novel.
top-register sound effects, but for
the most part, his is a conserva-
tive and easygoing musical lan-
guage.

Even so, his playing on Friday
night couldn’t help but bring a
smile to virtually every face in
the room. The joyous spirit and
viola-like lone he produced in an
up-tempo blues tune, the Bach-
meets-Gershwin sensibility he
expressed in “‘Summertime” (with
witty quotations from “Caravan’)
and the sleek, Claude Bolling-like
harmonies he articulated in an
original tune. "J.D. Meets the
Rhythm Section.” proved difficult
to resist.

For the most part, Sabien's

band matched the high spirits and
unpretentiousness of his playing.
Keyboardist Dan Kleiman played
exceptionally well, the digital vir-
tuosity and perpetual creativity of
his soles rendering him a de facto
co-leader of this group. Guitarist
Jim Ouska and bassist Peter Huf-
faker played solidly, though drum-
mer Dave Richeson tended to bash
his drums, thereby destroying a
sense of rhythmic swing.

Generally speaking, however,
these players followed Sabien’s
lead, together representing about
as joyous and optimistic a jazz
unit as one might hope to hear. If
the ensemble sometimes pushed
volume levels a bit high, if
Sabien’s overamplified fiddle often
robbed his tone of distinction and
character, these were easily cor:
rectable minor flaws.

More important, Sabien reaf-
firmed that the jazz violin
remains a worthy musical idiom
capable of inspiring an audience
even in the high-tech ’90s. With a
greater sense of experimentation
and adventure, he could emerge
as one of the more distinctive
voices in jazz.




“Paintin’ the Canvas”
Reviews...

“A powerfully swung double-CD trip through jazz blues.
Gershwin, calypso, originals are all treated with
Sabien’s trenchant, bluesy approach.”

Stacy Phillips-STRINGS magazine
On Record - A Survey of Jazz on CD, July 1998

“It's been a long while since I've put on a CD that caused me to bob my
head AND tap my toes during the first minute of the first song.”

June Lehman-downbeat correspondent
Milwaukee Sentinel, January 1995

“Randy Sabien is guaranteed an annual concert at Lake Superior Big Top
Chautauqua for as long as he wants...Top shelf musicians always follow
Randy up the hill...Randy’s talent as a sideman is widely talked about
in musicians dressing rooms...possesses an honesty and unselfishness
that is most refreshing in this ‘Me, Me, Me’ music business.”

Warren Nelson-Artisic Director
WI-PR’s Tent Show Radio/Big Top Chautauqua, January 1995

“TECHNICOLOR!...Sabien is in peak form, tearing off the
trippiest solos of his career, melting jazz, blues and
exotic rhythms into a refined fury of pure fun.”

John Noyd-Night Sights and Sounds Magazine
February 1995

“ENRAPTURING!...the high energy of the players swept up the crowd,
pulled them to the edge of their seats and into the aisles!”

David Hopkins-Chequamegon Review
Paintin’ the Canvas concert review, August 1994




Upon Release of Randy’s First Album
on Flying Fish Records...

Sabien, in his mid-twenties, offers perhaps the most expressive lyrical
style among the younger violinists and his music is readily accessible.

Showing technical dexterity and sentient depth, the Wisconsin-based violinist
evokes pleasing tone and keen phrasing in courteous respect to Stephane
Grappelli. Sabien’s quintet, plus Chicago fiddler John Frigo on two cuts,
displays clan for the five Sabicn songs and two traditional tunes. Album
highlights include the lovingly bowed melody of Sunday Song and the group’s
wonderful swing in the could-have-been-musty Greenslecves.
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A swinging and technically impeccable heir to the tradition
of Venuti, Grappelli, and Stuff Smith.

[FIRIE
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Mainstream jazz with interesting tributaries. Violinist Sabien chaired the
string department at the Berkiee College of Music in Boston when he was
only 21. You expect a lot from someone with credentials like that. Sabien
delivers. The most accessible cuts are a kaleidoscopic nine-minute treat-
ment of Greensleeves and a foot-stomping arrangement of Swing Low.

Jazz violinists - a rarefied group - usually draw from one of two tradi-
tions. There is the classical influence as demonstrated by such
players as Stephane Grappelli and Michal Urbaniak, and the
bluegrass influence heard in David Grisman’s group. The best of
both can be found in the superb Randy Sabien. On this recording

debut, he combines classical technique and folk energy in a pro-
~gram that’s still strictly jazz.
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T - Tech
Au - Audience

C — Communication
Atd - Attitude

Criteria:

Rankings:

M - Marketing Out - Outreach

Con — Program Content

4 = Outstanding; 3 = Professional; 2 = Some improvement needed ; 1 = Unacceptable

RANDY SABIEN AND THE FIDDLEHEAD BAND (SRO Artists) 02E F
Univ. of Wisconsin - Rock County Performing Arts Series (Janesville, WI)/
Kirk Denmark Theatre (Indoor Theatre/225 seats): February 7, 2002 (1
perf/70 attendance)

Christina Hendricks, Performing Arts Series Committee (608/758-6516)
C:- T:- M:3 Out:- Atd:4 Au:3 Con:4
Comments: I'm not sure why attendance was lower than expected - the
show was so great, thougl, that next time we have this performer, people
will tell their friends and I expect higher attendance.

Was this intended to challenge your audience? Somewhat

How satisfied were you with attendance? Somewhat

RANDY SABIEN AND HIS FIDDLEHEAD BAND (SRO Artists) 02F
Wildwood Artist Series (Stillwater, MN)/Chautauqua Fine Arts Center
(Proscenium/450 seats): February 1, 2002 (1 perf/310 attendance)

Ellie Bruner, President (651/426-3640)

C:4 T:4 M:3 Out:4 Atd:4 Au:l Con:4
Comments: Randy Sabien & his Fiddlehead Band gave an outstanding
performance. An extremely talented musician, Randy can make his fiddle
do anything. The interaction between the musicians during the improv
sections was incredible. Randy’s stage presence was engaging - he drew
the audience in. The audience thoroughly enjoyed the performance and are
asking when we will invite Randy back to play for us again. Randy
provided us with an outline of what he hoped to accomplish in his
residency. This information was also available on the SRO website.

Was this intended to challenge your audience? Somewhat

How satisfied were you with attendance? Somewhat

RANDY SABIEN TRIO (SRO Atrtists)

WIUM/WIUW-FM (Macomb, [L)/Hainline Theater (Proscenium/500 seats)
14-Apr-00 (2 pert/ attendance)

Jeff Holtz, Music Director (309/298-1873)

C:4T:4 M:3 Out:4 Atd:4 Au:d Con:4

Comments: Both the master class and the concert were exceptional.
Randy and his group showed immense talent and style and were very

casy to work with. Our recording (for later broadcast) came out

extremcly well, and the group was great to listen to. One of the most
enthusiastic audiences we have ever had.

Was this presentation meant to challenge your audience? Very much
ow satisfied were you with the number of people who attended? Very much

RANDY SABIEN & THE FIDDLEHEAD BLUES BAND (SRO Artists)
Saint John's University (Collegeville, MN)/Stephen B. Humphrey
(Proscenium/520 scats)

16-Sep-98 (1 perf/274 attendance)

Anna M. Thompson, Exccutive Director Fine Arts Programming
(320/363-5030)

C:4 T:4 M:4 Out:4 Atd:4 Au:3 Con:4

Comments: Randy is a wonderful jazz player, musician and clinician.

He did a 90 minute master class for the university jazz ensemble on
improvisation that our students thoroughly enjoyed - as did the faculty.
His performance in the evening was HO'T' - he loves what he does and

it showed throughout the performance. The audience, though not sold

out was a good housc for us as we are still building our jazz audience.

We have already asked Randy to return in the spring for our annual
Swayed Pinc Festival (outdoors fiddling, etc.)

Was the presentation meant to challenge your audience? Somewhat
How satisficd were you with the number of people who attended? Very much

RANDY SABIEN (SRO Artists) Discipline: Instrumental Music

Quad City Arts (Rock Island, [L)/Quad City ArtsCenter (Gallery/100 scats)
January 27-February 9, 1997 (I perf/ attendance)

Holly Richard. Director (309/793-1213)

C:4 T:3 M:3 Out:4 Atd:4 Au:- Con:3

Comments: Peoplc of all ages enjoyed Randy Sabien's down-to-carth style,
catchy rhythms and the friendly patter between him and Mike Dowling.
Toes were tapping in the audience and every site was amazed at their
proficiency on so many instruments. Nearly 120 pcople enjoyed the chance
10 hear Randy at the ArtsCenter and the local jazz musicians who joined him
for the concert appreciated the chance to work with someone of his caliber
and experience.

Was this intended to challenge your audience? Somewhat

How satisfied were you with attendance? Somewhat

RANDY SABIEN (SRO Artists) 02H

Quad City Arts (Rock Island, IL)/Quad City ArntsCenter (Gallery/100
seats): January 27-February 9, 1997 (1 perf)

Holly Richard, Director (309/793-1213)

C:4 T:3 M:3 Out:4 Atd:4 Au:- Con:3
Comments: People of all ages enjoyed Randy Sabien's down-to-carth
style, caichy rhythms and the friendly patter between him and Mike
Dowling. Toes were tapping in the audience and everyone was amazed ay
their proficiency on so many instruments. Nearly 120 people enjoyed the
chance to hear Randy at the ArtsCenter and the local Jazz musicians who
joined him for the concert appreciated the chance (o work with someone of
his caliber and experience. ‘

RANDY SABIEN (SRO Artists) 02F
Lakeland College (Sheboygan, WI)/Bradley Auditorivm (500 scats): April 27.

1996 (1 perf)
Jon Meyer, Chatr, Fine Arts Scries (414/565-1301)
C:4 T:4 M:4 Out:4 Atd:4 Au:- Con:4

Comments: Randy Sabicn is a fine pecformer and educator. The audience loved
his presentation and learned much about the capabilities of the jazz violin. His
performance generated a lot of discussion among our students afterward. Positive
audience feedback from our subscribers.

Was this presentation meant to challenge your audience? Somewhat

RANDY SABIEN (SRO Artists) 02G

Red Bamm Summer Music Festival (Decorah, 1A)Ashmore-Jewell Barn at the
Decorah Farm Park (Bam/300 scats): June 29, 1996 (1 perf)

Kristin Kuhlman Smith, Summer Intern (319/382-1291)

C4 T:4 M:3 Out:- Atd:4 Au:- Con:4
Comments: Randy again did another fabulous performance for us. Heis a
consummate musician and a performer who communicates extremely well. [t was
a wonderful experience for me as a first-time presenter to work with him,

Was this presentation meant to challenge your audience? Somewhat

RANDY SABIEN (SRO Artists) 02G

University of Wisconsin-Eau Clairc (Eau Claice, WI)/Schoficld Auditorium
(Proscenium/400 seats): August 5. 1996 (1 perf)

Paula Stuetigen, Coor., Student Activities (715/836-4803)

C:4 T:4 M4 Out:- Atd:i4 ° Aug:- Con:d
Comments: Randy Sabicen is a phenomenal musician whose adiste integrity s
highly appreciated by our audience.

Was this presentation meant to challenge your audience? Somewhal
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RANDY SABIEN (SRO Artists) 02F ’ HENRY BUTLER and RANDY SABIEN with FIDDLEHEAD BAND (SRO
Pabst Theater (Milwaukee, WI)/Pabst Theater (Proscerium/1,400 seals): jancary Artists) 02F
21,1995 (1 perd) Krannen Center for the Performing Ans (Urbana, IL)/Foellinger Great Hall
Phil Procier, Exccutive Director (4 14/286-3665) (Proscenium/1, 776 seats): July 8, 1994 (1 perf/604 atiendance)
C:3 T:3 M2 Qut:- Atd:4 Au:- Consd Terreace D. Jones, Dircctor (217/333-6700)
Comments: Thisisan cxceptional tlent with a great future ahead of him. The C:d T:4 M:3 Qut:- Atd:4  Au2 Con:4

audicnce was wowed. Comments: An evening of diverse jazz styles entertained a small, but enthusiastic,

audicnce. Both antisis were cxremely cooperative and professional.
RANDY SABIEN (SRO Artists) 02F Was this presentation meant to challenge your audience? Very liltle
West High Scheo! and Rose Gien Elementary (Waskesha, WI/West Aucitorium How satisfied were you with the number of people who attended? Somewhat
(499 seats): January 23 and 24, 1995 (2 perfs)
Carl Welle (414/524-6700 ext. 550)

C:4 T:4 M4 Outd  Atdid Aue- Con:4
Comments: Randy was very good at djsccrv{ing the lcv.cl grachicvcm.cm.o( cach RANDY SABIEN (SRO Artists) 02F . . )
group of students that he worked with. He did a fantastic Jjob of teaching improv Fricnds of the Orchestra (Zanesvitle, OH)/Zancsville High School (1,200 seats):

and jazz as well 2s a super job in motivating studenis. He also was very good in

May 24, 1994 (1
his presentation 1o the 2udience. May 94 (1 perf)

Renee Show, Strings Dircclor (614/453-1925)

Was this presentation meant to challenge your audience? Very much C:4 T:4 M:4 Out:4  Atd:4d  Au:- Con:4 '
Comments: Randy is superb, both as an artist and as a person, .This_ was his
RANDY SABIEN (SRO Artists) 02F sccond residency concert in our schools. He is remarkable in his ability to tcach
University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire (Eau Claire, WI'Central Cainpus Maii jazz as well as 1o perform in this style. His new albums have added music o the
(Outdoor/300 seats): June 19, 1995 (1 perf) possibilitics for performance on the violin. ) L
Paula Snettgen, Summer Session Programs Coordinator (715/836-4833) Was this presentation meant to challenge your audience? Somewhat

C3 T3 M3 Out:-  Atd:4  Au-  Con:d
Comments: Sabicn is an outstanding performer in terms of vistuosity and tem-

perament. He matches his performance recisely to the nature of cach individ "
audience, Pe preely ach individual RANDY SABIEN (SRO Artists) 02F

E North (Duluth, /Marshall Performing Arts Center (600 szals): August
RANDY SABIEN (SRO Artists) 02F vents North (Duluth, MN)

. . . : - . . 25,1994 (1 perf)
Wisconsin Union Direciorate (Madison, Wh/Memorial Union Terrace (Outdoor/ Steve Grazier, President (218/726-8564)

3.500 scats): July 14,1995 (1 perf) C:4 T4 M:d Out:4  Atd:4 Au:- Con:4
Rachel Schripsema, Behind the Beat Coordinator (608/262-0527) Comments: What a fantastic band! Randy put together a top-notch group,
C:4 T:4 M:d Out:- Atdid Auc. Con:4 especially with Dan Richards and Clyde. This group and Randy are first class
Comments: Despite high heat and humidity, the show went really well. The performers and individuals. It was a true joy to hear them perform and to work
group wisely chose 10 move off the stage and inlo the shade. Even withoui the * with them as well. Thanks very much.

cxpected sound system, cverything was greal. Possibly better due to an increased Was this presentation meant to challenge your audience? Somewhat
intimacy with the audience.

Vas this presentation meaat to challenge your audience? Somewhat

RANDY SABIEN (SRO Artists) 02F

RANDY SABIEN (SRO Artists) 02G Elkhan Centra) High School Chamber and Symphony Orchesim (Elkhare, INY

Central Wisconsin Symphony Orchestra {Stevens Point, WI)/Seniry Theater Elkhast Central High School (Auditoriem/950 scats): Jeruary 12, 1995 (1 perf)
(Prosceniun/689 seats): April 29 and 30, 1995 (2 perfs) Leslie A. Keeslar, Orchestsa Disccior (219/295-4743)

Jodi Engum Kryshak, General Manager (715/345-2976) C:4 T4 M4 Owt:3 Atd:r Aus- Cond

C4 T:4 M:4 Qut:4 Atd:4 Au:- Con:4

Comments: Randy Szbica is simply fantastic..-He had a terrific format in his
presentation at the workshops. [ wzs amaxed at his ability 10 make exeryone fecl
atcase. Hekept everyone's attention and had siudeats, icachess, and audicnce
theilled 10 learn and hear jazz violin. Randy's exciiement aad enthusiasm gavea
hig positive boost 1o our program,

Yas this presentation meant to challenge your audience? Very much

Comments: This juzz violinist is a treat for everyone: artist management, conduc-
tor. orchestra, audicnce and toos of schoo! kids who loved him as well. The
audience just loved his ability to communicate with them: he bridges the gap
between performer and spectator with his anecdotes about the music,

Was this presentation meant 1o challenge your andience? Not at all




