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Lena Willemark, Per Gudmundsen, and Ale Mdller
are three extraordinarily talented musicians from
Sweden who not only play together as the trio
Frifot, but also each has had a solo career as well.
They are three of their country's greatest purveyors
of "traditional” music as well as being involved in
more innovative and modern musical styles, especially jazz.

Lena Willemark has long been one of my favorite Swedish singers. Several
years ago in 1993 I picked up a CD titledMusic of the Scandinavian
Valleys on the Ocora label. It featured one of my favorite Norwegian
singers, Kirsten Braten-Berg. The recording was a collaboration between
Norwegian musicians Kirsten Braten Berg and Gunnar Substeid and
Swedish musicians Lena Willemark, Per Gudmundsen, and Ale Mdéller. 1
fell in love with it and wanted to find more by all of them. At that time,
Scandinavian music wasn't all that easy to find but I persisted in my
search. (Luckily, this is no longer the case, as the label Northside has
been an outstanding resource for this music). Although Lena is known for
her outstanding contribution to the survival of Swedish traditional singing,
she has also had influences from other musical genres such as jazz. Her
voice can be as sweet as a lullaby but she can also screech and scream
and call the cows home. (Which of course she does, herding calls being a
particular Scandinavian song form. She does a particularly haunting one
on the album, Nordan titled "Vallsvit").

The recording begins with two tunes "Mikkel Per/Kus Erikk". The first half
takes it melody from the Norwegian song "Vesle-Kari Rud" which in the
liner notes says Lena learned from Kirsten Braten-Berg, who is basically
her counterpart in Norway. Lena re-wrote the lyrics based on "some
harmless gossip in Lena's village". After this spirited song, they switch
into a polska, a Swedish turning dance in 3/4 time. (Polskas are in 3/4
time but they are definitely not waltzes, they can be very convoluted
rhythmically and their differences are regional. Lena is from Alvdalen and
her region's music is quite different from say Rattvik or Boda -- yet they
are all polskas). The concert piece on the "enhanced" part of the CD is a
performance of these two tunes and worth seeing for the group's superb
performance. When Lena sings she looks like her voice begins at her toes
and just wells up through her body and comes out her mouth and seeing
Ale Méller play both the mandola and harmonica is quite a sight! Of
course, Per Gudmundsen, one of my all time favorite fiddlers, is no slouch
himself.

One of my favorite tracks on the album is an instrumental titled
"Dubbelpipan” which features Ale Mdller on a "drone pipe" he had made
for him after he had been in Slovakia. Ale started out as a guitar and
trumpet player with a love for American music. He later met a Greek
musician who was living in Sweden and Ale fell in love not only with
Greek rembetic music but the bouzouki as well. He went to Greece to
study the instrument and music and after some time he came to the
realization that he needed to return to Sweden and re-connect with his
own roots. This is when he took up the mandola. He is an expert player
but does not confine himself with just this instrument but plays many
others such as the folk harp, shawm, harmonica, cow's horn, etc., besides
being a fine singer.

Not only is Per Gudmundsen a master violinist but he is a fine singer and
bagpipe player as well. One very special but very difficult to find
recording is Per's legendary record of Swedish sackpipa music.
Unfortunately, it has yet to be released onto CD format, but any one who
has ever heard it will agree that Per is a master of this instrument. He is
considered responsible for the revival of the Swedish bagpipe and no
recording of his would be complete without some of this music. "Hoga
berg" (or "Tall Mountain") is the only tune on Sluring where he plays
sackpipa.
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One of the best parts of the album is the three-part vocal harmony that
Frifot has included for the first time on their recordings. They all have
beautiful voices and together they create a truly wonderful sound. I hope
that future recordings by them will feature even more.

As is the case with Sluring, Northside has increasingly come out with
"enhanced" CD's. This one includes a concert piece as well as a recipe for
"Sluring" (and you will have to buy the CD to find out what that is), but
suffice to say the recipe sounds better than the name for it and that it
takes lots of tankards of water. Recipes aside, this is a truly beautiful
album and highly recommended.
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