Gilberto Cuppini Groups

Riviera Jazz 015


My hat off to Anna Maria Pivato, whose Riviera Jazz label is mining the gold from the under-appreciated early jazz scene in Italy: Such a music-supporting culture, the jazz citizenry certainly suffered under their fascist government. But, as this label continues to remind us, there was no shortage of swing emerging from under the hard years.


Leader Gilberto Cuppini (b. Milan, 1924-d,NYC? 1996) was a drummer who knew his top kit very well. From his cymbals work to rim notes, to the possibilitiea of the snare, he had a wide vocabulary. Therefore, these sessions, often with his own arrangements, do the drums justice. No, he’s not flash, but well-sculpted, emphasising different aspects of the available palette as each track moves along.


If a band played this down at your local, you’d not want to even leave for a pee. But in historical context, as I am compelled to do, it’s dead obvious that the players are playing inventive 1930s swing but from 1947 on.
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The 1947 sextet session is the most pre-war in repertoire style, but not as swingy as one might expect from a toppermost late 1930s band. This is understandable. Renato Grimaldi’s emotional trumpet is a standout though.


1948 kicks off with novel arrangements of Night in Tunisia and the like. The swing is still slightly sticky, but the sextet set-up allows for a groovy looseness nonetheless. Drum Be Bop, is a showcase for Cuppini and it shows how he was probably too loud a drummers for swing bands, but saw the new bop field as real home. Still, during this year the traditional New Orleans jazz revival took root in Italy too, and Cuppini’s Sestetto showed their respect by cutting non-boppish versions of Basin Street Blues and Memphis Blues.

The trio of Gino Stefani-clarinet, Giorgio Gaslini-piano, and Cuppini himself is the most interesting to me. On these Italian HMV sides, they’re doing chamber-jazz to Dizzy Gillespie’s Ow! and the sparklingly abstract Concerto Riff, based slightly on Kenton’s Intermission Riff but more dazzling.


Nelly Bop is another good 1949 original, even if it is pastiche, with Franco Pisano on electric guitar. A double-sided 78 session of Perdido is a great success, with Flavio Ambrosetti excitingly fluid alto work, Ernst Hollerhagen’s swingy clarinet, and even Toots Thieleman’s electric guitar (the CD booklet discography indicates harmonica – oops!). Although he’s an impressive guitarist, it’s Pisano who really sparkles on this CD. He obviously had no problem with the new jazz and neither trumpeter Giulio Libano. These were obviously the new stars. In this year Gilberto was based in Paris, well-placed to learn from both Max Roach and Kenny Clarke in person.


A pair of 1950 Latin-jazz numbers are done well and see Cuppini leaving room for two conga players. The remaining four early 1950s efforts are pleasing, coolish, vibes-sensitive septet and octet versions of standards and a blues. The most interesting one is an impressive, deep water interpretation of Auld Lang Syne and I’ll bet you’ve not heard anything like it before.


This compilation features the earliest of Gilberto Cuppini’s sessions, some nevers-before reissued. ‘Gil’, as he was sometimes billed, played with Lino Petruno, Milt Jackson, Roy Eldridge, Bobby Hackett, Lars Gullin, Nunzio Rotondo, Lee Konitz, Joe Venuti, and many others. It’s a hot documentary of a swinger who, in rare company, made the leap to modernism but found his feet in small group swing, Mommios e daddios, comprilo:  www.rivierajazz.it or from Riviera Jazz, Via Livigno, 145- 00188 Roma.




---Andy Simons
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