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Spirit of Django  
Martin Taylor

1. Chez Fernand  .................................................................................................... 5:05
2. Minor Swing  ...................................................................................................... 5:33
3. Night And Day  ................................................................................................... 6:39
4. Nuages ............................................................................................................... 4:46
5. James  ................................................................................................................ 5:01
6. Double Top  ........................................................................................................ 5:48
7. Django’s Dream  ................................................................................................ 5:16
8. Swing 42  ............................................................................................................ 5:38
9.	 Lady	Be	Good	 .................................................................................................... 5:14
10. Honeysuckle Rose  ............................................................................................ 6:29
11. Johnny And Mary  .............................................................................................. 5:07

Total Running Time:  60 minutes



The	American	literary	critic	Harold	Bloom	identified	an	ailment	which	in	his	view	explained	much	
that	went	on	in	the	arts.	He	called	it	‘the	anxiety	of	influence’.	Put	simply,	it	means	the	difficulty	
of	getting	out	from	under	the	shadow	cast	by	great	men	and	women.	In	extreme	cases,	like	
Shakespeare or Milton, a great artist can be like an upas tree, poisoning or greedily consuming 
the landscape round about for anything but itself. Another might actually feed later generations, 
but at the cost of their independence and individuality. 

	 It’s	been	like	that	in	jazz.	There	are	few	contemporary	saxophone	players	not	marked	by	
the	example	of	John	Coltrane,	who	for	many	years	seemed	a	‘Great	Wall’	across	the	history	
of the instrument, preventing a return back to the ancestral lands beyond. Trumpeters only 
have to stick in a mute for fans and critics to murmur: ‘Ah, yes, Miles’. With the guitar, it’s rather 
different.	In	the	first	place,	there	are	few	enough	jazz	guitarists	of	major	significance	–	but	of	
sufficiently	various	approaches,	for	no	one	player	and	playing	style	to	dominate	the	instrument	
for long. What happened instead was that the guitar was hijacked by rock and roll.

 Unlike the majority of players of his generation, Martin Taylor came through almost 
untouched by rock. He started out listening to hot club jazz, and has felt no need to react against 
the	music	his	father	played	him	as	a	youngster.	Unburdened	by	any	‘anxiety	of	influence’,	he	
went on much quicker than most players to develop a distinctive musical personality, most 
clearly	expressed	in	the	celebrated	solo	performances	of	recent	years.	Recently,	he’s	hankered	
to	work	in	a	group	context	again.	It	should	be	no	surprise.	Even	at	the	height	of	his	solo	venture,	
he	was	still	able	to	modulate	his	approach	sufficiently	to	survive	the	company	of	masters	like	the	
late Joe Pass, and the evergreen Stephane Grappelli, who represented a kind of apostolic link 
back to Django and the Hot Club.

 A Django-inspired record seemed almost inevitable, but typically of Taylor, this is not an 
exercise	in	nostalgia	or	pastiche.	A	quick	listen	to	‘Nuages’	or	‘Honeysuckle	Rose’	or	even	to	
‘Johnny And Mary’, the Robert Palmer tune, is enough to suggest how much he has taken on 
the	tradition	as	a	usable	language	rather	than	as	a	burden	or	a	quick	fix.	This	is	a	tribute	to	
Django, but in the sense that it is Taylor’s interpretation of how Django might conceivably have 
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tackled the same music today; and Taylor is convinced that his great ancestor would have been 
attracted	to	tunes	like	the	Palmer	song,	which	falls	nicely	but	challengingly	under	the	fingers	for	
a guitarist.

 These tracks are interpretations, stages in a process of genetic evolution rather than 
copies. There are a couple of insider references, like the astonishing chromatic run on ‘Nuages’, 
which	is	a	reference	to	one	of	Django’s	American	recordings,	one	that	still	baffles	fans	and	
fellow players. However, for the most part, the music is an attempt to sort through aspects of 
Django’s	legacy.	On	‘Double	Top’,	a	Taylor	composition,	he	explores	the	impact	bebop	made	on	
the guitar master, an aspect of his playing still not understood, and often mightily resisted by 
the more purist of his fans. Another original, ‘Chez Fernand’ was inspired by Django’s local cafe 
in Samois-sur-Seine, just round the corner from his last house. Jack Emblow’s authentically 
chesty accordion sound on this track marks a switch to a French Musette instrument, one of the 
few moments on the record which attempt actual ‘colour’.

 Taylor was determined to avoid the Hot Club line-up, and also to keep away from a 
conventional	piano-bass-drums	configuration.	For	the	most	part,	there	are	no	percussion	
accents,	just	a	richly	variable	pulse.	The	first	thing	Taylor’s	fans	will	notice	is	a	move	away	
from	the	customary	rich	finger-style	(which	can	nonetheless	be	heard	as	a	reference	point	
at the beginning of ‘Honeysuckle Rose’, in favour of single-note lines played with a pick. Alec 
Dankworth, who’s worked with Taylor many times before, switches to an acoustic bass guitar, 
a	lighter,	less	percussive	sound	than	upright	bass,	and	one	that’s	scarcely	been	exploited	in	a	
jazz	context.	It	tucks	in	comfortably	around	Taylor	and	the	intuitive	rhythm	guitar	shadowing	of	
John Goldie. Taylor shows no evident withdrawal symptoms from solo playing. On more than 
one track, he’s happy to lay out and listen to the guys for a chorus or two (there’s no solo at all 
on ‘Django’s Dream’), nowhere more obviously than ‘Night And Day’, which is arranged as a big 
feature for Dave O’Higgins.

	 I	said	that	this	wasn’t	an	exercise	in	nostalgia.	That	isn’t	to	say	it	lacks	feeling	or	emotion.	
More than a label-driven ‘songbook’ project, this is also Taylor’s most personal statement to 
date,	dedicated	to	his	late	father	as	well	as	to	his	musical	progenitor.	‘Minor	Swing’	was	the	first	
Django	record	Buck	Taylor	played	his	son.	Here,	it	takes	on	a	soft,	almost	‘salsa	feel’	joining	in	on	
brushes	is	Taylor’s	son	James.	It’s	a	safe	bet	that	he	won’t	feel	the	anxiety	of	influence	either.

©	Brian	Morton
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