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At least six days a week, Beth Custer drives her old red Toyota pickup truck from her apart-
ment in Bernal Heights to a small room in an old warehouse tucked away in the mostly deserted
Hunters Point Naval Shipyard in San Francisco. The setting is a post-industrial wasteland with
hardly a soul around, but for Custer the meat locker-turned-studio is an oasis of creativity.

“I try to take off one day a
week," says Custer, an accom-
plished clarinetist, pianist, vocalist
and composer, sitting on the sun-
splashed steps of her studio, a stiff
breeze from the bay ruffling her
unruly red curls “I used to be so
compulsive about composing that
[ came in every day.”

What's striking about her
choice of desolate digs is that Cus-
ter is more than anything a virtuo-
so of collaboration. With a musi-
cal palette that seamlessly blends
vivid shades of jazz, funk, Afro-Ca-
ribbean, contemporary classical
and American roots music, Custer
has developed a multifaceted
compaositional style that has en-
hanced an array of creative en-
deavors, from film and dance proj-
ects to a vaniety of musical set-

tings.

Since the early 1990s, she has
evolved into one of the region's
most versatile musical talents, an
inveterate band builder who has
assembled or sparked a bevy of ac-
claimed ensembles, such as
Trance Mission, Eighty Mile
Beach and Club Foot Orchestra.

Over the next three weeks, Cus-
ter brings some of the fruits of her
recent labor to Berkeley. She cele-
brates the release of her new CD
“Respect As a Religion” (on her
BC label) at Ashkenaz on Thurs-
day with the Beth Custer Ensem-
ble, an eight-piece funk-powered

group featuring drummer Jan
]admn, gumnst David James,
keyboardist Connah,
bassist G'alg Bmmd, and a
wind section boasting clarinetist
Ben Goldberg, reed master Ralph
Carney and trombonist Marty
Wehner, Vocalist Michael Ward's
Dogs and Fishes opens the show.

Combining captivating
grooves with scathing lyrics about

U.& fomgn pobcy and the oil-
driven economy, the CD was in-
spired by a poster Custer saw in
Barcelona.

“I saw the words ‘Respect as a
Religion’ on a poster where I was
staying near Las Ramblas, and |
just became obsessed with the
phrase,” Custer says. “I thought, if
we had respect as a universal reli-
gion, we'd have a lot fewer wars.
We're going to do the whole CD
in order, like the rock stars do it”

Custer brings a very different
group, Clarinet Thing, to Freight
& Salvage on May 24 to celebrate
the release of “Agony Pipes and
Misery Sticks,” an album that col-
lects some of the reed quintet’s
best performances dating back to
its founding in 1990.

Inspired by the Rova Saxo-
phone Quartet, Clarinet Thing ex-
plores a wide variety of material,
from relatively recent works by
John Carter and Abdullah Ibra-
him to classic Benny Goodman
and Duke Ellington pieces. The
repertoire also includes pollm,
dwtos, klezmer tunes, and onigi-
nal pieces by every member of the
band, which features Goldberg,
Carney, Sheldon Brown and new-
comer Harvey Wainapel.

“She created an environment
where I'd feel free to bring in
whatever I wanted and we'd try to
do it,” says Brown, a multi-instru-
mentalist who brings his own
band into the Jazzschool on May
21. “There's an openness and will-
ingness to experiment and take
chances, and a high level of mu-
sicianship all around.”

One factor behind Custer’s re-
cent burst of activity is that she’s
been the curator and composer in
residence at the San Francisco
multidisciplinary  performance

space The Lab, a position support- -

ed by a prestigious, three-year
Meet the Composer Residency
Grant. The grant allowed Custer
to launch several new projects and

continue her several longstanding
collaborations, particularly with
the Joe Goode Performance
Group, an innovative ensemble
that blends dance, vocals and spo-
ken word.

She has been composing scores
for the dance company for more
than a decade, and she’ll be per-
forming her latest work with the
company’s new  production,
“Hometown,” at the Yerba Buena
Center for the Arts June 10-19.

“Her music has that soulful
quality, a real human voice to it,"
says Goode, who often discusses
basic ideas with Custer, and then
starts ch phing to the
sketches she brings back. “She can
have a real rock 'n' roll sound.
Some of her songs should be on
the radio. But she can go to the
other end, very senious high-brow
concert music. And both ends of
that spectrum are really authentic,
Her music has a humanity and hu-
man scale that's very satisfying.
There’s always something there
for me to love. The pleasure this
time is that her band is playing

louuﬂh(‘-h-&'
Beth Custer has composed
music in a variety of styles for
film scores and dance.
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