
12/16/09 5:37 PMTop 10 innovative jazz releases of 2009 -- chicagotribune.com

Page 1 of 3http://www.chicagotribune.com/entertainment/music/chi-1213-arts-best-jazzdec13,0,3194295.column

Home  > Entertainment  > Entertainment

Howard Reich
Arts critic
December 13, 2009

Innovative work abounded in 2009, with particularly strong
contributions from Chicago artists: 

1 Vijay Iyer Trio: "Historicity" (ACT Music). Pianist Iyer has been
bringing new ideas to jazz for years, and not only by invoking
musical elements of his Indian heritage. In "Historicity," Iyer
produces work that's daring in its approach to harmony and rhythm
yet surprisingly accessible to mainstream audiences. Moreover,
practically everything he plays unfolds on an epic scale, the pianist
apparently incapable of producing inconsequential gestures. Joined
by bassist Stephan Crump and drummer Marcus Gilmore, Iyer
presides over music-making that defies conventional approaches to
the piano in both solo and ensemble settings. 

2 Chris Potter, Steve Wilson, Terell Stafford, Keith Javors,
Delbert Felix, John Davis: "Coming Together" (Inarhyme
Records). You don't have to know the haunting back story of this
CD to be moved by its emotional power. Saxophonists Potter and
Wilson each lead separate sessions, performing music of Brendan
Romaneck, plus jazz standards. The performances -- steeped in the
language of hard-bop and beyond -- attain a remarkable ferocity of
expression in up-tempo pieces, a palpable glow in ballads. Perhaps
the tragic death of Romaneck -- a promising musician who was
struck by a car and killed in 2005 at age 24 -- inspire these great
musicians to achieve a heightened eloquence.

3 Claudia Acuna: "En Este Momento" (Marsalis Music). Five
years is a long time since Acuna's last CD, but this one is worth the
wait. On "En Este Momento" ("In This Moment"), Acuna boldly sings
most of the tracks in her native Spanish, but the fervency of her
lines, radiance of her tone and originality of her instrumental
settings distinguish her from peers (who are few).

4 Miguel Zenon: "Esta Plena" (Marsalis Music). Alto saxophonist
Zenon won a MacArthur "genius grant" in 2008 for his efforts in
bringing musical idioms of his native Puerto Rico to jazz. With
"Esta Plena" ("This Is Plena"), he underscores the promise of that
campaign. The instrumental prowess of Zenon's playing, the vigor
of his compositions and the sensitivity of his band to Puerto Rican
song forms point to new possibilities in jazz.

5 Dana Hall: "Into the Light" (Origin Records). Chicago drummer
Hall has recorded prolifically on uncounted recordings, but with "Into the Light" he finally emerges on CD as
bandleader. The recording illuminates Hall's expressive breadth as composer and dynamism as leader.
Throughout, he inspires top-notch work from trumpeter Terell Stafford, saxophonist Tim Warfield Jr., keyboardist
Bruce Barth and bassist Rodney Whitaker, all  of whom give Hall just about everything they've got.
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6 McCoy Tyner: "Solo: Live from San Francisco" (Half Note Records). It's difficult to overstate Tyner's
importance in jazz pianism during the past half century. His "Solo" CD, recorded live during the SFJAZZ Spring
Season in 2007, proved that he remains a galvanic force at the keyboard, as well as an irrepressibly inventive
improviser. 

7 John Moulder: "Bifrost" (Origin Records). For the past 20 years or so, excellent guitarists have been plentiful
in Chicago, and Moulder ranks high among them. On "Bifrost," he offers some of the most profound work of his
career, alternating vastly scaled tone poems with exquisitely delicate, spiritual pieces. His work only deepens with
time.

8 Marcus Roberts Trio: "New Orleans Meets Harlem, Vol. 1" (J-Master Records). In his first release in eight
years, Roberts poetically re-imagines music by Jelly Roll Morton, Scott Joplin, Thelonious Monk and other key
historical figures. The tracks show Roberts' keen understanding of the inner workings of this music, as well his
astonishingly fertile imagination in retooling jazz classics for 21st century ears. The ultra-high sheen of his
pianism and the synchronicity of his trio augur well for future Roberts volumes.

9 Dave Douglas: "A Single Sky" (Greenleaf Music). Big bands don't usually sound as regal as this, nor as
elastic in their use of textures, rhythms, colors and moods. With trumpeter Douglas leading the charge in original
tunes orchestrated by him and conductor Jim McNeely, the Frankfurt Radio Bigband enables listeners to hear
Douglas in a welcome, unfamiliar light.

10 Fred Anderson: "21st Century Chase" (Delmark Records). No, it's not necessarily music to tap your toe to,
but listeners with open ears and adventurous spirits will treasure this recording, which documents tenor
saxophonist Anderson's 80th birthday show at his landmark club, the Velvet Lounge. Joined by another jazz
iconoclast, New Orleans tenor man Kidd Jordan, Anderson and his quintet (with guitarist Jeff Parker, bassist
Harrison Bankhead and drummer Chad Taylor) unleash salvos of energy and sonic power.

hreich@tribune.com
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