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Jazz Review:  Charlie Haden with Geri Allen at the Blue Note

By NAT CHARLES

Only about 50 of veteran bassist Charlie Haden’s 65 years are showing at the birthday party he is throwing for himself at the Blue Note jazz club. Invited to accompany him during this two week long performance celebration are some of the best pianists in the business, including young gun Brad Meldhau, Cuban virtuoso Gonzalo Rubalcaba, and, on last Sunday night, avant-bebopper Geri Allen. Haden has served as somewhat of a musical mentor to Allen, inviting her to join his Liberation Music Orchestra early on in her career, and later introducing her to free jazz pioneer Ornette Coleman, with whom she subsequently toured and recorded. Haden and Allen, along with drummer Paul Motian, also released a number of acclaimed trio recordings, which helped to establish Allen as one of the most talented and promising young players on the scene.


Since Haden is known for his understatement and lyricism, it is no surprise that Geri Allen emerged the star of the show. They began their brief set with the title cut from one of their trio recordings, the Charlie Parker-penned “Segment.” After a gently bouncing bebop chorus, Allen and Haden abruptly switched gears, abandoning strict time for a languorous rhythmic and harmonic wilderness that was an excellent showcase for Allen’s diverse range of influences, from Debussy to Dolphy. Combining creative note clusters with tasteful thematic variations, Allen’s free improvisation demonstrated her masterful command of classical technique, bebop repertoire, avant-guarde harmonies, and free jazz structures. Powerful as a soloist, yet graciously deferential as an accompanist, Allen left Haden’s protracted and meandering bass solo unaccompanied, re-entering only on the final chorus.  

The duo continued in a languid vein with a ballad typical of Haden’s plaintive, folksy compositions. Here, both Allen and Haden shone, delving vigorously into the harmonies and excavating lyrical, inspired solos. Like a potter with clay, Allen repeatedly shaped phrases of breathtaking beauty, gently supported by Haden’s trademark smooth tone and unobtrusive rhythmic foundation. 

The set concluded with two familiar tunes by Ornette Coleman, a searching rendition of “Lonely Woman,” and a welcome infusion of swing with the blues standard “Turnaround.” After only four songs, one might have expected the audience to demand more music with applause and catcalls. By the end of the lethargic set, however, much of the energy had expired from the occasion. The lack of rhythmic variety and the early sojourn into free jazz, coupled with the Blue Note’s characteristically sterile, tourist-stop atmosphere resulted in a surprisingly dull evening. I suspect that though the audience wanted more for their money, they had had quite enough for one night.

