DENISE DONATELLI AT THE LAX FOUR POINTS SHERATON

Every singer has to undergo at least one gig from hell. Well, since, the audience was responsive, since Denise Donatelli sang beautifully and since she was accompanied by sensitive and talented musicians, "gig from hell" is an exaggeration. Nevertheless, the very lovely (and very Italian) vocalist Donatelli had an evening plagued by unsettling events at her recent gig as part of the "LA Jazz Masters Series" at the Four Points Sheraton near LAX. For starters, there was a nasty and very persistent little spider who decided to make his home on her sheet music. (Is that a quarter note or a spider settling down for a nap?) Or, how about a 5-minute fire alarm going off as you are in the midst of the melodic beauty of "Angel Eyes?" (Not surprisingly, the alarm was not in Donatelli’s key). These can be overcome and, in any case, have a definite ending, but, not so, singing to a bad piano. Note, I said "piano" not "pianist." Tom Garvin has an uncanny depth as a musician and is a favorite accompanist of numerous Los Angeles-based singers, such as Mike Campbell, Julie Kelly and Pinky Winters, just to name a few. On each of Denise’s selections he acted as a pianistic shadow, never making a wrong move, his brilliantly understated solos flowing imperceptibly out of her vocal statements. Likewise, I don’t know of a better bassist for a vocalist than Bob Maize. His subtle and melodic bass lines perfectly complemented Donatelli’s honeyed vocals.

Denise Donatelli is a respecter of songs and her repertoire represents a most inventive program, including some well-known standards and some lesser knowns that ought to be standards. My personal favorite from the latter group was her rendition of Roger Kellaways’ "I Have The Feeling I’ve Been Here Before," which she learned from a Carmen McRae recording. But Donatelli added new layers of heartbreak to this lovely unheralded hymn of romantic despair. So, to hell with spiders and fire alarms, listening to Donatelli wrap her gorgeous alto around this gem removed all previous distractions. Yes, she can break your heart with a ballad but Donatelli can also swing and, surprisingly, chose "My Romance" to exhibit her swinging side. This well-worn Rodgers & Hart standard is usually performed slowly but Donatelli showed that it works just fine as an up tune. Speaking of lesser-known songs deserving more attention, how about the Van Heusen-DeLange song "All This and Heaven Too?" Donatelli included this lovely song, which is from the 1940 Bette Davis movie of same name, in her closing set. Some jazz singers search these older songs for a phrase or a melody that can be elaborated or transformed. But Donatelli chooses the best songs and lets them do most of the work, so that she need only bring out the bruised tenderness that is there in so many of the older songs. Donatelli also included the Lew Spence-Bergman song "Nice and Easy" and sang it with a little bounce that was, . . . well, nice and easy, and included a few "just-right" alterations. I looked around to see if Spence was in the audience as he often is, but unfortunately he was not. He would have loved Donatelli’s interpretation of his music.

For one magic autumn night, time stood still, and sublime sounds came from the Four Points lobby lounge. Donatelli has charm to burn, a smile that could give you hope on a rainy day in February and was - like so many Italians - born to sing. The next time you see her name, do your ears a favor and go to see her.
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