
Hank Jones & Betsy Ann Faiella at The Bakery

Elegance, talent and that indefinable attribute, taste – these words sum up the magnificence of pianist Hank Jones, who is the oldest (and only surviving member) of the three illustrious Jones brothers (cornetist Thad and drummer Elvin). Few musicians have recorded as much as the self-effacing Jones and his dynamic and diverse recordings include work with Lester Young, Milt Jackson, Charlie Parker, and Cannonball Adderley as well as accompaniment for many singers, including Ella Fitzgerald. 

Speaking of accompanying singers Jones and his trio worked with a fine vocalist named Betsy Ann Faiella at a recent Jazz Bakery gig. On bass was the unjustly overlooked Jim DeJulio. I have been listening to DeJulio for at least 25 years and I have no idea why this man is not a household name in jazz circles. Few play with more lyricism and honest feeling than he. On drums was the always brilliant Joe LaBarbera, often noted as Bill Evans last drummer. He and DeJulio worked in lock step with Jones. Their playing was bright, melodic, conversational and full of soft-spoken or foot-stomping (as the mood dictated) good sense. This was an evening of idea-rich, imaginative and from-the-heart jazz. You could easily see from the smiles on their three faces that these musicians were on the same wavelength and having fun working together.

The trio led off with the overworked warhorse, “Speak Low,” followed by a loping good-natured version of Cole Porter’s “Easy to Love.” De Julio took an extended solo on Rodgers & Hart’s “It Never Entered My Mind,” which is a perfect song or, if that sounds too reverent, let me change the praise to perfectly wonderful song. There are classic versions of this exceptional piece (think Stan Getz with J.J. Johnson) and DeJulio’s belongs among those versions. His playing on this sublime melody was achingly beautiful and his tone majestic. Back to Porter for “Love for Sale” which Jones, tongue-in-cheek, introduced as “Love for Scale;” it was performed as a joyful romp. Sticking with the Porter canon, the trio segued into “What Is This Thing Called Love” another of his beloved gems. The original tune was used only as an occasional reference point but Porter’s melody - although never explicitly stated - informed each of the solos. 

Vocalist Betsy Ann Faiella came on stage at this point and observed that Frank Sinatra had recorded all five songs that the trio had just performed. Her debut CD Can I Be Frank is a tribute to Sinatra and she continued this theme by leading off with a lesser known Carroll Coates song titled “No One Ever Tells You,” which was on Sinatra’s 1957 Swingin’ Affair album. Faiella handles up-tempo songs just fine but I was especially enamored with her reading of the beautiful Cahn/Van Heusen slow-beat ballad “Only the Lonely,” which was introduced by Sinatra in his classic 1958 concept album of same title. Despite its popularity, I am not a fan of the Oscar-winning song “All the Way,” (also by Van Heusen and Cahn). But Faiella’s arrangement, with a well-timed key change and an infectious bossa beat added some luster to this mediocre song. I am also not a fan of Rod McKuen songs and never understood how Sinatra was talked into recorded an entire album of them (the somewhat embarrassing 1969 A Man Alone). However, McKuen’s “I’ve Been to Town” is a good song or, at least, the magic of Faiella’s interpretation made me think so for four or five minutes. She finished her segment of the first set with a hard swinging version of “Learnin’ the Blues” employing nice use of dynamics.

Faiella was new to me and it is a pleasure to say that she is a most worthy addition to the jazz vocal scene. She is a hyphenate, comfortable in both the cabaret-jazz camp. With her easy stage manner, she does well in the habitat of the intimate cabaret, where the songs rule but she is also a singer who can relax with a beat. swing a little and join in the magic of the Hank Jones Trio as they cushion and enhance her attractive voice. The discovery of talented new artists (Betsy Ann Faiella) is a most stimulating part of reviewing music but there’s a lot to be said for rediscovery of the masters (Hank Jones). A big thank you to Ruth Price for continuing to present the very best of The Good Stuff.
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