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MARIAN MC PARTLAND & FRIENDS: 85 CANDLES – LIVE IN NEW YORK – Concord Records. CCD2-4824-2 (2 Discs)

Disc 1: I Love You, The Nearness of You, Tangerine, Last Night When We Were Young, I Can’t Believe That You’re in Love With Me, Free Piece, Old Friend, Have You Met Miss Jones, Take the “A” Train, Summertime

Disc 2: All Blues, My Foolish Heart, But Not For Me, Memories of You, Yesterdays, While We’re Young, I’ve Told Every Little Star, Capricious, What Am I Here For, Onyx Mod/Soft Lights & Sweet Music/Kaleidoscope, Lester Leaps In

PERSONNEL: Marian McPartland (piano) with numerous guest artists.

By Roger Crane

There are few lapses in Marian McPartland’s long and brilliant recording career – even the less interesting albums suffer from familiarity more than any performance deficiencies (she would not know how to play poorly). This recent two-disc set is still rewarding, but more from the presence of her birthday guests than from her own fine playing. Excerpts from what was likely a very long birthday party at Birdland were broadcast in a two-hour special by NPR. Seven tracks omitted from the program are present on this valuable two-CD set, though three songs recorded that evening and aired were excluded. It may be that that enough music was taped to produce a follow up set from this very special birthday celebration

The guests include Karrin Allyson who sings a beautiful version of McPartland’s unjustly neglected ballad “Twilight World” (those perfect lyrics are by Johnny Mercer). Vocalist Norah Jones reprises her take on Carmichael’s “The Nearness of You” (she first sang this song accompanying herself on her 2002 debut CD) and she also adds a stellar version of Kurt Weill’s “September Song.” Flugelhornist Clark Terry (who will have his 85th birthday later this year) shines in his soloing on “Lester Leaps In.” Marian is joined by the young pianist Jason Moran for an intriguing take on “Summertime,” and she works wonderfully with Roy Hargrove on Victor Young’s beautiful “My Foolish Heart.” Other cuts include George Wein and Marian performing a wonderful piano duet on Strayhorn’s “Take the ‘A’ Train,” altoist Phil Woods works with Bill Charlap on the Arlen-Harburg masterpiece “Last Night When We Young” and McPartland improvises a fun duet with guitarist Jim Hall on a piece they titled, appropriately enough, “Free Piece,” just to cite a few of the twenty two entries in this endearing program.

McPartland, who is now a young and energetic 87, is a national treasure, as a pianist, educator, mentor and as an articulate jazz spokesperson and genial NPR hostess. She continues to perform round the world and has guests booked for her famous “Piano Jazz” series for two years into the future. May she live another 87 years.

