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Alan Broadbent and the writer/lyricist Gene Lees had just had lunch in a little restaurant in Montecito and were enjoying the early afternoon sun. A lovely woman passed them on the street. Alan turned to Gene and said, “And you know she just loves Bud Powell!” He meant, of course, that any woman he ever loved would have to share his admiration for Bud Powell’s artistry on the piano. Such is the wonderful dry wit of Broadbent, which also, fortunately, gets reflected in his music. Powell, along with Lennie Tristano and Bill Evans were among Alan’s idols when he was growing up in his native New Zealand. He moved from New Zealand to the United States in 1966 and settled in Boston to study with Tristano and at the Berklee College of Music. Within only three years he was given the opportunity to work with the noted Woody Herman orchestra as a writer, arranger and soloist, where he created such well-known compositions as “The Children of Lima.” But the gift of composition and the gift of performing are separate attributes, which may or may not reside in the same musician. So, when I received a CD of all originals for review, I was a bit skeptical. Not to worry. Alan Broadbent, who, in addition to being one of jazz music’s foremost piano talents is also, as noted above, a highly respected and gifted composer/arranger.

On Personal Standards, his latest CD, he is accompanied by Putter Smith (who has been his bassist of choice for over fifteen years) and drummer Joe LaBarbera. Alan lent his deft facility to eight examples from his own pen. (The ninth cut is a beautiful Putter Smith composition titled “North.”) Each of the pieces represents a high degree of musicality but, just as meaningful, they evoke certain feelings. And, as Broadbent stated in his liner notes, “that is the function of a creative musician, isn’t it? To feel.” The opening cut, the blues based “Consolation” was written when Broadbent was only sixteen and was inspired, according to his liner notes, by Johnny Carisi’s s “Israel.” It is a very hip piece, especially for a 16-year old. The second cut is titled “Ballad Impromptu,” which Alan teasingly announces is an improvisation on a famous standard. Well, it is lovely music but my ears aren’t good enough to glean the original song. “The Long Goodbye,” a personal favorite, was written for and first recorded by Charlie Haden’s Quartet West, and featured in their 1991 album “Haunted Heart.” It is a thematic piece that effectively evokes film noir -- Bogie in a trenchcoat, dark streets and wet pavements, hookers under streetlamps and people who smoke a lot. According to the liner notes Broadbent professes a desire to “devise complicated modern-sounding things.” Well, this reviewer and many thousands of fans are happy that he continues to write beautiful uncomplicated melodies such as the fourth cut “Everytime I Think of You,” which he calls his “most recent golden oldie.”

The fifth cut “Song of Home” is the marvelous composition that got Alan his long-term gig as pianist with Charlie Haden’s Quartet West. Sometime in the mid to late 1980s, Haden heard Alan’s 1984 recording of this lyrical piece and Broadbent has been a member of that quartet ever since. As mentioned, the beautiful “North” is by Putter Smith, a most underrated bassist and composer. “Chris Craft” is a fast paced line that Alan’s mentor Lennie Tristano would probably have enjoyed. It features Joe LaBarbera, a veteran drummer, in a marvelous solo. The CD closes with “Uncertain Terms” a recent blues that, as Alan puts it, sums up his passion for jazz and its great contributions to his life.

Broadbent’s technique is excellent, his articulation beautiful, yet he never indulges in excesses of any kind. Like Hank Jones and Bill Evans (and his beloved Bud Powell) Alan favors the “long line” as opposed to short-phrase artists (whose recordings can sound nervous and choppy). He may take his cues from Tristano and Powell but one seldom thinks of bop when listening to him. When fellow artists pay homage to Broadbent the nouns “beauty,” “depth” and “clarity” plus the inevitable combination “impeccable taste” get mentioned. The late Leonard Feather labeled him as “the epitome of pianistic elegance.”

Putter Smith and Joe LaBarbera function as a formidable team and are completely in sympathy with Broadbent. In terms of the warmth and unity established by the three, this recording is, to quote a Broadbent tune included in this CD, a “Song of Home.” Personal Standards marks the first time that Broadbent -- known for his work with Irene Kral, Natalie Cole, Sue Raney and others -- has recorded his own compositions exclusively and the hour or so of joyous music is exceptional.
Roger Crane
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