Virtuosity at the Vic: The Roger Kellaway Trio

One of the many joys of jazz is watching the interactions of the players, the grins of pleasure and the looks of surprised delight. Whenever musicians accompany the awesome pianist Roger Kellaway, the smiles and the delight are especially frequent. The grins of guitarist Ron Eschete and bassist Bob Magnusson lit up the Vic on a recent Thursday. And, of course, the joy and admiration went two ways. Kellaway was obviously very pleased with his sidemen of the evening. In fact before he kicked things off with a fast-paced “Strike Up the Band,” he announced to the packed room that he had always wanted to play with an Oscar Peterson-type trio of piano-bass-guitar. Well, he had two of the very best in Eschete and Magnusson.

The trio followed that Gerswhin evergreen with “Hey There” a hit from the musical Pajama Game and which featured a great bass solo by Magnusson. Kellaway next suggested that Eschete play a solo of his choice, so he surprisingly (at least to this reviewer) merged Harry Warren’s “There Will Never Be Another You” with “I’ll Never Fall in Love Again,” a Burt Bacharach pop standard. Not sure why but the medley worked beautifully (such is the magic of jazz and the magic of Eschete’s guitar). Speaking of solos, one of the more interesting choices of the evening was Kellaway’s piano solo on an obscure song by trombonist Charles Sonnastine, titled “Blackwall Tunnel Blues” which, although not a true blues, had a bluesy flavor and was a definite crowd pleaser.

It is obligatory, apparently, for every combo that has a bassist to feature him/her in numerous solos. Well, all too often bass solos are a recipe for boredom. This fact does not necessarily reflect on the bassist’s lack of skill but has to do with the instrument’s pinched dynamics. But, not to worry when the bass is in the capable hands of Magnusson. His solos were beautifully constructed, idea-intensive and certainly never boring. For example, this classically trained bassist delivered a delicate bowed solo on “I Want to Be Happy”, wringing every bit of melody from this noted Youmans standard. The band picked up the tempo on the second chorus and finished the piece in a-fast bop style. The whole trio then took turns on “Blue in Green,” a chillingly beautiful ballad which showed that the threesome could captivate with a lyrical song as well as stomping out the rhythm. This Bill Evan’s composition was also a showcase for guitarist Eschete, who is a very consistent straight-ahead improviser and one with appealing chord voicings.

Roger Kellaway is a successful writer of film scores (23 at last count), TV credits (e.g., the All in the Family theme “Remembering You”) music producer and orchestral arranger. Therefore, his club work is infrequent and his night at The Vic with a stellar trio was a major treat. Listening to this threesome I was struck, once again, by how high the standards generated by jazz are, how quickly you become indifferent to anything that is not touched by greatness. As far as I know this trio seldom, if ever, perform together but, like all great jazz musicians, they listen to each other and obviously respect one another. With so much jazz mistaking excess for invention, this group displays genuine heart and joy, which is what jazz is (or should be) all about.

A special thanks to Ray Slayton for continuing to feature the very best jazz musicians in the very best environment.

Roger Crane
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