
Sara Gazarek at the Vic: Enthusiasm and Attitude

On a recent Thursday, before heading out for her Tokyo Cotton Club gig, the young Sara Gazarek, accompanied by a stellar trio, made her debut at The Vic, an elegant venue for jazz. Only six years out of Roosevelt high school (Seattle) and about two years out of USC, Sara has already won numerous awards and honors, including the John Coltrane Memorial Scholarship and the 2003 Downbeat Student Music Award amongst many others. She has signed a management contract with Stiletto Entertainment, which represents such artists as Diane Schuur, Karrin Allyson and Barry Manilow, just to cite a few names. She also has the backing of the noted William Morris Agency

But, most important to us jazz fans, Gazarek is the “real deal,” an exceptional talent who, some reviewers have compared to Ella and Dinah Washington. Well, she does have a powerful sense of swing but, like the best jazz musicians, she has a sound and style unmistakably her own, combined with good looks and enthusiasm.

And let’s talk about that repertoire. Unlike some singers who simply throw a few random standards into a bag mixed with newer songs. Gazarek has a knack for assembling a show from many worthy sources. For example, she kicked things off with a swinging version of the old 1935 Berlin chestnut, “Cheek to Cheek,” followed by the lovely “Yours,” which is the title song of her debut CD. Both words and music were written by her pianist Josh Nelson. I’m not generally a fan of so-called “originals,” but Nelson writes very well and “Yours” is a most worthy song. Blending the Beatles “Blackbird” with the old 1926 warhorse “Bye Bye Blackbird” was her bassist Erik Kertes idea and it works. Speaking of old warhorses, Gazarek and her trio lit up The Vic with a riff-driven version of “You Are My Sunshine,” which she observed was a beloved aunt’s favorite song.

Like the very best jazz singers Gazarek can swing hard but she can also dig into the emotional marrow of a slow ballad and did so on a personal favorite, the Ellington-Webster lament of unrequited love “I Got It Bad.” She delivered Paul Francis Webster’s text, including the seldom-performed verse, with an elegant and convincing lyricism. She  is one new jazz singer who does not wish to be a horn; she is, thankfully, very happy interpreting lyrics.

Jazz-oriented, jazz-influenced singers are all over the map. Many of them are female and many of them are good. But Gazarek is more than good and she also has charisma, attitude and heart. It is easier to market style than substance. But, thankfully, Gazarek has both in bundles. She knows and respects music, she has intuitive swing combined with a fine interpretive depth and is deserving of her favorable press and emerging success.

Her well-crafted program was intelligently backed by the same brilliant young musicians as on her debut CD: pianist Josh Nelson, bassist Erik Kertes and drummer Matt Slocum. The interaction of these three young musicians with Gazarek was a joy. They played music, not notes, and they were in lockstep with Gazarek on every song. For information about her and her CD, visit Gazarek on her website at www.saragazarek.com.
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