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Any jazz festival has to strike a balance between big crowd-pleasing names and the kind of
challenging  acts  that  will  tempt  hard-core  jazz  fans.  This  the  Cheltenham  Festival  does
extraordinarily well. And because much of the music-making takes place in marquees set in
Cheltenham’s  beautiful  Montpellier  Gardens,  the  Festival  has  a  charm  lacking  in  other
festivals. It suggests jazz is an outdoor, carnival sort of thing. The crowds for big-name acts
such as treacle-voiced singer Gregory Porter, veteran South African pianist Abdullah Ibrahim
and eternally youthful and sharp-suited R & B singer Georgie Fame in the specially enlarged
Henry Weston Big Top and Town Hall have been bigger than ever.   

Alongside these hugely popular acts were those whose fame is measured in the almost cultish
intensity of their fans, rather than their numbers. The American trio The Bad Plus was one
such.  The arrival of new pianist Orrin Evans hasn’t essentially altered the trio’s style, which
flipped between two modes,  the  hectic  and the portentous.  The hectic  numbers  got  their
somewhat dogged energy from their annoyingly irregular repeating patterns that seemed to
transfix the player’s brains – and ours too, alas. Their favourite method of escape was via one
of the trio’s signature “surprise endings”, or a sudden flip to a completely different mood. The
portentous numbers usually launched off with a solemn and square chordal pattern, soft and
almost diffident at first. This very slowly acquired weight,  drummer David King creating a
fire-storm on cymbals,  bassist  Reid  Anderson  thrumming below,  Orrin  Evans  alternating
between intense tremolandos and massive chordal thumps. But it felt strangely hollow, as if
the players were trying to force energy and weight from something essentially small.




