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Nothin’ Better to Do
Betty Bryant (Bry-Mar Music)

by Scott Yanow

As remarkable as it seems, considering her youthful 
enthusiasm and still-formidable playing and singing, 
Betty Bryant (who turns 97 later this month) was 95 
at the time of this recording. Her long career began in 
Kansas City, MO, and she worked regularly for many 
decades in Southern California—but Bryant made only 
one album under her own name during all that time, 
in 1972, and otherwise went unrecorded until 1996, 
when she was already in her mid-60s. Fortunately, she 
has recorded frequently since then, mostly for her own 
Bry-Mar Music label.

Bryant’s piano playing and singing are very much 
in the timeless KC swing tradition that one associates 
with Jay McShann, Julia Lee and their contemporaries. 
She has a gentle approach that draws one in; her playing 
is inventive and her vocalizing, witty and sometimes 
saucy. For Nothin’ Better to Do, her 15th album, Bryant 
is joined by Robert Kyle (tenor, soprano, flute), Richard 
Simon (bass) and Kevin Winard (drums); Hussain Jiffry 
(bass) and Aaron Serfaty (drums) are on two numbers 
apiece. Tony Guerrero (trumpet) guests on Kyle’s 
hard bop blues “Awrite Then”, and two songs add 
overdubbed strings from Luanne Homzy (violin, viola) 
and Niall Taro (cello).

The vocalist contributes two originals and is at her 
best on “You Are Not My First Love”, “He May Be Your 
Man”, the Latin-ish “Time Was”, a carefree “I Haven’t 
Got Anything Better to Do” and “Awrite Then”. Kyle 
takes warm, tasteful spots on tenor throughout the 
joyful set, and Bryant sounds happy and inspired on 
what is some of her best music to date.

For more info visit bettybryant.com

…Is In the Air
Jessica Pavone (Relative Pitch)

by Bill Meyer

On Jessica Pavone’s …Is In the Air, the Queens-based 
violist-composer strikes a balance between consistency 
and novelty. This, her sixth solo album, resembles its 
predecessors in its pith (its four tracks last a little over 
28 minutes) and performer-friendliness. When Pavone 
composes for other musicians, she intentionally avoids 
prescribing techniques that might precipitate injury, 
and during the writing process, she often consults with 
musicians on what they most like to play. Her solo 
pieces don’t hurry, nor do they overload the senses of 
either listener or player. They do, however, strive for 
impact. “Quiet Rupture”, the first track, begins with 
quick repetitions that erect a veil of bright sound. That 
veil persists even after she suddenly stops and switches 
to deliberate, widely-spaced strums that gradually 
accumulate dissonance. You could say that both 

elements are in the air, persistently vibrating in shared 
space. Pavone further explores the effect of proximity 
in the next track, “Stellium”, referencing a cluster of 
planets in the same zodiac sign within a birth chart, and 
so the piece’s high, bowed pitches and dogged scratches 
combine to likewise form a center of energy.

While the first two tracks extend paths of inquiry 
that Pavone has explored since her first unaccompanied 
disc, Knuckle Under, the balance of this new record 
erodes the definition of solo music. Both are remote 
collaborations, developed through the exchange of ideas 
over time. While neither is strictly a solo performance, 
it’s fair to note that the musicians weren’t in the same 
room to record them. “Step, Line, Trade”, with guitarist 
Fred Frith, begins with a long blast of feedback, but 
from which instrument, it’s hard to say: it evolves 
into a sort of layered, electric gamelan. “And At Last”, 
with bass guitarist Joe Lally, is a more conventional 
duet between rustic bowing and spare, strategically-
deployed low notes. Each piece is absorbing on its own 
terms, raising the question: does Pavone have more of 
these encounters in store?

For more info visit relativepitchrecords.bandcamp.com. 
Pavone is at Striped Light Nov. 9 and Tenri Cultural 
Institute Nov. 15. See Calendar.

once like a spark
Jane Ira Bloom & Brian Shankar Adler (Adhyâropa)

by JR Simon

Jane Ira Bloom and Brian Shankar Adler’s once like a 
spark may be a duet album, but it doesn’t feel like one. 
From its opening moments, the familiar hierarchy of 
melody over rhythm is quite simply absent. Instead, 
Bloom (soprano) and Adler (drums) meet as equals 
in a fluid, intimate exchange where both shape 
melody, texture and pulse in real time. The result is 
something broader and more immersive than a typical 
two-instrument setting: a shifting sound world that 
feels fuller than its instrumentation suggests. That 
expansiveness owes much to Adler, a true melodic 
drummer. His kit, augmented by tabla, gamelan 
metallophones, chromatic discs and found objects, 
produces a remarkable range of timbre and texture. 
Nothing ever feels flat.

On “Drums Like Dancing”, Adler establishes a 
buoyant, inviting groove while Bloom answers with 
a clear, soaring soprano tone, hinting at the seamless 
interplay to come. The title track, drawn from e.e. 
cummings’ poem about strangers meeting truthfully, 
captures the album’s spirit. Even for long-time 
collaborators, there remains a sense in which each 
encounter is new, shaped by honesty, attention and 
discovery. For “Psalm” the pair is joined by bassist 
Ken Filiano, who provides a drone support to Bloom’s 
unhurried, contemplative lines and Adler’s grounding, 
cyclical tabla pattern (an avartan). The effect is 
meditative without drifting, anchored yet open. “Shan 
Dara”, the album’s longest track, expands the palette 
further with gamelan textures. Adler’s metallophones 
add shimmering resonance beneath Bloom’s effortlessly 
unfolding runs. Later highlights include “Be a Cowboy”, 
an off-kilter, post-bop burst of energy showcasing 
Bloom’s virtuosity and dynamic control and “Song for 
Khan”, where a haunting melody rises over the return 
of tabla, balancing lyricism with rhythmic subtlety.

Across fourteen concise tracks, once like a spark 

Being Hipp: First Lady of European Jazz
Anna Schmidt (schmidtFilm)

by Paul Gaita
In most artists’ biographies, the moment in which 
they step into the spotlight is often seen as a 
high point, the first rung on their ascent to fame 
and acclaim. For German pianist and Blue Note 
recording artist Jutta Hipp (1925-2003), stardom 
proved to be a disappointment. But Hipp’s life, 
detailed in affectionate and efficient terms in 
writer-director Anna Schmidt’s documentary, 
Being Hipp: First Lady of European Jazz, was marked 
by a shattering of norms—she was, at various 
times, the first female jazz instrumentalist on Blue 
Note, a white artist appreciated by her mostly Black 
peers (well, not drummer Art Blakey, but he came 
around), and a woman who became a marquee 
name in an art form dominated by men. Despite the 
laurels, Hipp found little to love about reaching the 
pinnacle of her profession and retreated, finding 
anonymity to be a more comfortable fit.

Schmidt’s film covers a great deal of 
biographical information in a brief (54 minutes) 
amount of time, beginning with Hipp’s formative 
years in Leipzig, where an all-consuming passion 
for American jazz—and a desire to escape the 
Russian takeover of East Germany at the end of 
WWII—led her to the club scene in Munich. Her 
piano talents—marked by a staccato drive and 
unmissable swing—attracted the attention of 
critic Leonard Feather, who brought her to New 
York under the banner of “First Lady of European 
Jazz.” She earned admirers, including multi-
instrumentalist David Amram and vocalist Sheila 
Jordan (along with Dodo Greene, the vocalist 
followed Hipp as another early and rare female 
Blue Note signee), both of whom speak warmly of 
her music in the film; her recording contract was 
capped by the two-volume At the Hickory House 
in 1956. But the encouragement and applause had 
an inverse effect on Hipp; she recoiled from the 
business side of jazz (pushed by Feather, who also 
pressed her with amorous advances) and dismissed 
her own talents as wanting. Disillusionment and 
alcohol led her to leave music for a more subdued 
life as a seamstress, and later, a celebrated painter. 
Three years before her death in 2003, Blue Note 
didn’t even know where to send royalty checks.

But Hipp’s talent means that her legacy is more 
than a footnote and cautionary tale, and Schmidt’s 
film helps to dispel those ideas. Her approach—
crisp direction and cinematography by Matthias 
Jim Gunther and Simon Roloff, judicious use of 
clips and images and appreciative interviews 
(including with trumpeter-educator Ingrid Monson, 
saxophonist and biographer Ilona Haberkamp and 
drummer Terri Lyne Carrington)—detail an artist 
who lived admirably by her own terms, even at the 
expense of a career that many would dearly desire.

For more info visit schmidt-film.com/en/filme/being-hipp.  
(The movie’s screening is Nov. 1 at Delphi LUX, part of 
Jazzfest Berlin, Germany.)
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