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For anyone who's been captivated by the wholly unique music of Andrew Hill over the decades, Sunday night's San Francisco Jazz Festival show at Herbst Theatre offered revelations. Not only did pianist Hill perform with a sublime quintet, but the opening act, guitarist Nels Cline's sextet, played the music of Hill. In tackling Hill's thorny, puckish, meditative, lush, beguiling music, Cline showed a lot of guts and deserves high praise. I gained insights into Hill by hearing Cline's interpretations, and I imagine the audience did as well. But the difference between witnessing Cline play Hill and Hill play Hill can be summed up thusly: Watching Hill was like living a dream. Watching Cline was like seeing a psychologist analyze the dream. 

Hill, 69, is one of jazz's great outliers, someone who never swam with the mainstream fishes but who taps into that school -- and other schools -- for his own compositional purposes. Like other piano-playing outliers -- Herbie Nichols and Sun Ra, to name a couple -- Hill is impossible to predict or to pigeonhole. You could almost get the idea that if Hill had been born a different color or in a different time, he would have been a great classical composer. His compositions tend to be suite-like, with distinct melodic motifs stretched throughout like taffy over elastic tempos. A symphony orchestra could have a lot of fun with some of Hill's tunes, and, indeed, Cline frequently led his sextet as a conductor would, cueing his bandmates with finger pointing and other gestures. 

But it's jazz's luck that Hill picked the direction he did, and the Herbst show proved why. As heavily composed as the music is, it achieves transcendence with a committed, inspired group of improvisers. Hill's band -- Marty Ehrlich on alto sax and clarinets, Charles Tolliver on trumpet, John Herbert on bass and Eric McPherson on drums -- inhabited the music like breathing. This is as tight a bunch of players as any jazz band extant, and Hill's music became transformed through them. 

Though Hill was clearly the leader who galvanized the other four, he was really a first among equals and more than willing to share in the act of musical creation. Leadership roles shifted frequently throughout the evening, particularly among the two young rhythm players, with McPherson keeping tempos in constant flux (and giving a clinic on use of sticks on rims and cymbal stands on "Malachi," a tribute to the late bassist Malachi Favors, a friend of Hill's from their days coming of age in Chicago in the '50s), and Herbert knowing how to keep each song's disparate melodic parts in synch and swinging. Hill must be grateful for this rhythm section, because its powerful sense of flow countered the pianist's jittery tendency to frustrate dynamics. 

Ehrlich, equally adept on clarinet, bass clarinet and alto sax, is a fine composer in his own right and, solo after solo, he took Hill's tricky melodic ideas, fertilized them with thrilling tension and brought them into brilliant bloom. Tolliver, who played on several of Hill's classic '60s Blue Note albums, balanced rigor and abandon in his soloing. 
Cline had a great crew of players, too, kind of an all-star California band with fellow Angeleno Bobby Bradford on cornet and local luminaries Ben Goldberg on clarinets, Scott Amendola on drums and Devin Hoff on bass -- plus New York downtown jazz scene ace Andrea Parkins on accordion. Each had splendid moments in the spotlight -- although technical problems rendered Parkins almost inaudible, at least from the left side of the hall -- but the parts added up to something less than the whole of Hill's sensibility. The players picked over Cline's arrangements like eager scientists, laying bare the discreet elements of the music, letting the audience see how the tunes are put together. Unfortunately, the effect was largely clinical. Hill seems like a case where it's better to dream than to think. 
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