Fair sees some of the best throw caution to the wind
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For jazz listeners, it was euphoria -- a three-night marathon of performances by some of the most creative musicians this city has produced.

Because the international touring season has not yet commenced, most of Chicago's best artists are still at home. The city's savviest impresarios realized as much, presenting several of Chicago's most estimable players in major shows Thursday through Saturday evenings.

If Thursday night's spectacular performance by Ernest Dawkins and his Chicago 12 brilliantly kicked off the annual Jazz Fair at the Chicago Cultural Center, Friday's installment of the event built dramatically upon the promise of the previous night. For on Friday, the music emerged on multiple stages at the Cultural Center, with not a weak performance in the mix.

By far the most propulsive and exciting musicmaking came early Friday evening, when 8 Bold Souls shook Preston Bradley Hall. This magnificent ensemble, which has built an international following during nearly two decades of performances and recordings, proved that music of the past and the present, the mainstream and the avant-garde are not necessarily opposed. Like many bands staffed by members of the Chicago-based Association for the Advancement of Creative Musicians (AACM), 8 Bold Souls tellingly transformed ancient facets of black music into something fresh, contemporary and often provocative.

But the ensemble was particularly successful on this occasion, rendering its visionary ideas remarkably accessible to the large audience that crowded the hall.

On "Odyssey," a signature 8 Bold Souls work, the exceptional reedist Mwata Bowden led the way with technically ornate but irrepressibly lyrical clarinet solos. The sheer intensity of his tone, the fervency of his vibrato and the soaring quality of his phrasings suggested Sidney Bechet transported to a post-modern, unflinchingly dissonant idiom. Timeless blues met up with 21st Century experimentation in this performance, the other Souls providing vivid orchestral colors, driving beats and exquisitely intricate counterpoint.

Tenor saxophonist Edward Wilkerson Jr., who leads this band, matched Bowden's eloquence, producing the tonal luster, technical finesse and blues-driven spirit that listeners have come to expect of him. Even in the echo chamber that is Preston Bradley Hall, the band sounded strong.

Later in the evening, veteran Chicago saxophonist Jimmy Ellis created the kind of searing lines and penetrating tone that listeners travel far to hear. His quintet, which played in the Cultural Center's Randolph Street Cafe, might as well have been performing in some dusty roadhouse, for all the grit and blues-based authenticity of this work.

Singer Dee Alexander added to the warmth and sonic allure of this set, recasting "The Girl From Ipanema," an unexpected tune, into something soulful and profound.

This year marks the centennial of the birth of Count Basie, and the Chicago Jazz Orchestra got an early start on the celebration with some intriguing readings of his music, none more evocatively performed than excerpts from Basie's pictorial "Kansas City Suite." If Lindberg's rendition of Basie-band classics such as "April in Paris" and "Corner Pocket" were brisker and considerably less coy than on any of Basie's recordings, the vigor and muscle of the performances represented an interesting alternate perspective.

Though the Jazz Fair clearly was a musical success, the staging had its flaws. The City of Chicago, which co-sponsored the event with the Jazz Institute of Chicago, opted to make this year's edition of the event free, which caused several of the performances to look perilously overcrowded.

The scene was far more civilized at the Jazz Showcase, where Chicago tenor saxophone icon Von Freeman achieved a fluidity of expression and an extraordinarily plush tone that must be the despair of saxophonists everywhere.

As if all this were not enough, on Saturday evening the innovative percussionist Paul Wertico led the Chicago Percussion All-Stars in a genre-defying concert at Northwestern University's Pick-Staiger Concert Hall, in Evanston. The combination of Wertico's sublimely impressionistic work on drum set, Dede Sampaio's fantastically imaginative performance on a range of Brazilian percussion instruments, Kalyan Pathak's fleet finger virtuosity on Indian tabla drums and Famoudou Don Moye's characteristically soulful utterances on hand-held African drums produced sounds never heard before.
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