
42nd Tri-C JazzFest Cleveland:
live, in-person, outdoors

by Jarrett Hoffman

Last year, viewers had to stay home
while they took in the talents of Tri-C
JazzFest Cleveland in a virtual, largely
pre-recorded format.

This time around, for its 42nd annual
edition, the festival will be back to live
and in-person — and completely
outdoors — when it returns Saturday and
Sunday, September 11-12 at Cain Park in
Cleveland Heights.

Ten acts representing both the roots of
jazz and its forward-thinkers, and both
young talent and veterans of the genre,
will perform over two days in the
covered Evans Amphitheater.

And there’s plenty going on in addition to the mainstage lineup. The Colonnade Stage
will provide the setting for a series of student performances, the Jazz Talk Tent will
feature artist interviews and discussions, and the free Kids Club will be held in the
playground area on Saturday, offering live music, dancing, balloons, and music-related
crafts. (See the festival’s full schedule here, and purchase Day Passes here.)

Not to mention the presence of vendors, food trucks, and street performers. And for those
uncomfortable being in crowds, parts of the festival — including a couple of concerts,
artist interviews, and pre-recorded performances — will be streamed.

http://www.clevelandclassical.com
https://www.tri-c.edu/jazzfest/lineup.html
https://www.ticketmaster.com/search?radius=10000&sort=relevance%2Cdesc&tab=events&q=tri-c%2Bjazzfest&daterange=all


I reached director Terri Pontremoli by Zoom, and we began by discussing the mainstage
acts.

“I think people are going to be very impressed by the quality of the artistry,” Pontremoli
said. “Every set is going to be so unique from the next — there’s plenty of variety, and I
think there will be a lot of really good energy.”

SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 11

Samara Joy featuring Pasquale Grosso Trio - “She just won the Sarah Vaughan
[International Jazz Vocal] Competition two years ago, but she is such an old soul,”
Pontremoli said. “I mean, she’s 21 or 22, and her voice is so mature and rich. And the
guitarist she plays with, Pasquale Grosso, is amazing — so that’s some young talent.”

Lakecia Benjamin and Pursuance - Benjamin is known for fusing traditional
conceptions of jazz, hip-hop, and soul. “Her Trane project [Pursuance: The Coltranes] is
just stunning,” Pontremoli said. “And she’s got a really stellar band. Those guys have
been around for a while.”

Christian Sands Trio - “Great piano player,” Pontremoli noted. The Steinway artist and
five-time Grammy nominee aims to match technique with conception in taking a fresh
look at the entire language of jazz.

A Moment in Cleveland - “Dominick Farinacci is putting that together, and it’s going to
involve a lot of different kinds of musicians that were influential to him and favorites of
his. We say it’s a cast of thousands, but they’re not all going to be onstage at the same
time.”

The trumpeter will lead a band that’s a veritable who’s-who of the area’s jazz musicians:
Ernie Krivda (saxophone), Steve Enos (trumpet), Lafayette Carthon (piano), Jerome
Jennings (drums), Jamey Haddad (percussion), Joe Hunter (piano), Evelyn Wright
(vocals), Walter Barnes (electric bass), Gabe Jones (drums), Chris Coles (saxophone),
Jackie Warren (piano), Bryan Thomas (upright bass), and Orlando Watson (spoken word).

http://www.clevelandclassical.com


“It’s going to be a really nice tribute to Cleveland,” Pontremoli said. “Last year’s festival
was all Cleveland artists, and they were given a national stage. This year we’re bringing
national artists back and giving them a Cleveland stage, but we’re still making sure that
Cleveland is in the mix and is recognized.”

Spanish Harlem Orchestra - The three-time Grammy-winning band specializing in
authentic, New York-style hardcore salsa gives that extra-large Cleveland group a run for
their money in terms of big groups: thirteen people, from the piano to vocals, trumpets,
trombones, woodwinds, percussion, and bass.

SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 12

Marquis Hill - Known for breaking down barriers between genres, to Hill, contemporary
and classic jazz, hip-hop, R&B, Chicago house, and neo-soul are all essential parts of his
African American creative heritage. “A really interesting voice, really interesting trumpet
player from Chicago,” Pontremoli said. “He does a lot of different kinds of things, but it’s
very deep, and his band is excellent.”

Bria Skonberg - “She’s got a really smokey voice, and she plays the hell out of the
trumpet. Her takes on tunes are really interesting too — she’s heavily influenced by Louis
Armstrong.”

Emmet Cohen Trio - The 30-year-old jazz pianist and composer is known for possessing
a fluid technique, an innovative tonal palette, and an extensive repertoire.

Harp vs Harp - “They’re mind-blowing,” Pontremoli said. This unique duo consists of
Colombian harpist Edmar Castaneda and Swiss harmonica (mouth harp) player Grégoire
Maret expressing their shared love of Brazilian music and jazz.

Catherine Russell - “She’s wonderful, and if you live in New York, Catherine Russell is
somebody that you hear — she does a lot of Jazz at Lincoln Center. And speaking of
Louis Armstrong, her father was his musical director, so she’s got lineage — she’s got the
legacy piece going.”

~ ~ ~
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That’s five concerts each day, with a half-hour break
between shows to catch some of the festival’s other
offerings. “The kids from our Jazz Academy will be
playing up in the Colonnade between acts, and we’re
also using the Alma stage to have some Jazz Talks,”
Pontremoli (left) said.

Among those talks:

● Jazz historian Joe Mosbrook and producer Jim
Wadsworth will discuss Nighttown and the jazz
legacy of Cleveland Heights.
● Radio host Tony Vasquez and Spanish Harlem

Orchestra musician Mitch Frohman will talk about the
Cuba/Puerto Rico/New York Latin jazz lineage.
● Mark Ribbins will interview author/musician

Ben Sidran about his recent biography on record producer Tommy LiPuma, with
books available for signing. (“So Tommy’s still with us, just in a different way,”
Pontremoli said.)

● Jack Marchbanks will talk to drummer Jerome Jennings about his recordings
centered on social issues, and they’ll reflect on We Insist! Max Roach’s Freedom
Now Suite.

● And Dan Polletta will host a discussion with Emmet Cohen and Dominick
Farinacci about how they kept the music going in 2020 sans live audience. (“Both
of them did some pretty interesting things,” Pontremoli said.)

The festival director also talked about the new setting this year. “It’s exciting because
Cain Park is a lovely and historic space, and I really think it’s conducive to jazz — and
that the jazz audience is familiar with it.”

She noted two other aspects that went into the decision. “We didn’t have to build a stage,
and we could do it outdoors. Plus, the audience is under cover — yes, people can sit on
the lawn, but at Cain Park a lot of people can get under that overhang.”

If anyone is worried about parking, “I know those are people who haven’t done it
before,” she said. “There are something like 900 spaces out there, and it’s probably less
of a walk than when you go to Blossom.”

Another one of those creature-comfort concerns can be the weather. “September is
generally a nice month in Northeast Ohio,” Pontremoli said. “It’s like, if you’ve ever been
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to the Monterey Jazz Festival, early in the day it’s nice and warm, and then as the sunlight
dissipates, it gets really chilly, so layer up and you’re good for the day.”

But above all these details, large and little, the bigger picture is obvious: “It’ll be people
reacting to music in real time, which is something we’ve all missed, including
musicians,” Pontremoli said.
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