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When the New York jazz pianist Rachel Z played Ronnie Scott's in London four years ago, she talked like an extra from Friends ("I'm so excited you let me play here in London, it's so awesome") and played like a gifted and wilfully independent disciple of Herbie Hancock. 

But when she returns this month, Rachel Z is likely to sound a great deal different, if this new album is any guide. That a personable, photogenic and gifted instrumentalist who had her first singing lessons when she was two should have eventually rebranded herself as a vocalist is no big news. But unlike singer/pianists Diana Krall, Norah Jones or Jamie Cullum, whose keyboard skills are closer to the song-based jazz mainstream, Rachel Z is an improviser whose spontaneous playing is by no means eclipsed by the work of presiding geniuses such as Herbie Hancock and McCoy Tyner. 

In this selection of original pieces and covers of songs by Bjork, Kurt Cobain, U2, Kate Bush and John Lennon, not only is Z's piano virtuosity mostly unhampered (though she plays more softly than usual, perhaps affected by the acoustics of the church in which this immaculately-captured recording was made) but her voice avoids familiar retro-swing phrasing or schmaltz. 

Chesky Records has, of course, done its best to make sure the casual punter doesn't suspect Rachel Z of being a jazz musician. Sultry fashion-shoot images adorn the artwork and, amazingly, she's credited only as a vocalist, not a pianist - unless you spot the small print that namechecks the Yamaha grand she's playing. But there's plenty of dazzling piano here, and plenty of three-way conversation in company with the inventive percussionist Bobbie Rae and bassist Chris Luard. 

Rae's spare and subtle percussion effects open the abstractly soulful original Protect This Child, and the melodic touch of Keith Jarrett flickers around the piano figures in the swoonier and more conventionally romantic love song Moon In Your Hair, with its Kate Bush vocal twists. Rae's softly rolling tom-toms and spacey rimshots open U2's One, which Rachel Z explores as an instrumental, full of skipping ascending lines, flying Hancockish double-time, and fitful retreats into minimalist meditation. 

The title track is a rougher-toned vocal over a mid-tempo funk shuffle and the trills and percussive chording of McCoy Tyner inflect Z's playing on the solos in both this and the wilder, discomfiting Pain. Kurt Cobain's Come As You Are is a nimbly dancing instrumental, Kate Bush's This Woman's Work is probably Z's best vocal track. Bjork's Joga begins as a slow ripple over lazy bass-drum offbeats, opens out into romantic spread chords, whirls into a fast improvisation, then eases back to let Luard's bass whisper the return to the theme. 

Z's hardest task is taking on John Lennon's Imagine. Delivering it in a lost, preoccupied voice, she nonetheless doesn't sound as if desperately searching for a new angle on it - more like someone privately and unselfconsciously singing the song to herself, and freely reinterpreting the melody.

