Born to Be Blue

Ann Phillips / Conawago

Thank you Conawago for reissuing Anne Phillips’ first recording, which was released in 1959. Not sure why it took 42 years to get this exceptional old Roulette LP back on the shelves, but it is most welcome and unexpected. Born to be Blue is a melancholy album, built around ballads of lost love. It is more difficult to sing a ballad well then a rhythm tune and Ms Phillips sings each ballad with honesty and with great depth of feeling. Like the master, Frank Sinatra, she never forces emotion out of the lyrics; she lets everything flow naturally with grace. Phillips’ voice quality, although definitely her own, falls into the Chris Connor/Jeri Southern camp of cool singing. As writer Will Friedwald said in his definitive book Jazz Singers, “One day in the early Sixties somebody looked around and noticed that it was suddenly uncool to be cool.” And, of course, rock and roll came along and ended the careers of many fine singers. Ms Phillips continued to sing but never issued another album of standards. For many years she was a member of the noted Norman Luboff Choir and the Ray Charles Singers. She was also the voice in many commercials. Fortunately Ms Phillips is alive and well and is presently on the faculty of New York University, where she teaches voice, coaches and arranges for and conducts the NYU Jazz Choir. She is also a successful songwriter.

Highlights in Born to Be Blue are aplenty and include two early Mel Torme songs, an exquisite version of the lovely title piece, “Born to Be Blue” (1947) and the under-performed and equally lovely “A Stranger in Town,” which the young Torme published in 1945. Phillips also sounds rich, relaxed and regretful on such classic standards as “I Don’t Want to Walk Without You” and “Easy Street.” The masterful accompaniment is from such top-notch musicians as Milt Hinton, Mundell Lowe and Doe Severinson along with Walt Levinsky’s String Orchestra.

Born to be Blue is almost a classic ballad album, comparing favorably with such gems as Sinatra’s Only the Lonely or Irene Kral’s Gentle Rain. What holds it back is the odd lapse of judgment that resulted in the inclusion of the embarrassing and over-arranged “Lonelyville” and Lew Brown’s “I’ve Got to Pass Your House,” which is not a bad song but inappropriate in this collection of sophisticated songs. But on the plus side are ten gorgeous songs and interpretations. Recommended to all fans of candlelight ballads.
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