
“Jackie for President!” – Singer Jackie Ryan in Town

Although vocalist Jackie Ryan lives near San Francisco, she has a large fan base here in Southern California and graces us with her talent once or twice a year. Last year, when she was appearing at The Vic, Chuck Niles, who was a Jackie fan, was heard to staunchly proclaim “Jackie for President!” Well, we’ve unfortunately lost Chuck but, during this election year, Jackie sounds like a good presidential choice to me. 

She was down this time for three gigs, The Vic, LACMA and the All Saints Episcopalian church in Pasadena. Lynne and I caught two of those performances and, once again, Ryan enthralled me with her combination of musicianship and charisma. I don’t think that anyone sings with more honest feeling. At the Vic Jackie and her trio (Jon Mayer-piano. Roy McCurdy-drums, Chris Colangelo-bass) performed a set of songs associated with a trio of divas, Sarah Vaughan, Nina Simone and Dinah Washington. They kicked things off with songs associated with Vaughan, beginning with the Arlen standard “I’ve Got the World on a String.” They slowed things down considerably with the classic “Midnight Sun,” on which Jackie let us hear those perfect Johnny Mercer lyrics. Very few vocalists seem to grasp the significance of a song’s subtext but Jackie is, fortunately, one of those singers. She “tells the story” and accepts the responsibility for communicating the meaning of the lyrics. Things got hot again on a breakneck romp through the Ray Noble evergreen “Cherokee.” But the highlight to me on this covey of songs by Sassy was “Poor Butterfly.” I cannot recall hearing a more mesmerizing version. Jackie does rhythm tunes just fine but I’m a fan of her drop-dead gorgeous ballads. Speaking of which, she also brought the room to a hush with her rendition of the Gershwins’ masterful “I Loves You Porgy,” which was included in her tribute to Simone.

No reason to discuss each song. Most of the selections were familiar but, like most jazz artists, Jackie and the guys made everything sound newly examined. Repertoire, by the way, is one of many Jackie Ryan musical gifts. In dealing with these well crafted songs, Jackie allows herself just enough rope to display her jazz roots, never enough to hang herself up in gratuitous melodic distortion. Add to these virtues a poised and sunny personality, a smoke & brandy voice, and you have all but one of the elements necessary for major success. The missing link, of course, is luck and, I suppose, the vagaries and the fortuities of the music world. But her CDs are selling well - by jazz standards - and I predict even more success in the future. She deserves it. I can’t think of another contemporary singer with such a beautiful sound or such meticulous control, combined with passion for her music.

Ryan was given wonderful, sympathetic and unobtrusive support by Jon, Roy and Chris. Well, maybe “support” is not the right word because these guys are equal contributing members of a marvelous quartet. The four of them exhibited clear musical communication. A good turnout was had for each of Ryan’s three LA venues. We Southern California folks obviously love her and I eagerly await her return. Check out her latest CD, This Heart of Mine, on OpenArt records. It is not just good; it is exceptional and is her best work, which is saying a lot, since she is a very consistent artist. Details are provided on her website, http://www.jackieryanmusic.com.
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