
“It’s All About the Music” - Karrin Allyson at Steamers

New York-based Karrin Allyson’s visits to the Southland are always welcome. Her most recent one was a three-day tour of various venues, the Hollywood Bowl, Santa Barbara’s So Ho club and a return to Steamers after a two-year hiatus. The attractive Allyson is a rarity in that she is not only a superb jazz singer but also a very accomplished performer who exhibits much on-stage charisma. But there’s not an ounce of vocal fat in her delivery, no runaway melisma, no mannerisms, no swooping, no rhapsodizing; she has no time for artifice. She has a degree in classical piano from the University of Nebraska (she minored in French) and she calls herself “a musician who sings.” And her performances are all about the music and never detract from that one essential. Her champagne-and-cigarettes voice is unique, which is what jazz is, or should be, all about, namely having a sound and style that are unmistakably your own. Best of all, like the great Carmen McRae, Allyson is a natural storyteller, every word of text; in fact, every syllable of every lyric counts. Most notable perhaps is her absolute command of dynamics. 
Allyson led things off with a blues-drenched version of Bobby Timmons “Moanin’” and also included Oscar Brown’s “Hum Drum Blues,” both of which were featured on her 2002 CD, In Blue. These blues-related songs are perfect for her ruddy voice and she brings them to life. Both of her sets contained material from her latest CD, Wild For You, including Joni Mitchell’s “All I Want” and other songs written after the rise of the Beatles, one oft-used marker for the end of the Great American Songbook era. But she didn’t ignore standards entirely. In fact two highlights of the evening were her convincing reading of Bobby Troup’s ache-filled lament, “The Meaning of the Blues.” and the McHugh-Loesser semi-standard “Say It (Over and Over Again)”. Her Steamer’s performance (like her latest CD) is a nice truce between jazz singing and pop material. A singer who can gracefully move from James Taylor’s “Don’t Let Me Be Lonely Tonight” to “Stomping at the Savoy” underscores how good and how flexible Allyson is at her craft. 

At one point, Allyson took a chance and asked the audience for suggestions. She lucked out when a front row patron suggested what he called the “Quack, Quack” song.  This, of course, was “O Pato” (The Duck), written by Jayme DaSilva and Jon Hendricks and was from her 1999 CD From Paris to Rio. As the saying goes “she owns this song.” The chosen tempo was hotter than her recorded version and almost got out of hand, but only “almost;” it settled into a swinging groove that put grins on the patrons’ faces. Other selections included Blossom Dearie’s gently swinging “Bye, Bye Country Boy” and Jobim’s “Inutil Paisagem” (Useless Landscape) Allyson can do it all, break your heart with a slow ballad and then turn around and put joy in your heart with a bossa nova. 
She was beautifully assisted throughout the show by a Rolls Royce trio consisting of pianist Bill Cunliffe (as well as her own fine pianism), veteran bassist, Luther Hughes and her longtime Kansas City buddy, drummer Todd Straitt. 
Allyson calls performing live her “raison d’etre,” and adds that “it seems to be why I’m here. I want the audience to go out feeling better than when they came in.” She certainly accomplished that desire on a recent Friday night at Steamers.
I cannot close this review without once again praising Terence Love for running such a “good shop.” He obviously loves and respects musicians and understands their needs. He books superb jazz artists and gives them an environment that ensures they are at their best.

   Roger Crane
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