Pinky Winters: A Brief Tribute

Time to praise the wonderful Pinky Winters. She is some kind of great singer and always has been. That fact has been apparent for many decades, but she seems to have reached a newfound peak and is singing with much joy. And, thankfully, she is also singing more often, having recently performed at Ray Slayton’s great jazz venue, “The Vic” (in Santa Monica) and at one of the continuing Tuesday night jazz venues at the Sheraton Four Points hotel (at LAX). Not surprisingly, she brought both of these rooms to a hush with definitive performances of such songs as the film-noir tune “Blue Gardenia” and the old Sinatra standby “Put Your Dreams Away.

Pinky is truly a songwriter’s best friend and really gives herself to the song, making it come alive, finding meanings in the tensions and incongruencies between the words and the music. Her absorption, her meditative intensity as she sings, makes you hang on the notes and words, as if you were following a plotline, which, of course, you are doing, since Pinky always tells the story as well as the melody. If a song is shackled with a mediocre lyric, she will find a way to transform the ordinariness of it. If the lyric has the magnificence of a Larry Hart or Cole Porter, she will make sure you hear that magnificence. Her feeling for the dramatic shape of a song is extraordinary. And what songs. Pinky is rightfully noted for her impeccable repertoire; her choice of material in live performances and on record could not be better. She often chooses songs that haven’t been over-exposed. Some examples from those recent performances, include the Morgan Ames-Johnny Mandel gem, “Unless It’s You,” the Rodgers & Hart under-performed “Why Can’t I” (from their 1929 show Spring Is Here) and another lost song from the past, Cole Porter’s delightful “Where Have You Been,” which is kept alive by cabaret performers such as Bobby Short. She brings life to the better-known songs by including their seldom-performed verses. Good songs come from all generations and Pinky has the taste to include more recent numbers deserving exposure, including a future-standard by Richard Rodney Bennett, titled “Early to Bed” which, as far as I know, has been recorded by only Pinky and Manhattan-based vocalist Joyce Breach. Whatever the material -  new or old -  she weaves magic from every syllable.

From her opening notes, it is obvious that Pinky Winters is meant to sing. She may not have the pyrotechnics and glitter of many other singers but she has more important attributes, namely substance and heart and a voice quality of melted butter. With her warmth and intelligence, her musicality and uncanny phrasing Pinky Winters is one of the greatest singers —whatever the genre—you will have the joy to listen to. She successfully combines two seemingly irreconcilable emotions — tranquility and passion.

By the way, she has a new CD out, titled Rain Sometimes and it is not just good, it is damn near a classic and features Oscar nominee Sir Richard Rodney Bennett at the piano and masterful bassist Bob Maize on a few cuts. As fellow vocalist Carol Sloane said in the liner notes, “This is a voice which will enchant you now and evermore.” How true. Pinky has long had the respect of her peers and music writers. But given her lush voice and exquisite choice of material and stellar accompanists, she should be everybody’s singer. Do yourself a favor and listen to this lady. If you can’t make it to a club, then put Rain Sometimes into your carousel, Close your eyes and imagine the clinking of glasses, fine port wine, dim candles and let her voice transport you to one of your more memorable nights.

Check Pinky’s website for upcoming gigs and details on how to order her CDs. http://www.pinkywinters.com/rainsometimes.htrn
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