An Affectionate Overview of Jazz Vocalists

THE JAZZ SINGERS: The Ultimate Guide, by Scott Yanow
Scott Yanow is one of the most prolific of jazz writers and his latest, The Jazz Singers, is certainly definitive and nearly unique. Sure, there are books about jazz singers and good ones, but how many of them provide a comprehensive encyclopedic overview of 774 vocalists, 804 if you include singing groups. (Yanow may be the only jazz writer to have actually critically listened to 804 different singers.). Even more surprisingly, 521 of that total are covered in detail, including a paragraph discussing essential and favored recordings. Given such exhaustive (but never exhausting) coverage, one of the pleasures of reading is to question his choices: “Where is so-and-so?’ and “What in the world is so-and-so doing here; he/she is not a jazz singer?” Finding fault and entertaining such arguments and questions are part of the fun of such a book as this. But, as usual, Yanow has done his homework and even the most knowledgeable fan of vocal jazz will have trouble faulting either his selections or his observations. Speaking of his observations, Yanow has kept them on the side of “plain vanilla” and his affectionate approach is generally reportorial and praiseworthy, which is appropriate for this type of encyclopedic publication. He has also included special sections on jazz singers in film and promising up-and-comers.
What is a jazz vocalist? Well, Mark Murphy, the consummate jazz singer says simply “a jazz singer is a singer who sings jazz.” That may be true but is not much help, so Yanow, in his Introduction, does provide his definition which emphasizes improvisation. However, singing is often genre defying and the borderline between jazz singing and other genres is vague. Many of the better singers blur the lines between jazz, blues, pop, cabaret and even country. Yanow understood that fact and, thankfully, erred on the side of inclusiveness. Thus, you will find discussion of some singers not usually given jazz credentials, because Yanow felt that they were jazz-informed and/or had a significant influence on many jazz singers. For instance, you find popular singers such as Rosemary Clooney and Frank Sinatra but not Judy Garland, even though she was beloved my many jazz artists. On the whole, whether well-known or overlooked, the truly great, the near great and the multitude of journeymen (journeypersons?) are included with illuminating coverage of their lives Speaking of the unjustly overlooked, it is very nice to see inclusion of the excellent Hinda (yes, ‘Hinda” with an “H”) Hoffman, a Chicago-based jazz singer and Winnie Beatty, a very fine Southern California jazz pianist and vocalist whose recordings were very few and are very scarce.
The Jazz Singers, is wonderfully documented and should be of major interest to those who share Yanow’s love for the jazz vocal arts. Unlike many jazz writers, he obviously both enjoys and understands jazz singing and considers it a respectable art. Scott Yanow’s book is both informative and entertaining and will be a valued reference point for the vocalist profiles, checking available recordings or even searching for omissions (you won’t find many).
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