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The Realities of
Vocal Jazz Style

Jan Shapiro

hile the Jazz Studies curric-
Wulum has become more preva-

lent in music departments, the
addition of voice to some jazz study
departments is more recent. It seems
there is still some controversy as to just
what jazz voice in college and university
settings should be. In high schools and
colleges, “jazz voice” could be any
group ensemble singing popular and
“standard” materials.

Also, at this time, there don’t seem to
be any clear cut guidelines for
establishing a jazz-popular voice
curriculum. Certain institutions, how-
ever, have been innovative in offering
jazz vocal classes, applied jazz voice
lessons, and vocal jazz ensembles.
Noteably, these institutions include
Berklee College of Music, Boston; the
University of Northern Colorado,
Greeley; and the University of Miami,
Coral Gables. But, is jazz voice in
colleges and universities really jazz sing-
ing?

WHAT IS A JAZZ SINGER?

In classical music, defining opera in a
few sentences or giving one concrete
definition would be difficult due to its
diversity of styles. Likewise, we cannot
clearly define jazz voice since it is also
diverse in style. Who is a jazz singer or,
who is more of a jazz singer than
another? Are the jazz singers: Ella Fitz-
gerald, Sarah Vaughn and Frank

Sinatra? Some people may call Mel

Torme a jazz singer while others say his

improvisation of vocal solos is too

contrived: thus, he is not perceived as a

true jazz singer. In some music circles,

Joe Williams may be considered a blues

singer rather than a jazz singer. There

are many other singers such as Mark

Murphy, Cleo Laine and Chris Conners

who could be placed in several musical

categories or styles. Therefore, it would
be impossible to mention in this one
article all the different kinds of singers

within the jazz realm.
Furthermore, a singer like Bérry
Manilow could be considered a jazz

singer. His recent album, “2:00 a.m.
Paradise Cafe,” is written and sung in
typical jazz ballad style. On the album,
there are two duets sung by Manilow
and Sarah Vaughn, and Manilow and
Mel Torme. Tania Maria is a newly
discovered artist who can be considered
a jazz singer. Chaka Kahn has shown
her flexibility and uniqueness by record-
ing strictly a jazz album, “Echos of an
Era.” If you listen to this album, you
may agree that she is indeed a jazz
singer. However, if you listen to the
album, “I Feel For You,” you will
probably say Chaka Kahn is a rock
singer.

Michael Franks, another recording
artist, is also hard to define. His style of
singing does not really resemble today’s
Top 40 music and his records are
generally played only on local jaz
stations. Yet, true ‘“jazzers” may not
accept Franks as a jazz artist.

On the 1973 album, “Bridging a
Gap,” recorded by Mark Murphy, Dan
Morganstern, then editor of down
beat, raised the question: “Is Mark
Murphy a pop singer or a jazz singer?”
When you listen to several of Murphy’s
albums it is difficult to answer. There are
other singers such as Nancy Wilson and
Al Jarreau who have crossed over from
jazz to pop to rock. Jarreau’s album,
“High Crime,” exemplifies more pop
and rock style in addition to his scat
singing. This latest album is certainly a
break from his earlier recordings,
particularly the early album, “The

Masquerade Is Over.”

It is interesting to note that current
popular artists such as Sade are con-
sidered “jazz.” Top 40 stations and jazz
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stations alike play Sade’s recordings. If
you confronted a teenager or college
student, many would consider Sade
“Yjazz.”

There are many artists who tend to
cross over from jazz to pop — or they
are simply not in one definite category.
Examples of the jazz singing category
would include Eddy Jefferson and Anita
O’Day. Carmen McRae is a jazz singer
but she also has been known to record
pop and soft rock material as she did in
her 1976 album, “Can’t Hide Love.” In
the late 1950’s, Sarah Vaughn recorded
“Broken Hearted Melody,” which was
considerd to be a Top 40 tune and
made Billboard’s Top 40’s charts.
Some traditionalists in the jazz field felt
that Sarah Vaughn was being too
commercial. Regardless, she has been
and is still one of the great jazz stylists of
all times. Randy Crawford is yet another
example of a singer who “crosses over.”
She performed in the Montreux
Switzerland Jazz Festival, although
many consider her to be a pop singer.

Teaching in both a small private

college and a large university, I have
found that each school’s view of what
jazz voice comprises is somewhat
different. Jazz voice could be anything
from voice students singing swing tunes
to singing musical comedy selections, to
singing a few “pop” songs in con-
junction with traditional classical vocal
training. In our attempt to define jazz
voice in the academic world, we must
remember the subjectivity of voice in the
pop-jazz idiom. Each school therefore
has its prerogative to assemble its own
criteria and standards for a jazz voice
curriculum.

In the college or university program,
it appears that the emphasis is on scat
singing for the solo singer as well as for
jazz ensembles or choirs. And, though it
is certainly true that jazz embraces im-
provisation in dealing with the voice,

scat singing in particular is not the only ##=

consideration of a good jazz singer. At
any rate, jazz voice at the college level
should be a combination of phrasing,
interpretation and improvisation, all of
which make up a singer’s style.

CREATING A STYLE

A singer can improvise with his or her
own way of singing the words or lyrics
of a song. The singer can hold out
certain vowels or consonants. He or she
can ‘“lay back on the time” for stylistic
reasons. And, the singer may choose to
use nonsense syllables instead of words
(imitative of horn players). The
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vocalist's use of these nonsense syllables
within a song is referred to as scat sing-
ing.

Jazz singing does not dictate that only
1930’s, 1940’s and 1950’s jazz stan-
dards be sung, nor does a singer’s race
(black or white) indicate whether or not
a singer is a “true” jazz singer. A
competent vocalist can incorporate
STYLE in just about any song of any
era, including today’s songs. Aspects of
style include changing sounds or tones
with the voice and/or a combination of
using various rhythmic patterns, plus
the most important element, the singer’s
own emotion.

Taking a broad overview of vocal jazz
history, we come across many types of
song stylists. The style of singing called
the ‘blues’ was derived from slave
songs, field hollars, and American folk
song. In the 1920’s, Ma Rainey and
Bessie Smith popularized the ‘blues’
style of singing. The singer would bend
notes (blue notes) emitting a type of
sadness and emotion. In true ‘blues’
singing, the wvocal line is freed
molodically and rhythmically from the
substructure. In other words, the singer
improvises around the melody. The
vocalists’ individual interpretation of a
song in the ‘blues’ style has made a very
effective impact on the public that has
lasted through the years in various
forms of popular music.

When you think of it, most of today’s
popular music contains at least one of
the above aspects. Newer songs may
not always be suited for scat singing, but
a singer still has the opportunity to
incorporate his or her own style.

In the early 1930’s Bing Crosby did
some scat singing, but utilized his own
phrasing to achieve an effect that
people called “‘crooning.” During the
SWing' era, vocalists still used the ‘blues’
style of singing, but the backup band
gave the songs a different rhythmic feel
aDnd' tone color, thus, a different sound.
n:tzzga ntc}l“le 1940, singers used blue
s enhanc:ymg behmd.the beat or time
¥ T or embellish their style.
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dominant in her sing-
ing style while Frank Sinatra has
capitalized more on phrasing. Ella
approaches melodic lines as an instru-
mentalist. Her solo scat singing within a
song displays a unique virtuosity. Frank
Sinatra’s relaxed phrasing within a song
is yet another example of unique jazz
styling.

Mark Murphy,
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“Stolen Moments,’
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n the recorded song,
» uses his voice as an

Cole, each sing
her style and interpretation. Singers of

today who are noted for their unique
style, while not using much or any scat
include Barbra Streisand,

singing
Roberta Flack, Crystal Gayle, Linda
Ronstadt, Dionne Warwick, Chaka

Khan, Billy Joel, Daryl Hall, Luther
Vandross and Peabo Bryson.

During the ‘swing’ era, groups such
as the “Modernaires,” “Ink Spots,”
«Mills Brothers,” and “Andrews Sisters”
were very popular. None of these
sed scat singing as their pre-

groups U
dominant style. On the other hand,
after the swing era, the group,

“Lambert, Hendricks, and Ross,”’
utilized scat singing as an integral part of
their unique sound. All of these groups
could be categorized as “jazz singing”

groups.
Several other singing groups tend to
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University of Cincinnatl, Box JE
Cincinnati, H45221-0003
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1987 Cincinnati Audition Dates

January 17
February 7
March 7

Tape auditions accepted upon
special request.

Faculty:

Rick VanMatre, Program
Coordinator, Saxophone

Pat Harbison, Trumpet

Clarence Pawn, Trombone

Frank Vincent, Piano

James Smith, Guitar

Lou Harless, Bass

John Von Ohlen, Percussion

Jazz Master Classes

Recent artists to perform with
students and present clinics:
Red Rodney, Frank Foster, Jiggs
Whiggam, John McNeil, Phil Woods,
John Scofield, Jerry Coker, Bill
Gooawin, Cal Collins, Bobby Shew,
Steve Gilmore, Fred Hersch, Jim
Pugh, Marvin Stamm, Joe Lovano,
Charlie Rouse, Jerome Richardson,

Ahmals Nana




fluxuate between jazz and popular or
contemporary stylings. The most recent
group to do this is Manhattan Transfer..l
Their latest album, “Vocalise,
represents a return to jazz from their
earlier album, “American Pop.” The
groups Rare Silk and Singers Unlimited
also utilize scat singing as well as singing
in a more pop style. The Hi-Lo's are yet
another groups to cross over from jazz
stylings to a pop sound.

An all-women’s group called “Alive”
instrumentally and vocally utilizes jazz
stylings as well as pop and rock stylings
and phrasings.

THE QUESTION:

The question is, what are we teach-
ing in regard to jazz voice in the college
setting? Are we putting too much
emphasis on scat singing? lIs every
student meant to scat sing and be really
good at it? Probably not. Every student
may learn how to improvise in the
college setting, but not everyone may
be great at this skill. Some vocalists
naturally find scat singing easy while
others, in particular those who have
never been exposed to classical jazz and

swing, wind up sounding contrived or
simply “‘jibbering.”

Molenhof — Marimba

As educators we have yet to explore
non-traditional ways in approaching
voice to aid the student in expanding
and developing various vocal styles. In
the past and in traditional classical vocal
training, the singer learned to depend
on the melody. Often the singer may be
completely dependent on the piano. It
is true that there are no “F” or “'C” notes
to push or blow with the human voice.
However, approaching singing as an in-
strumentalist may be the way to im-
prove not only musicianship, but also to
help the vocalist become independent
of what the pianist is playing. The time
involved in training the “ears” of the jazz
vocalist may be considerable, depend-
ing on the particular student (based on
the student’s musical experience, back-
ground and exposure to the jazz idiom).

THE SINGER

Every ballad singer can be just as
affective and “moving”’ as the best
“scat” singer. In my own professional
experience, the great ballad singer is
often not particularly a strong utilizer of
“scat” singing. Every student will have
strong points — ballad singing, up
tempos, scat singing, rock singing,
musical comedy selections, etc. It is

important to encourade the singer’s
unique abilities, whether it be ballad
singing or “swing’ tunes.

Barbra Streisand has been noted for
her beautiful ballad singing in earlier and
more recent albums (see discography®).
It is important to note that she also
recorded an album of art songs, show-
casing once again her expressiveness
and vocal abilities within the classical
realm. There are so many excellent
ballad singers that not all could be
mentioned here. The array of strong
ballad singers are many — from Judy
Garland, Vic Damone, Steve
Lawrence, Jack Jones, Edie Gorme,
Roberta Flack to today's current artists
(see discography®).

SOLUTION:

It would seem that every effort
should be made in jazz education in-
stitutions to give the jazz vocal major an
opportunity to expand his or her vocal
ckills. In order to accomplish this, I
recommend that scat singing should be
included, but certainly not take prece-
dence over interpretation or stylistic
phrasing. All are important to the singer

and for some vocalists, one or the other
may be better suited.

“Bill Molenhof is truly pioneering new musi-

cal terrifory for jazz as expressed on the
. marimba . . *

Martin Zyskowski, Professor of Music
Eastern Washington University

“Bill Molenhof is truly a pi i

: pioneer on his
instrument and offers a great deal to both -
the educational and performing fields.”

Dick Schory
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scat singing
limited jot
d to continue our
in traditional classical
literature. In order to give students
alternatives to the musical job market,
there is a need to offer excellent jazz
training as well Jazz studies programs
must never forget that, inevitably, the
student is training to hopefully make a
living as a performer and/or teacher.
Students who intend to be teachers
need as broad a background in jazz as
they have in the classical realm, if they
are to be effective instructors in the
classroom. We need good musicians
who are flexible in classical music, in
jazz, and commercial music, even
though as musicians, our forte will most
likely be in one of these idioms.
realistic and constant assessment of the
state of our art and our student’s needs
is essential.
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Attend 1986 NAJE
Convention

Readers — plan to attend
NAJE'’s 14th Nat'| Convention in
Atlanta on Jan. 8-11, 1987, It's a
must event for both educators and
students alike who want to see
and hear what's happening in jazz
today. Here's four good reasons
why: 1) the music (great junior
high, high school, college & pro-
fessional jazz bands and vocal
groups); 2) informative “how to”
clinics; 3) a mammoth music
industry exhibition and 4) make
professional contacts and 5)
organized student jam sessions
(bring your ‘axe’). Special NAJE
room rates are also available. See
pages 8-10, 86 and 87 for further
information about the convention,
a tentative schedule and photos of
who's participating. This year’s
convention promises to be even
better.
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Guest artists

B Gerry Mulli

Baritone Saxophonist

B Gene Bertoncini & M

Guitar/Bass Duo

@ For university, high school,
and junior high school musicians

For registration & information, contact: Fred Sturm, Director of Jazz Studies. Conservatory of Music.
Lawrence University, Appleton, Wisconsin 54912. Phone (414)735-6634 or 735-6614

gan Quartet

ichael Moore

® NOVEMBER 14 & 15

B Bobby McFerrin

Jazz Vocalist

B Bill Dobbins

Pianist/Educator/Author
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