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LISTENING WITH DIANNE REEVES 

Looking Beyond the Phrasing, to the Spirit  

By BEN RATLIFF 
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Dianne Reeves, pictured during a concert in January in Lisbon, is scheduled to perform tonight and tomorrow at Jazz at Lincoln 

Center’s Allen Room.  
 

DENVER — “It’s been cold here lately,” Dianne Reeves said this month, readying plates of food for a late lunch, “so I 
decided to make some lamb.” She laid out the meal on the center island of her kitchen here, including sweet iced tea 
made from hibiscus leaves brought home from Turkey and cornbread that she has been perfecting, trying to replicate 
a version she admired at a local restaurant. Explaining how she likes to cook, she said: “It’s the same thing with how I 
sing. I work with my ear and try to make it feel right, or I just keep changing it until I like the way it tastes.” 

So does every musician. But from Dianne Reeves this formula sounds excessively humble. Ms. Reeves isn’t stumbling 
around in the dark; she has the training, the tools, the instrument. Hers is a big and forthright voice, one that sounds 
as if it might have been trained over the blare of a touring big band, except that such a model hardly exists anymore.  

She is a jazz singer who has absorbed some of the loftiest and most difficult models: Sarah Vaughan, Betty Carter, 
Shirley Horn. She treats standards with skyscraper authority, drawing a circle of repertory wide enough to include 
material from her favorite singer-songwriters; she has her own vocal and performance devices, subdividing vowels 
into a dozen notes, pouring forth welcomes and singsong advice to her audience.  

Her most recent record, which won her a fourth Grammy Award, was the soundtrack to the 2005 film “Good Night, 
and Good Luck,” in which she climbs into the 1950s without affectation. On it she performs standards with a small 
backing group, a setup reasonably close to the one she will use tonight and tomorrow at Jazz at Lincoln Center’s Allen 
Room. (Her trio will consist of the pianist Billy Childs, the bassist Reginald Veal and the drummer Gregory 
Hutchinson.) But she has also become known for her own songs, often concerned with, as she puts it, “telling stories”; 
they hit a gently counseling chord, encouraging pride and self-reliance. 



She has been a long time forming. The present version of Dianne Reeves comes after 30 years of wending among 
swing-based jazz, West Coast pop-jazz of the 1980s and versions of black-diaspora songs and bossa nova from jobs 
with Harry Belafonte and Sergio Mendes. And before that, a lot of church singing.  

Yet Ms. Reeves seems firmly of a place and time: the middle of America, and the middle of the 20th century. This 
comes out in her manners but also in her preoccupation with spirituality, and with a protective psychology that can 
accommodate frailty and self-doubt.  

Last fall she turned 50. Since 1991 she has lived on a well-tended stretch of a well-traveled thoroughfare in the Park 
Hill neighborhood of Denver, five minutes from her mother (who still lives in the house where Ms. Reeves grew up) 
and not too much farther from her sister. She was home recently only for a brief stop between tours, but as friends 
and relatives came in and out of the kitchen through the afternoon, she seemed rooted. 

Born in Detroit, she moved to Denver with her mother and her sister at the age of 2, after the death of her father. Her 
grandmother, Denverada Howard, was born in Denver in 1896 and named after the city, and her grandmother’s 
father was a founding member of the oldest black church here, Shorter Community A.M.E. church in East Denver.  

Ms. Reeves belonged to that church but also went to Roman Catholic school with daily Mass and attended a Baptist 
church on Sunday. “For us as kids,” she said, “we had the feeling that there was nothing we couldn’t do or deal with, 
because we believed in God and we believed that God would make a way.”  

A test came during the first school busing experiments in Denver, when Ms. Reeves was sent down the same road she 
now lives on, far into South Denver, to a white junior high school. It was a tense period: Parents of the white children 
wanted the black children out, and there were racist editorials in the local paper. In retaliation the school’s black, 
Texan music teacher organized a revue that combined the poetry of Langston Hughes and songs like “Blowin’ in the 
Wind,” “He Ain’t Heavy, He’s My Brother” and “Joy, Joy” by the Edwin Hawkins Singers.  

“It was a powerful thing, and it served to bring people together,” she said. “It really changed my life. I really 
understood that I wanted to sing songs that meant something to me.” 

Asked to listen to and comment on some music of her choosing, Ms. Reeves put forward Aretha Franklin first. 
“Amazing Grace,” Ms. Franklin’s live gospel album, released in 1972, was a record that hit Ms. Reeves hard in high 
school; at the time she was singing Franklin hits with a group of friends who called themselves the Mellow Moods.  

“Every time one of her new songs came out, you’d learn it,” she said. “But when this came out, it was, like, ahhh. On 
the album cover she had her hair all tied up, and she had African attire on, sitting in front of the church.” 

On “Mary Don’t You Weep,” Ms. Franklin at first sounds serene — “We’re going to review the story of the two sisters, 
Mary and Martha,” she begins — and then the choir starts applying pressure over a slow tempo, making its refrain 
eerily quiet, occasionally bursting out to high volume.  

“Listen to the backgrounds,” Ms. Reeves said, and she started banging her hand on the table to the one-two-three of 
the chorus’s clapping. Ms. Franklin enters into a complex series of actions with the band and the choir, half rehearsed, 
half spontaneous. She invokes Lazarus three times; the third time she hollers, and the choir goes off like a siren.  

“It’s the spirit,” Ms. Reeves said. “It’s what she knew about. For the people in the congregation it’s a statement of faith 
and belief. But it’s also that whole thing of ‘Let’s gather around, and I’m going to tell you this amazing story.’ ” 

This is gospel music straight up and down, though. Listening to Ms. Franklin’s phrasing and the pacing of her 
emotional involvement, does Ms. Reeves get lessons that she can apply to, say, “How High the Moon”? 

“Oh, absolutely,” she said. “It’s timing. It’s that thing that just makes your spirit rise — that ability to really savor 
words and savor a story.” 

Ms. Reeves likes talking about music that isn’t specific to one generation. “The majority of the stuff I listened to, my 
parents listened to — until I started listening to Parliament-Funkadelic,” she said.  

She next chose a track from the 1964 recording “Sam Cooke at the Copa,” another taste she shared with her mother 
and stepfather. It was the medley of “Try a Little Tenderness,” “(I Love You) For Sentimental Reasons” and “You Send 
Me,” and it was as much vamping as song playing. As with the Aretha Franklin record, Cooke constantly turns to 



talking-through-singing to engage his audience through transitions. This was a trick Ms. Reeves learned early on, as a 
performer in high school, especially with her uncle, a bassist with the Denver Symphony who played jazz at his 
Unitarian Church, and in club dates with the pianist Gene Harris, who moved to Denver when she was a high school 
junior. She hated the spaces between songs, and she needed to figure out what to do about them. 

At first Cooke sounds as if he’s stalling: “Oh I never, never/I never, never, never, never, never treat you wrong 
darling,” he sings.  

He frames these vamps as meta-songs: He’s singing them to the men in the audience, he says, because men “have a 
tendency to neglect the ladies.” And as he sings he puts the lyrics in quotation marks, recasting them as mollifying 
speeches men can deliver to their women. He improvises through the vamping, and he cues the band when he’s ready 
to enter the song. “And also, you have to tell her, ‘Darling, you send me,’ ” he sings, conversationally. “ ‘I wouldn’t tell 
you if I didn’t mean it’ — that works,” he jokes. “ ‘You thrill me, honest you do.’ ” 

Why is that performance such an ideal for Ms. Reeves? It could be considered Cooke just doing business, running 
through teasers on the way to a surer set-piece. “Because he’s standing right on the edge,” she answered. “He’s 
thinking, he’s forming the words in his mouth. I can tell, because I’ve been there.” 

There were other reasons too. “He’s so classy. Yeah, that whole idea was you go out onstage and you entertain. You 
don’t bring that other craziness. You bring your joy, and you tell them stories.” 

“And he’s communicating to the band vocally when to start each song,” she added. We went back to a few moments 
just before the band begins “Try a Little Tenderness.” “He just cued them,” she said, then pointed out another critical 
moment, just before “You Send Me,” where some flutes create a kind of path to the song’s entry. 

How do we know that in some cases the band isn’t cueing him? “Well, in that last case — maybe, I don’t know,” she 
said. “You’d have to see it. But that’s all part of gospel singing, cueing. And I really think he was in control.” 

On the outside Ms. Reeves would seem to have little in common with Shirley Horn, who loved slow tempos and nearly 
whispered her songs. Ms. Reeves chose to listen to “Here’s to Life,” from Horn’s 1992 record of the same name. Horn 
was a passionate singer, but tough and concise, with a kind of Bogart sibilance. She played piano as well, using those 
harmonies as an extension of her voice. As we listened, Ms. Reeves copied the tiniest details of the vocal performance: 
the little “mm” added to the end of the line “so give it all you got” in the first verse; the tiny, sharp intake of breath 
after the line “and all that’s good get better,” toward the end.  

“If you broke it down, you could say it was her phrasing,” Ms. Reeves said. “But it’s beyond phrasing. It’s breathing 
life into an inanimate object. The first time she says, ‘Here’s to love,’ she pulls back. She makes it very tender and 
simple. The second time she says, ‘Here’s to love,’ the ‘love’ is bigger. She has this picture into something. Shirley does 
that. Nina Simone does that. Carmen McRae does that. If they say ‘love’ in a certain way, they can mean it 
sarcastically, or like they’re passionately in love with you, and you’ll understand it. 

“When you listen to her you start to understand what the voice is,” she continued. “When I’m working with students, I 
ask them, putting a ‘great voice’ at the bottom of the list, what do you think makes a great singer? It’s obvious with 
her, and with Aretha, that it’s your spirit.” 

http://www.nytimes.com/2007/04/20/arts/music/20reev.html?th&emc=th 
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MUSIC REVIEW | DIANNE REEVES

Singer and Song Fly High Together

By STEPHEN HOLDEN

Of how many pop and jazz singers can it be said that as soon as they open their mouths, you can rest in complete confidence that every 

note will be hit squarely in the middle? From a position of such security, the singer can then go on to play with pitch, dipping and bending 

notes and adding filigree, but always with the ear and discipline of a musician who knows that a quarter-tone deviation is exactly 0.25, no 

more, no less. 

Sarah Vaughan had that kind of musicality, and so does Dianne Reeves, who gave four concerts this weekend at the Allen Room in

Frederick P. Rose Hall. Although Ms. Reeves makes a mighty sound, it is only distantly related to the kind of gospel in a which a performer

becomes carried away. Ms. Reeves doesn’t. Like Vaughan, she has the resources of an opera singer who has chosen jazz. Her voice is clear

and robust; it is an instrument that celebrates itself through its sheer power. As she performed with her trio — Billy Childs on piano,

Reginald Veal on bass and Gregory Hutchinson on drums — at Friday’s early show, you had the sense of a classical singer communing with

a chamber group on a high musical plane.

The other great influence on Ms. Reeves is Betty Carter, whose angular, tonal improvisations went much farther into the ozone than does

Ms. Reeves, whose scatting never loses sight of the song under examination. Shying away from the abstract, she understands that the

frequently misunderstood and misused concept of scat doesn’t mean supplying doodly-doodly-doo filler that sounds jazzy. It means

stretching a song into the realm where the voice becomes a jazz instrument, in her case most often a trumpet, and inventing her own

instrumental solos. She does it with such skill and taste that you never have the feeling of the singer’s wandering into a no man’s land. Her

improvisations add meaning and a deeper sense of emotional connection.

Her ambitious first set on Friday leaned toward bossa nova, with Jobim’s “Triste” and “Once I Loved,” both given full-bodied articulation.

The elegant, percussive song “A Child Is Born” churned with African clicks and beats. Leonard Cohen’s “Suzanne” became a mystical

fantasia built around Mr. Child’s splaying keyboard.

The set ended with McCoy Tyner’s ballad “You Taught My Heart to Sing,” a love song that Ms. Reeves turned into a personal expression of

her relationship to music. “The miracle of you/Will last my whole life through/You’re all I keep remembering/You taught my heart to

sing,” goes the lyric of the ballad, in which Ms. Reeves became a songbird infused with the music in the air; she slowly walked off the stage

improvising in a state quiet rapture.

Since I first saw her, more than two decades ago in a club where she was introduced by Harry Belafonte, Ms. Reeves has steadily developed

from a shy, closed-off performer into one of the greatest living jazz singers. There was a period when it looked as if the tradition of 

Vaughan, Ella Fitzgerald and Billie Holiday was behind us. But with the appearance of singers like Ms. Reeves, and the remarkable Lizz 

Wright, those shoes are beginning to be filled. Hallelujah! 
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Reeves shines in Carnival Center 
 
BY EVELYN McDONNELL 
emcdonnell@MiamiHerald.com 

There was a moment in Dianne Reeves' superb concert Friday night at the Carnival 
Center for the Performing Arts that would have made Ebenezer Scrooge smile. It 
came at the end of the first set of the two-hour concert. The singer was singing A 
Child Is Born, one of several Christmas carols that shaped the set of jazz standards 
and Reeves' signature tunes. Suddenly her band stopped playing and Reeves began 
chanting in a low voice. 

''No limits, no borders,'' she sang, while the band and the audience clapped in 
flamenco triplets. Asking the crowd to hold one note, Reeves scatted over, around 
and through it, her voice stepping briskly from octave to octave -- getting a tad out 
there. ''One tone, one heart, one love,'' the 50-year-old Grammy winner sang: Sure, 
they were new age sentiments, but they came surprisingly and winningly wrapped in 
a tribal, harmolodic, free-form package. 

With her strong tones, impressive range, warm style, and crackerjack band, Reeves 
can suck the sap out of sentiment and render old tunes reborn. There are singers 
whose octave acrobatics make you feel unworthy as a human being, and then there 
are those who share the pleasure of gift and craft with you: Reeves is a genius of the 
latter. She's the heir apparent to Sarah Vaughan and Ella Fitzgerald, a belter with 
clear tones and improvisational twists. 

Reeves' creative phrasing heated One for my Baby, finding delicious new juices in the
old chestnut. She prefaced the tune with the story of how she sang it for the movie 
Good Night, and Good Luck. The girlish wink and nod with which she described 
working on the set with George Clooney made the John S. and James L. Knight 
Concert Hall seem intimate, almost like a family gathering. 

Reeves talked about the importance of family, of how the stories we learn at the 
kitchen table can be the fabric of our society. The Colorado native dedicated two 
songs to her blizzard-socked home: Let It Snow and I'll Be Home for Christmas. 

Reeves surrounds herself with musicians who can play bop, bossa nova, soul, African 
and pop music. The quartet sounded great in the hall, which was half-filled at 1,100 
people but felt somehow full. The crowd gave Reeves standing ovations at the end of 
both sets and brought her back for one genuine encore, before letting her go fly 
home. 
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For a Period Film, a Serving of Lean, Smoky Jazz  
By NATE CHINEN 

It should come as news to no one that the front-runner for best jazz vocal album in this year's Grammy 
Awards is an intimate standards session that evokes the sound of the 1950's. Isn't that often the case? 
What's interesting about the current favorite is that it comes with a period picture attached, the George 
Clooney film "Good Night, and Good Luck." The soundtrack is the latest effort from Dianne Reeves, a 
singer who has been unbeatable in recent awards seasons.  

"Good Night, and Good Luck," about Edward R. Murrow's broadcast battle with Senator Joseph R. 
McCarthy, takes place almost entirely at CBS television headquarters in 1953 and 1954. The powerful 
but mellow alto of Ms. Reeves wafts through the film, as ubiquitous and atmospheric as the smoke from 
Murrow's cigarettes. Ms. Reeves appears on-screen as a CBS contract singer; in the spirit of cinéma 
vérité, she and her band recorded much of the soundtrack in character, while cameras rolled. The result, 
oddly enough, is the leanest, most instantly gratifying album of her career.  

"I had to say, 'O.K., this is what I have to work with,' " Ms. Reeves said in a recent phone interview. 
"How do I make this the best it can possibly be? It makes you go inward and find the subtleties." She 
was referring not only to the logistics of the film, but also to the singing style of the period, which 
required restraint. "I have a big voice," she said. "I could have had more complex music and been happy. 
When I perform that music onstage, it takes on a different character."  

Ms. Reeves, who turns 50 this year, has blazed a stubbornly circuitous trail through the jazz mainstream. 
Her recording career, spanning a dozen Blue Note releases since 1987, has included detours into R&B, 
fusion and world music. "People would say, 'It's too pop for jazz, too jazzy for pop,' " she said. "So I've 
always been in a kind of middle place, but that was the music that made me feel connected." 

Ms. Reeves won her first Grammy in 2000 for "In the Moment," a live recording that captures the 
breadth of her eclecticism, complete with semiautobiographical exhortations and Southern Hemisphere 
grooves. She won again in 2001 for "The Calling," an elaborate tribute with strings to Sarah Vaughan, 
her most significant vocal influence. Her third award was in 2003 for "A Little Moonlight," an 
exquisitely focused standards album and her finest recorded work. It was the first time a singer had won 
a Grammy for three consecutive releases, in any genre.  

The "Good Night, and Good Luck" soundtrack, on Concord Records, could be seen as a logical next step 
for Ms. Reeves: it's even sparser than "A Little Moonlight," with a similar emphasis on standard fare. 
The soundtrack's simple clarity has resonated with an especially broad audience, as Ms. Reeves noticed 
on her most recent tour. (A straight standards repertory, paradoxically, has become the ultimate 
crossover tool for contemporary jazz singers.) Since its late September release, the album has sold 
roughly 40,000 copies; that's barely a blip by pop standards, but solid for jazz and almost as many as "A 
Little Moonlight" or "The Calling" to date. 
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But Ms. Reeves describes the soundtrack as a discrete project, not a hint of things to come. She has 
plans to record her next Blue Note album this summer, after a six-week European tour. (Look for it 
among the nominees at the 2008 Grammy Awards.)  

Assessing this year's race, Ms. Reeves places emphasis on the quality of her competition, Dee Dee 
Bridgewater, Luciana Souza, Nnenna Freelon and Tierney Sutton. "I would love to win," Ms. Reeves 
said, "I'm not going to lie about that, but I'm really excited about the category that I'm in. They're all 
great singers. I have their records, I've seen them, I know most of them." 

Whoever takes home the award tomorrow night, Ms. Reeves will have reasons for celebrating. "The 
music and all of the things in the universe are clicking," she said. "I always felt confident, but not like 
this. I don't even know how to describe it. I just feel very easy and able and — I don't know — mature." 
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