
Al Jarreau Interview Conducted by Stuart Nicholson:  13 January 2000 

Warm-up small talk. Al Jarreau talks about his feelings about UK, the Royal Family, Tony Blair 

Q: Your first album in five years, is this a come-back or have you never been away? 

AJ: Oh boy, I hadn’t thought about that way. I don’t think it is a come-back at all. Maybe in the way of, in 
the sense of anyone who has not been to a concert of mine since last August or so, or thinks I had gone way 
for a period of time — I was here in August or September over at the Barbican, for those who have not seen 
me in the live situation they might have the notion I went away for a while and I am making some grand 
comeback. But no, I have been working more than I ever have doing live concerts, which is what it is all 
about for me. Studios are just a way to get the music out there to people and have them know what I am 
doing and to invite them to the live situation where they can really get a sense of something different and 
unusual and enjoyable that they will be a part of. It’s interactive at it’s finest; you come to a concert of mine 
you interact or you have to go home! If you prefer to hear it the same way it’s played on the record then 
you should go home and listen to it on a record player. I want you to come and have an interactive 
experience with me and that’s alive and exciting and I think I’m getting better at it! So new album, I don’t 
think it’s a comeback, it’s a continuation of what I have done in the past, just real contemporary, today’s 
feelings done with a new cast of people.  

Q: When I hear Al Jarreau on the radio or put on an album I recognise it as ‘Al Jarreau music’, but it’s 
interesting that you’ve had a Grammy for jazz, R&B and pop so what is ‘Al Jarreau music’? 

AJ: You’re right, this is Al Jarreau music, it kind of crosses some minds and walks through many doors, I 
don’t think about categories when I hear a song that I like — I’m doing Bach ‘Air on a G String’ in 
symphony concerts, it’s music that I like, there is a piece by Faure called the ‘Sicilean,’ I’m going to do that 
I don’t know if it’ll get recorded, but I’m going to do it, it’s music and I can’t help it if it doesn’t fall into 
categories for me, it may well fall into categories for other people and I understand the convenience of 
saying ‘Well this is jazz and this is country and all that,’ but for me when I do it, I have to do the way I like. 

Q: In the notes for the Verve album you said the Verve label is the backbone of jazz, wonderful being part 
of its future, so does that mean you’re part of its jazz ethos or pop ethos? 

AJ: Oh yeah, jazz, if there is a backbone as you’ve said, in what I do, the backbone is the jazz vernacular − 
that is to be in the moment on stage or in the performance, to be in the moment and allow the things that are 
your influences to come to that moment and affect it as you are today and improvise, not get locked in to 
how the melody goes, state the melody and do a new melody, that’s the backbone of jazz, and that is my 
backbone these days. We all share a lot of roots, I am anxious to be part of that and my only prayer is that 
they love me for the totality  of what I do, you can’t stop at ‘Al’s a jazz artist,’ that’s not it, any serious hard 
core jazzer knows that Al is not a jazzer entirely, but you see how that gets qualifications, that’s not the 
entire description of me: I do too much R&B to be called a jazzer, I do too much [sings] pop music to be an 
R&B artist — look, Dvovak I love, if I’m doing symphony dates and someone says ‘That’s not jazz Al, you 
have to scat.’ Get out of here, that’s not me! 

Q: So talk a little bit about the jazz scene and the pop scene because you’ve found a way to pull them 
together… 

AJ: Well, you know, I don’t think I’m a lot different to any contemporary serious jazzer, jazz is a dynamic 
force if it asks the guy asks to improvise and write a new melody and it asks him to be himself, if you don’t 
the stand the significance of that then you’re dealing with dead music, go live in the cemetery, that’s not a 
jazzer, a jazzer is guy who is alive and well in the world today who knows the importance of Miles and Diz 
but doesn’t think that everything has to be played in that idiom. It’s alive, it’s influenced by other stuff 

Q: A lot of stuff you do are songs that are well sung, and lyrics seem as important to you as melody… 

AJ: Yeah, I really love being a fine technical artist and singing a song well, and I think folks who have that 
appreciation for a melody of a song that’s sung well, that sits against certain chord changes, where there is 
tension and release and it requires more than three chord changes to get from here to there and make it 



happen, I need that and I want to do that, and it does take some certain technical abilities to do that and I 
don’t ever want to loose that. I regret that there is a whole generation who have a limited experience with 
that, there is something special about a guy who can hear the changes written in Gershwin’s ‘Bess You Is 
My Woman’ [sings], there are changes that are played in the chords that just make you weep and touch a 
place in you that you can visit, like reading about the moon, like reading a great a great novel, you go to 
Spain, you go to the white cliffs of Dover, I mean in the music, that music has that possibility to do that and 
I really regret that a lot of  young people in today’s music and don’t listen to that so it doesn’t offer that to 
them, they don’t get that 

Q: That’s an important point. When you’re choosing new material what makes you think ‘Ah, that’s an Al 
Jarreau song’? 

AJ: It’s all of that stuff we’re talking about it right now, all that stuff and sometimes it’s as simple as [sings] 
a simple song, and maybe I’m doing some technical things that not every singer wants to go to, it’s a day at 
the beach music, just the chance to let go, I want to do both things you know, there is a place for day at the 
beach music, there is a place for hip hop and for rap but what I regret is that the industry that makes huge 
bundles of money tends to not let any other music happen when there are successful forms of music at any 
one time and so today this is today’s ‘disco,’ disco took over, and so rap takes over and hip hop takes over 
today and you don’t get the chance to hear anything else, and unless a guy has the inclination to look in a 
little broader way, you limit your experiences 

Q: You’ve been around since the 1970s, do you ever get the sense with each new recording you’re 
competing with your past? 

AJ: I suppose there’s that, I don’t think about it that much in any other way than a guy who hit 350 last year 
with 35 home runs and hopes this year will hit 355 and have 32 home runs. If he hits 320 and 28 home 
runs, he’s done his best he’s given all he has and he’s not sorry in the morning for the great effort he made. 
One year you do better than you did last year and this year you did better than you ever done, and I’m 
thinking when we did the Tenderness album that was one of the best projects I have done, I need to work in 
the live situation there’s something that happens in the live situation that people love, and I thought this is 
going to be massive but nobody heard it, nobody heard it! It didn’t get a wink a nod, it was non-existent, 
but I gave it my best, I gave it my best and I’m proud of that album and when it goes triple platinum gold 
ONE DAY!! I’ll be talking about ‘I told you so,’ that’s good music, you don’t have to tell me, I know it’s 
good music. That’s what I trying to do 

Q: What I want to do is paint a portrait of you but using your words, can you go back and pick out a few 
moments that have helped you define your music and shaped the person you are? 

AJ: A lot happened off screen, you know. I have two older brothers and if circumstances had been different 
might have been better jazz singers than I am, as jazz singers, guys who have more pure tone in their voice. 
My Dad was an Irish tenor if ever there was one, in a black man’s body! Defining moments in my musical 
past, those people, my family touched and influenced me, those were my first idols. I sang Church music as 
a kid, my Dad was a Minister, alongside my sisters and brothers in the church and it was those sisters and 
brothers that brought Ellington and Diz and Ella and Sarah and Eckstine into the house that influenced me 
so that I didn’t end up singing ‘How Much Is That Doggy In The Window’!!! 

Q: Then I see you went to university and then got ‘a proper sensible day job,’ so what happened that made 
you say right, I’m going to turn my back on a regular income and take my chance in music? 

AJ: Well you’re quite right, that was important ‘other stuff’ in my life, to go to school and get a sense of 
what this world is that we live in, and those English subjects in America and a lot of who we are is what we 
find here in the UK and the British Empire, you know, real important stuff in my life. I finally realised the 
thing I loved the most is the thing I should be doing, and I didn’t make the decision to do music as my only 
form income until I was 28 years old and after making that decision I went looking for a deal. During the 
latter part of that period of time, and I mean like that period when I was working with George Duke, 
working both jobs, but feeling the influence of George Duke was one of the most important periods of my 
Al ‘the jazz singer with the jazz trio’ Jarreau period. Very important segment in my life. It closed at the end 
of ’68 and in ’68 I came under the influence, actually before that some things overlap, I fell in love with 



Brazilian music, absolutely in love with Brazilian music, and that touched me rhythmically. Other things 
that affectedly deeply was the poetry in Bob Dylan’s music, the poetry in Joni Mitchell’s music, the poetry  
of wanting to say something. If have the platform for a few minutes what is you want to say and try and say 
it really well with everything you have, with intellect and feeling, [sings], but if you have any sense of 
something better and deeper, think about that and try and write it, try and say it, very important two periods 
in my life, Brazilian influence with the rhythmic thing and then all those singer songwriter poets, very 
important stuff! 

Q: We’re coming close to you getting a first record deal, so what influences on your first record deal what 
shaped your music? 

AJ: It was those very things that shaped the record and if you listen to that first record, well those first three 
records, you hear a collection of stuff that sounds and feels and smells like that, we got by itself, this ballad 
of ‘Centre City People’ just getting by, ‘Hardly had a bellyful, never knew a new bicycle, hand me down 
books and shoes, that’s what brought the Yuletide’s in July,’ that’s singer/songwriter stuff, and so I mean 
that’s what went into the first record and others like it and I continue try to do it, and if I don’t write it, then 
there’s a guy who writes ‘Wait for the Magic’, I don’t know if you know that song 

Q: No, I don’t 

AJ: It’s from the Tenderness album, that’s singer songwriter at it’s very best, Todd Urbanos [sings]. Those 
things that were defining music, continue to define what I write and what I look for [in a song] 

Q: Any sounds post 1970s, which you have drawn into your music? 

AJ: Well I think the big thing post 1970s was another individual coming and touching my life and me for 
the first time finding myself with a new producer! All right, hey Jay! Jay Green. Cool, you do great work! 

Q: Where did he push you? 

AJ: Well he said: ‘Jarreau, I love all the stuff you do, you’re a jazz singer, pop singer and R&B singer and 
all of that is wonderful, and when you stand there on stage and you let this stuff pour through you and it 
becomes this wonderful mix of things, it’s most attractive and people really love that, what I would like to 
do, Al, is help you reach some people so you stay around a long time, and I think the way we can do that is 
get a little bit of structure and discipline in your life, if you will. So I want you to sing “Breaking Away” 
like a good pop singer, I don’t want you to turn it into a stage for a jazz song that’s your normal natural 
tendency. Please. Just sing “Morning” like a good pop song go ahead write a lyric that not only a jazzer will 
love, but people will love, so that everything doesn’t become a jazz song.’ And I broke through, I broke 
away and broke through and reached people! 

Q: Wow! So what was the album that did that? 

AJ: This time Breaking Away, The Jarreau Album, he was involved in Hearts Horizon although George 
Duke was in there as well. I think there were three or four Green albums, excuse me Jay if I’m not 
remembering, there might have been a fifth that Jay was involved in…anyway three or four projects that 
Jay was involved in and those projects reached people, reached people sufficiently to move my career along 

Q: Does his ethos now swim through you as much as the past influences, or did you use Jay to reach a 
broader public 

AJ: Every experience is a part of who you are more or less, I think of Jay every night on stage, Jay’s 
influence is there and I’m balancing whether or not I should let this song go and become a very jazzy piece, 
or whether or not I just lay it out there like Luther [Vandross] would lay it out there, and just do my best 
R&B Al Jarreau, yes, he’s constantly there. 

Q: Let’s turn to your  latest album Tomorrow Today. This sounds like a new beginning, so could you 
explain how it came about? 



AJ: Ah yes, pleasure, glad to, Tomorrow Today. Hmmm. I like the title, I had a big fight with a lot of people 
about whether or not that was the right title, it could have been In My Music, it could have been that, it 
could have been a bunch of titles on that album. I had the idea a long time ago that I wanted to do this salsa 
song ‘Tomorrow Today,’ and Freddie Ravel helped me write it and for the last 18 months I have been 
performing that song and telling people that the new album is going to be called Tomorrow Today. So yeah 
I’m real happy with it! I’ve been away, as a recording artist, for almost five years now, so it’s a very 
important fresh reappearance on the scene and as a recording artist I’m just real thankful 

Q: What excites you most about it? 

AJ: There’s a bunch of individual moments like that on the album which finally and total make this whole 
collection of things that make me go ‘Wow! What a great outing for me,’ after being away for five years, 
there’s a bunch of little pieces like that I can’t…I’ve been working on a lyric ‘A Remark You Made’ we’re 
calling this song ‘Something That You Said,’ but this great classic piece of music by Joe Zawinul and that 
featured Jaco Pastorius and daring to think I should write a lyric for it and after twenty years, finally here it 
is, it’s a great little moment there, amid a bunch of little highlight moments on the album 

Q: Say a person who might not be familiar with your work who may have been 12 when you made your 
last album, what couple of tracks would you say, ‘Okay, you might not have heard of Al Jarraeu, but check 
this out’? 

AJ: Great inquiry. Great inquiry. Thank you for that question, I have no idea (laughs) I haven’t a thought in 
my mind, it’s a cavern in there, and there, and there, and there! Now that you ask me, I think ‘Something 
You Said’ is one of the songs — the wonderful thing about this outing is that it does touch on all those 
things concealed in me that present themselves in the music, the jazz guy, the pop guy the R&B guy, it’s all 
there in this music so I would certainly suggest ‘Something You Said,’ my lyrics no Joe Zawinul’s ‘A 
Remark You Made’ — Al Jarreau loves to write lyrics for other people’s music, not only his own music, 
classic pieces of music like ‘Blue Rondo a la Turk’ so if you want to know who Al Jarreau is you need to 
know he does that — a great little jazz piece of music. Al Jarraeu also loves R&B, one of the guys who was 
a great influence on the R&B scene, continues to be an influence on the scene today, is a guy named Sly 
Stone. There’s a song called ‘In My Music’ [on this new album] that is a brand new, fresh piece of music, 
lets see who the writer was on that, um, David Woods, you need to listen to that — here’s Al Jarreau doing 
a side of Al Jarreau that people haven’t heard very much, this is funky to the core, in fact it’s swamp funk, I 
need me some swamp funk! You need to listen to that. Um, there are so many pieces on there for the new 
guy to hear, the ballad is really another facet that completes some of the picture of me, so I would pick a 
ballad like ‘Let me Love You’.  

Q: Well that’s great. Thank you Al, thanks for your wonderful answers to my questions, and for being so 
generous with your time 

AJ: You all done? We got more time, I love your questions!  

[Wind Up] 
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