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Karrin Allyson: Jazz Vocal Star at the WCT!
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By the mid-1990s jazz 
vocalist and pianist Karrin Allyson had 
established herself in the jazz world 
as a superb interpreter of songs across 
the canon. Her versatile alto voice, a 
winning instrument, and an ability to 
sing in several languages opened the 
door to a wide range of material, all of 
which she continues to approach today 
with emotional sincerity and innate 
understanding.

For this listener, each tune 
Allyson sings seems to come with 
a knowing wink to the listener, an 
invitation to come hear a story and get the 
inside scoop on one matter of the heart or 
another. The joy, delight, surprise, sweet 
sorrow, quiet rage, near madness of life 
and love—she’s got it covered.

Attuned to her musical artistry 
for more than three decades, I’m still 
pinching myself on the happy, almost 
unbelievable news that the one-and-
only Karrin (pronounced like “car in,” 
she told me) Allyson will be bringing a 
unique trio she has been working with 
to the Westchester Collaborative Theater 
(WCT) in Ossining this Saturday, Sept. 
20. 

If you are familiar with the 
intimate space of the WCT, a small black 
box down by the train station, then you 
will not hesitate to get your ticket to see 
this remarkable jazz vocal star. I dare 
say, of all the performers that the WCT 
has presented over the years, Allyson is 
their biggest catch yet.

Signed to the prominent, 
California-based Concord Jazz record 
label, Allyson released a dozen albums 
between 1993 and 2011. She hopped 
around labels for three subsequent 
releases before landing last year at 
Origin Records, the independent Seattle 
label run by musicians, and releasing her 
latest album, A Kiss for Brazil.

Previously, Allyson had 
recorded two other Brazilian-themed 

albums—From Paris to Rio in 1999 
and Imagina: Songs of Brasil in 2008—
and was not expecting to make a third, 
but the perfect circumstances to do so 
aligned themselves, she said in a phone 
interview earlier this week while she was 
visiting family down at the Jersey shore.

The starting point was Allyson’s 
admiration for Brazilian singer-guitarist 
and composer Rosa Passos, known by 
many as “the feminine João Gilberto.” 
Years ago, Le Jazz Au bar on West 58th 
Street in midtown Manhattan used to 
feature two-week residencies for jazz 
singers, and Allyson recalled spending 
many nights there in the thrall of artists 
like Shirley Horn, Ute Lemper and Ruth 
Brown. 

One night in late 2001 a friend 
urged Allyson to go see Passos perform 
at the Au Bar, and during a break the two 
met. Passos even complimented Allyson 
on her then-latest album, the masterful 
Ballads: Remembering John Coltrane, 
and before long the two became friends, 
promising to one day to work together. 
Years passed, but when Allyson saw that 
Passos was back in the U.S. for some live 
dates, she arranged some studio time so 
the two could cut some tracks.

Enlisting another friend, 
Brazilian drummer Rafael Barata, to 
help with music and translation, Allyson 
assembled a small group that included 
the Brazilian pianist and accordion 
player Vitor Gonçalves, plus guitarist 
Yotam Silberstein and bassist Harvie S. 
With Passos, they recorded two songs, 
Antônio Carlos Jobim and Vinicius de 
Moraes’s “O Grande Amor” and Passos’s 
own “Dunas,” given English lyrics by 
Allyson and titled “A Month of March 
in Salvador,” a translation of the song’s 
first line and referencing the hometown 
in Brazilian state of Bahia where Passos 
was born and raised.

In its entirety, A Kiss for Brazil 
stands as among Allyson’s best, and “A 

Month of March in Salvador” would 
have to be regarded as perhaps the 
album’s highlight. Beginning with Passos 
strumming her guitar in a lilting bossa 
nova rhythm and singing in Portuguese 
about walking along the beach dunes 
and reveling in the beauty of nature, with 
flowers blooming everywhere.  

The rhythm section on “A 
Month of March” is like a soft breeze 
and notes from the accordion drift 
along as Passos draws the notes of the 
melody out, gracefully moving from 
one syllable to another, both ache and 
wonder in her voice. Allyson then sings 
the English translation, giving the lyrics 
a reportorial reading before drawing out 
her syllables too, finding a sense awe 
in her high register before switching 
over to the Portuguese to finish the song 
with Passos, trading lines in different 
languages and winding the tune down 
with wordless syllables—an exquisite 
collaboration.

“It felt so good to be working 
with Rosa in the studio—we enjoy 
each other’s company and what we 
accomplished was just magical,” said 
Allyson. “It was so easy. We certainly 
giggled a lot, a good sign that everything 
was going well and that we were 
comfortable with the music.”

After the two songs with Passos 
were recorded, Allyson decided to tackle 
another eight songs from her sizable 
Brazilian repertoire that she hadn’t 
already placed on her other albums. 
There are popular standards like Jobim’s 
“Wave” and Luiz Bonfa’s “Manhã de 
Carnaval,” plus a sumptuous reading 
of Alan and Marilyn Bergman’s “The 
Island,” the English remake of Ivan 
Lins’s “Começar de Novo,” which gives 
Allyson an opportunity to stretch over 
the rhythm section’s swirling colors of 
sound.

Having completed such an 
incredible album, Allyson would not be 
faulted for coasting on its wide critical 
acclaim for a while and sticking to tours 
and club appearances to help pay the 
bills. Characteristically, she is thinking 
about the next recording already.

“My problem is I have too 
many ideas, so it’s a challenge to settle 
on one,” Allyson said. “Fans and record 
companies all like albums that are 
thematic, but I tend to prefer a more 
kaleidoscopic approach, where I can 
touch on different songs and styles that 
I like.”

 Allyson noted that her show 
at the WCT will be more along the 
lines of a career-spanning look at the 
spectrum of music she has created along 
the way. She will be accompanying 
herself on an electric piano and be 
joined by two guitarists, Joe Cohn (son 
of famed saxophonist Al Cohn) and Paul 
Bollenback.

As if she was reading my mind, 
Allyson remarked that playing in a trio 
without a rhythm section but instead 
with two guitars was a unique set-up, 
“but it really works and sounds great.”

Working with different 
musicians, finding new soundscapes for 
her artistry—these are definite hallmarks 
for Allyson’s creative journey. The five 
Grammy nominations she has received 
along the way for “Best Jazz Vocal 
Album” reflect her disparate interests—
the ballad collection focused on Trane, 

of course, but also her celebration 
of vocalese on 2006’s Footprints, 
Imagina, ‘Round Midnight and one of 
my favorites, Many a New Day: Karrin 
Allyson Sings Rodgers & Hammerstein 
from 2015. This latter album finds the 
singer in the company of just two other 
musicians, pianist Kenny Barron and 
bassist John Patitucci, and includes one 
track, “Happy Folk,” that highlights 
the singer’s impeccable technique and 
formidable scatting skills, in which 
Allyson crafts contrapuntal figures that 
swirl around Barron’s improvisations. 
Just amazing.

Now 62, Allyson was born in 
Kansas and grew up in Omaha, Nebraska; 
her father, a Lutheran minister, and her 
mother, a psychotherapist and classical 
pianist, encouraged music lessons 
early on for young Karrin and her two 
older sisters. The household was full of 
music—classical, Broadway musicals 
and country music, which her father 
loved, plus folk music and popular 
music. Allyson began playing piano at 
five years old and advanced quickly; she 
would hear a song on the piano and then 
get the sheet music to be able to play and 
sing the music herself. 

 “I can’t say which genre music 
I gravitated to particularly as a kid,” said 
Allyson. “Basically, I loved anything I 
thought was good.” 

At the University of Nebraska 
at Omaha (which conferred Allyson an 
honorary doctorate in 2022), she majored 
in classical piano, played in an all-women 
rock quintet called Tomboy and began a 
serious appreciation for jazz. She sang 
with the university’s big band and choir, 
and after graduating spent a few years 
scuffling in Minneapolis before moving 
in 1990 to Kansas City, where her uncle, 
Ron Schoonover, owned a jazz club 
called The Phoenix and promised her 
steady gigs. 

Allyson spent a decade in 
Kansas City, developing her artistry and 
working with the area’s top jazz cats. She 
released her first album, I Didn’t Know 
About You, in 1992, and its popularity led 
to Concord signing her and re-releasing 
it a year later. Six albums followed 
over the next seven years, with Allyson 
relying on her KC chums for backing 
(albeit with some guest spots for other 
instrumentalists), a loyalty to the “folks 
who brought you to the dance,” so to 
speak that rare in the music business.

In Kansas City, Allyson met 
her longtime partner Bill McGlaughlin, 
a well-known composer and conductor. 
Their “B&K Café” radio program on 
NPR has aired for the past 25 years. 
Allyson keeps busy as an educator as 
well; she is currently on sabbatical from 
the Hartt School of Music in Hartford, 
CT, where she is jazz vocal instructor.

Our conversation touched on 
many subjects—mutual friends, jazz 
giants like her friend Nancy King, who 
just passed away, plus politics and 
news of the day. Her sense of humor is 
undeniable

“I ain’t a Karen,” she 
emphasized.     

Karrin Allyson will be 
performing on Saturday, Sept. 20, at the 
Westchester Collaborative Theater, 23 
Water Street, Ossining. The music begins 
at 7:30 p.m. For more info and tickets, 
visit wctheater.org.      


