INTERVIEW WITH JANET PLANET

By Rob Lester

People know I see a LOT of cabaret.  Singer after singer.  When anyone has asked me, as they often do, what singer have I seen lately who really impressed me, I have one answer.  And it rhymes.  Janet Planet.  

Sure, I have seen lots of singers over and over who impress me over and over.  But I had never seen Janet ‘til she had a one-night engagement here recently.  I just knew her work from having bought her on disc in the past, admittedly, it was her name that caught my eye, her song list that caught my interest, and soon the voice that caught my ear, so I was glad to – all this time later—catch her act in person. A New York appearance was a rarity.  She is based far away, in a mythical kingdom called Wisconsin.  

Don’t ask me why.  

 She has a gorgeous tone, a very focused delivery and treats songs and an audience like treasured friends.  Since she is appearing at Feinstein’s at Loews Regency on August 13 and 14, I wanted to let our readers know about her.  Janet consented to an interview which you’ll see below.  But one picture – or audio – is worth a thousand words, so I suggest visiting www.janetplanet.com before, during or after reading it.  You can see her on Youtube -- try “Here’s to Life” for a sample of involved singing, and there’s more.  As soon as you go to her website, you’ll hear her voice coming out like a velvet cover for your computer screen.  She has that warm tone, classy sound and look, with jazz skills but is always very accessible and direct.  Her new album is just coming out this month.  We spoke for a long time after her show and did a follow-up recently.  She’s a good listen at a table singing – as she is FROM a table when you’re listening to her sing.  Now you can listen in….Here’s Part One of our conversation: 
Q:  Unlike some singers with jazz sensibilities and the skill for melodic invention and improvisation, you also really dig into lyrics, bringing out nuances and underlining perhaps unexpected words for emphasis and color.  Your attention to diction and a seeming love of the songwriter's word choices also makes me think you care a lot about the words.  How do you feel about lyrics and a singer's responsibility in delivering/interpreting them, especially in combination with the jazz singer's mindset, and how do you approach them?

A: First, let me thank you for your question and the insight to ask it!  I started teaching jazz vocal technique on a university level ten years ago.  Until then, I'll have to admit, I wasn't as cognizant of the musicality of words.  Although I've always been very conscious of the responsibility of the vocalist to get inside a lyric and deliver it from the heart, until I was engaged with another vocalist, explaining how to sing and swing, did I truly understand how words are a musical vehicle that brings the interpretation to another level.  All singers --and arguably instrumentalists -- should know  the lyric and discover the heart  of the lyric before performing the lyric.  A great lyricist understands the poetry, but also knows how to place consonants and vowels within the range of the melody, allowing the singer to get to the story and not be bogged down by the placement.  One of my favorite standards along those lines is "The Midnight Sun" by Johnny Mercer,  Lionel Hampton and Sonny Burke.  The chromaticism of the melody can be daunting but Mercer's lyric allows the song to "fall" out of my mouth.  It "tastes" good!

Discovering the "heart" of the lyric is multi-leveled.  First, I make it my own by finding a subtext, a story in which I can relate from my own life experiences.  If I cannot resonate with my own personal experience, I think compassionately and apply the story to others.  Either someone I've known, or in the moment, someone in the audience.  Not all lyric has "meat" and, in some cases, I find the joy in the musicality of the lyric by paying attention to the percussiveness, the shape, the color, the irony.  I also understand different styles of singing.  I came up through the blues, rhythm & blues, gospel,  pop and then the Great American Songbook into jazz.  I love to play with a song by referring to a particular "style" if only for a moment, as to bring new meaning or even irony to a specific line.

I love to punctuate words, wait for words, push a word, omit a word!...anything to keep the listener interested.  I try to approach each song, each time I sing it, in the moment.  When you've sung  a song hundreds of times, finding new ways to interpret  melodically or verbally, keeps me interested and hopefully, the listener. Of course, the nuance is what it's all about. The understatement is key. Tension and release is a prerequisite. That's most likely why I'm considered a "jazz singer" although, I prefer to call myself a "working singer.”
Q:  What kind of material can people expect you to do in this NYC engagement?  

A:  Well, we have 60 minutes!  So, the programming will be as promoted: “Ms. Planet sings from her cosmic repertoire of 20th century lyricists. Dylan to Dearie...Porter to Jobim. Her powerful, honest delivery reveals new meaning and reignites material that’s as poignant today as ever.” Or, something like that.  I'm bringing my long time accompanist, guitarist, Tom Theabo.  We've been together for 31 years and have played all the styles together.  He knows me the best and I know him.  Together, we have our own sound and musical relationship.  I trust him, he trusts me.  All the trenching we've done together has come a long way.  We did a duo recording in 2000 called The Consequence of Two.  We just "did what we do" and put it out there.  Today, I still get word from other singers out there, that it's one of their favorite CDs.   It's always encouraging to get the support from other singers, especially, when you admire their work!  Joining us will be NYC players Dan Loomis on bass and Ross Pederson on drums. 
Q:   Although you certainly appear to be loving the songs and singing while onstage, loving interaction with musicians, I think you always have communicating/sharing with audiences uppermost in your thoughts --- and also are very conscious of the technical skills needed to ensure their pleasure and satisfaction.  That's your job, right?  What goes through your mind as far as the audience experience?  What are your checklist priorities?  Or does it just happen?  

A:   I do think about the songs and the flow.  I look at tempos, keys, message and feels.  I also try to anticipate the crowd:  the demographic, the tastes.  "You can't please everyone" is in the back of my mind, but after years of doing this I've come to the conclusion, that humans are basically the same. That may sound a little naive, but I believe that honesty, compassion and humor go a long way. I've learned to be in the moment, laugh at my mistakes and ignore the "little guy" in my head that likes to interfere by reminding me of that last note that was flat or the missed entrance.

I've also learned that if you truly have fun, you allow others to do the same.  Music can be intense and complicated and subtle and raucous.  But if you find joy in the process, it makes it joyful to watch.   Louis Armstrong did that for me when I saw him on TV as a little girl.  I'll never forget how his joy jumped out of the old Zenith.  

Q:  You have an extremely focused, startlingly intimate and true, precise way of singing some songs which seems to lead you to singing with few times to unleash the range and strength of your vocal instrument.  But every now and then we see the evidence that there's a big voice there, too.  Is it a conscious choice to often "hold back" -- do you see it as showing off or inappropriate to delivering the story of the song -- especially in a small nightclub where the audience is up close?  

A:  Wow!  Another great question!  A dear friend has described me this way: “Watching Janet Planet sing is like watching a rocket waiting at a stop sign".  I like that description.  I started as a belter and throughout my life, that's the voice that "saved the gig" in many places.  My influences coming from blues and gospel are infused into my singing but I'd rather be a "rocket in waiting."  However, there are gigs that I do use that voice, but, as I get older, I have different tastes, and yes, I make a conscious decision to hold back.  It depends on the gig and the song.  I've learned the art of nuance and subtlety.  It's like Miles Davis, "playing the space."  It's not received everywhere, like it is in New York though.   I've discovered the further east I travel, the quieter, I sing.  The further west, the louder. 

Q:  Is your attraction to rich and interesting lyrics with something to say also what attracted you to the idea of doing Bob Dylan's work -- in general and as the material for a full album -- your newest --- or was there another thing that set this in motion?

A:  I'll have to admit, I didn't know I was a Bob Dylan fan until I was approached with this concept album.  My friend, Kyle Knoke, came up with the concept.  We had just finished collaborating on another project called Of Thee I Sing which is also a "theme" project.  The success of that CD led to this second collaboration.  Choosing material was the most time consuming.  As a singer of the Great American Songbook, where the lyric and melody are intact, I discovered that Dylan is Dylan – and, musically, at times, it was difficult to find a melody.   Rhythmically, he'd drop phrases or jump on a phrase.  Lyrically, he's a poet, with a LOT to say.  We needed to keep in mind the length of songs, as well as how they resonate with me.  Some songs we chose for the length and one in particular, I chose because I loved the title "It Takes a Lot to Laugh,  It Takes a Train to Cry".  Now, it's my favorite on the CD!  After weeks in culling through the Dylan book, I found the songs that I felt I could do justice to, primarily came from the ‘60s.  Once we decided to stay in that decade, the choices became easier.  Some choices were mine, and some were requested by friends.  We approached the arrangements based on what the words meant to me.  For instance, "Just Like a Woman" is written from a male perspective, but I love the song so much I wanted to sing it.  So, instead of messing with the gender, I decided to sing it to myself -- and all my sisters.  Musically, I thought, "It should be in 3/4 and have almost a ‘music box’ feel to it."   My husband, Tom Washatka, did a brilliant job of arranging it for guitar, bass and drums –only.  That was another criteria for this project, keeping the instrumentation to a minimum.  "I Shall Be Released" is another one that I made my own by dedicating it to all the women who have survived abuse.  It was given a "dirge" feel.  Hypnotic guitar plays a "vamp" of sorts, while the drums use mallets and the bass remains repetitive.  I hold back, giving a sense of impending release, but never give it up.  I'm tempted to "go Gospel", but I don't.  I may add a little something but I try to keep it understated.

Q:   Have you had interesting/surprising reactions to the Dylan songs from people who are decidedly not Dylan fans and don't know his songs that well, besides whatever has seeped through from exposure to his famous songs recorded by him or others?  

A:  Last weekend, I was performing at an outdoor jazz festival in western Wisconsin.  A fairly large crowd made up of a demographic, by my estimation, of 60 years and older.  I asked, "Any Dylan fans out there?"   One gentleman in the front row, made a motion like he was sticking his finger down his throat!  I laughed and said, "Did you just do that?!!!"  Luckily, he laughed too, but only after I explained my intention behind "I Shall Be Released," and performed the arrangement, did I get an overwhelmingly positive response.  I reminded everyone of Duke Ellington's quote [“There are only two kinds of music: Good and bad.”]  and then moved on to sing "Four," a true jazz tune.  To the contrary,  I was performing at the Rochester New York International Jazz Fest  and the mix of Dylan, Blossom Dearie, Cole Porter and Jobim went over famously!  Once people realize that music of various styles can and do co-exist, if you do it right, labels become irrelevant.  BUT, the delivery HAS to be honest.  

Q:  Using "Like a Complete Unknown," a line from Dylan's "Like a Rolling Stone" as your title, is this a way to confront the fact that you've been a working, respected singer for many years but some people, such as NYC audiences, are always belatedly discovering you due to your being based in Wisconsin, having other things in your life, etc.?  You seem to have a modest, realistic attitude about fame and the realities of the very tough and overpopulated music business.   

A:  "Like A Complete Unknown" came to me as a title for the show because of the Dylan connection but also because of a little sense of isolation due to where I live.  Since the internet however, where I live is almost moot.  I've been recording for a very long time and I've been "out there" subsequently, my visibility has been growing strong and steady.  I haven't attracted the interest of any major label, so we just continue to be independent, work, write and record.  Back in 1985 I recorded an album with the late Chris Swansen called Sweet Thunder.  It garnered some very positive reviews.  The vinyl album was released on Sea Breeze out of Los Angeles.  Chris was hot off of a couple Grammy nominations for his work with Phil Woods.  As a matter of fact, I'll be releasing a CD called Love Letters from Cary Bluff: The Music of Chris Swansen  at the end of this month  I've performed in NYC over the years -- brought in as a guest, with Gene Bertoncini at the Jazz Standard, with John Harmon at the Jazz Church for the annual Alec Wilder tribute concert and various other gigs under someone else's name but The Metropolitan Room and Feinstein's are my first as "Janet Planet".  So, I guess, I'm "like a complete unknown" but not really.  Like I said earlier, I'm a working singer and viewing this lifestyle in this manner keeps things in perspective.  I haven't lost any drive and I feel I'm singing better than ever.  I won't quit or retire, unless I have to physically.  Belated, be blessed!!!  

=====

PART TWO

Q:  You mentioned earlier, and in your show, that you’ve had these long-lasting relationships with musicians.  Quite unusual!  How does that factor into preparing or improvising or changing arrangements, overall approaches to songs, reading each other's minds/breathing as one onstage?  

A:  Time is what it's all about.  How much you put in on your own instrument, but also how much you put in together with other players.  Because of the area in which I live, unlike New York, the depth of players is somewhat limited but there are still great musicians that live here and frankly, everywhere.  You just don't find them around every corner.  I have to remind myself  how lucky I am to have had 30- year relationships with the musicians in my community.  Many of them were my original mentors.  John Harmon, Tom Theabo and my husband Tom Washatka have been in my musical life from the beginning.  Tom Theabo actually, "discovered" me.  If you don't mind, I'll give you a little background on how we met.  I used to go to a jazz club called Champagne Charlie’s when I was in school and checked out this duo called Two Much:  Tom Theabo on guitar and Dave Janke on vocals.  They were doing songs from Eddie Jefferson, George Benson, The Isley Brothers, Ella Fitzgerald, James Brown.....all with guitar/vocal. Dave also played conga and harmonica. They were fantastic!  I was especially blown away by Dave's interpretations of Jon Hendricks, Eddie Jefferson and King Pleasure's vocalese.   I had my head into blues at the time.  I was 20 or 21 years old when I started to really listen to the music.  Tom Theabo introduced me to all the great singers.  Then, he very patiently worked with this "raw" talent in the aspects of subtlety and kept reigning me in.  I was a "belter" when I met Tom.  Our first song together was "Fly Me to the Moon.”   After years of transformation musically, different sizes of groups, evolving styles -- to keep working -- and a book's worth of interesting stories, we're still doing it.  You cannot replace years and years of commitment.  With that comes a familiarity that can breed contempt, but as we cycle through life, we realize we are more grateful and less regretful.  And, we're still learning and growing.  I like to say that singing with Tom is like sitting back in a big easy chair.  I can sit there for hours and adjust when needed, but it's always comfortable and supportive.  Within that support comes the freedom to take chances and play and sing "like you don't care".   That's when the magic happens. The edit systems retracts and the improvisational nuances surface.  Our arrangements draw from the various styles we've been involved with or influenced by.   The longevity, allows us to trust not only what happens on stage, but how "we hear music".  Over the years, it's been difficult to trust myself.   I guess that's part of a perfectionist's personality.  But, with time comes trust in not only each other, but the manifestation of trial and error eventually brings you to your own voice.  And that's what you trust.   After a while, one realizes there's always going to be someone better than you out there, but with time you realize, it's not about “better –It’s about honesty.

Q:  What song(s) will you be doing that has traveled with you for years and that you have found new things in, grown into, changed your perspective on, hearing anew because of years going by or a certain experience? 

A:  "I Like You, You're Nice" is a Blossom Dearie tune that I learned in my late 20s.  When I first studied the melody and lyric, I wasn't "hearing" the intervals like I do now.  It's a relatively short piece that has all the elements I look for in a song; unpredictability, challenge, romance, humor, surprise.  Blossom Dearie made it looks so easy.  Now, at almost 52 years of age, I can hear the intervals and I look forward to the punch line "I'll make you a marvelous, wondrous, and quite notorious....cup of Costa Rican Coffee!"  Another example is "A Sleepin’ Bee."  Tom and I pulled that out from the "parchment" of stacks of music for this gig.  I love our arrangement of it.  The song begins rubato until 4 bars before the solo, then we swing the tempo, there is a short solo, then I come back in with the final “A" section.  But, my favorite part of the song is the last "vamp".  That's the element of surprise that I think, we discovered during some restaurant gig where no one was listening.  We'd often keep ourselves going by making ourselves laugh through "music humor".  I think every musician has one or two "music jokes" up his or her sleeve.  At the end, I hold the last three words, straight tone, while the band creates a "scene."  The bass pedals, the guitar arpeggiates and the drums lightly fill with cymbals.  It's just a joy to sing.  There are many songs that have those nuanced twists and turns in our repertoire.  Time has a way of putting music under a microscope.  

Q:  Any amusing or very interesting stories you want to share about singing in NYC?  

A:  The first time I sang in NYC was at St. Peter’s, “the jazz church” on Lexington.  I was asked to sing at the annual Alec Wilder Tribute concert.  It was 1995.  John Harmon accompanied me on piano.  It was my first trip NYC and we were delayed in Chicago over night because of snow.  We took an early flight and arrived in time to get to the church and sound check.   In the audience were Jackie and Roy, Sam Pilafian,  and a host of other respected and legendary musicians that were champions of Alec Wilder's music.  The song I sang that “brought the house down" was "Did You Ever Cross Over To Sneden's?"  I was so nervous that I literally could not breathe.  In, and most importantly, out!  How was I to sing?!!  I looked into the faces of these lovely people and their love of this music brought me to the moment and allowed me to relax enough to get the song out.  All I could remember thinking was, "Just sing the story."  It wasn't my best performance by any means, but afterwards the kindness I encountered and the COMMENTS... so intelligent, insightful and personal, made me feel like I was home.

I remember calling my husband -- from a phone booth! This was before cell phones -- and said, "Sam Pilafian just told me he loved my pianissimo............what's a pianissimo?"  I couldn't wait to get back to your city and I'm thrilled to have the honor of singing in this esteemed club called Feinstein's.  My plan is to come back often and stay late!

