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C laire Martin’s unique, 
sMokey vocals have 
kept her at the top of 
the jazz charts for a 
nuMber of years. it’s a 

voice that, once heard, one admires, envies 
and instantly recognises – every corner of 
it, every nook and cranny perfectly uti-
lised. a claire Martin gig is a quality event 
and her cD catalogue defines her as a 
singer who has made intelligent, interest-
ing choices. her latest recording is no 
exception. catching up with her recently i 
wanted to find out what qualities she 
thinks define a jazz singer in today’s musi-
cal arena. 

for me, repertoire is something that 
plays a key role in setting a singer apart 
from their contemporaries and something 
that is rather underestimated among 
younger generations across all music types. 
in the sleeve notes of her latest cD, Martin 
sets out her stall very clearly regarding 
repertoire, about wanting to find songs that 
sit alongside the greats. i wondered where  
the point of contact was between her and a 
song that makes her want to make it her 
own? ‘it’s a problem if the words aren’t 
great. it’s not a problem if the harmony’s a 
bit dull because i can get Gareth Williams 
[her pianist] to really spice them up. some-
times there’s just an energy about it that i 
want to have a go at. but usually it’s the 
story and the melody and the harmony – if 
it’s got all three of those things i’m abso-
lutely thrilled. sometimes it’s just fun, friv-
olous, it’s throwaway – i could use its 
simplicity perhaps between two other 
songs which are a little bit more heavy. i 
can think about how it’s going to sit within 
the selection of songs i’ve put up there.’

so is obscurity an element, or is she just 
looking for things on a certain level? ‘i don’t 
think “oh, it’s not obscure enough”. it’s just 
the standard of it – it’s great if it’s obscure 
or little-known – that’s an added bonus, 
because i’ll be using my band, my show, to 
bring it to the fore. fresh is good and abso-
lutely brand new is fantastic. the colin laz-
zarini ones are a couple of years old. the 
lauren kinhan from new york voices, 
that’s only a couple of years old so that’s 
good. 

‘can they sit alongside the standards of 
cy coleman and cole porter? i think, yes. i 
think joni Mitchell stands up, or stevie 
Wonder, alongside George Gershwin. i see 

all that as really good writing. that’s the 
bar. that’s the thing about singing jazz – 
you do get an insight into these absolute 
masters – irving berlin, rodgers and ham-
merstein … but i try to mix them with 
young writers.’

so does she feel she has an active mis-
sion to keep good songwriting alive? 
‘absolutely. because otherwise in the next 
50 years we’ll all be singing songs that will 
be a hundred years old! and then it really 
isn’t a contemporary art form any more. 
instrumentalists – herbie hancock, chick 
corea, pat feeney – what would have hap-
pened if they hadn’t written their own 
stuff and moved it forward? it seems to be 
de rigueur for instrumentalists, but for sing-
ers to start branching out, they say “ooh, 
you’ve strayed away from that Great 
american songbook!” it seems we’re more 
contained within what we do.’

perhaps this is to do with people’s terms 
of reference. it’s a strange fact that people 
want to easily refer back and compare with 
singers that have gone before – the ‘he’s the 
new pavarotti’ syndrome. Martin agrees: 

‘people like to feel relaxed – “ooh i know 
that one” – “that’s made me feel quite com-
fortable” – “i know where i am with this, 
that’s fine”. i do think you should put in 
each set of 45 minutes two songs that people 
know. that’s probably the maths on it. i’ve 
actually asked audiences to put their hands 
up if they think something sits well with 
stuff they know. it’s fascinating. My Mum’s 
a very good example of someone at the fur-
ther end of the jazz audience’s 40-60 age 
spectrum. she likes what i do, but she 
doesn’t want to invest the time in becoming 
familiar with the new stuff.’

jazz audiences have been getting older and 
older, it’s true. but surely the younger end of 
that demographic would be willing to make 
the effort? ‘that’s what i’m aiming for – to 
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get younger people to jazz gigs. Like the 
cross-section of audiences you see at the 
Comedy Club. Why can’t we see that? My 
husband is a DJ for unsigned new music acts 
and we go to a lot of gigs. The rooms are 
absolutely crammed and it’s a real mixed bag 
– oldies, youngies, students. Go to a jazz gig 
– struggling for numbers, older people – 
why?! People have a set notion of what they 
think jazz is and they think, “Oh, I’m not 
going to like that. It’s too highbrow, too com-
plicated – loads of saxophone solos” …’

In the ’50s and ’60s jazz was huge and in 
a sense ‘new’, with Ella and all of her ilk 
household names. What does Martin think 
happened in the ’70s whereby jazz became 
totally separated from the mainstream? ‘I 
think it’s got a lot to do with marketing. 
Pop music became a huge industry. Classi-
cal is establishment – mas-
sive, hugely funded. And I 
think jazz has got this 
romantic underdog conno-
tation – the slightly sexy, 
smokey club thing. It’s sim-
ply not funded, not market-
ed. When Diana Krall got 
her first really big deal with Verve Univer-
sal they spent £150,000 on the posters that 
went on bus stops. With that kind of 
machinery behind you, you’re going to get 
across.’ The recent spate of more popular 
acts like that are more easy listening than 
jazz, though. ‘I do think that jazz asks a lit-
tle bit more from the audience. You do 
have to be prepared to put something into 
your listening of it. But Lianne Carroll, for 
example, to my mind is world-class. Why 
she isn’t a household name I do not under-
stand. And she crosses over to a bluesy 
arena, a soul arena. She is without doubt 
one of the greatest pianist-singers this 
country has ever produced. Harry Connick 
Junior, Diana Krall, Royal Albert Hall, 
black dress, “Girl From Ipanema” – it’s just 
tame. We need Kurt Elling to become as 
massive as Harry Connick. It would really 
help. We need Sandra Wilson to be filling 
the Albert Hall.’

As for the musicianship required of a 
jazz singer, how would Martin break that 
down? ‘I think you have to listen. Have a 
nice synergy with your band. It sounds 
really cheesy to say you are having a con-
versation on stage, but you are. What 
appeals to me is that it’s so improvisation-
al. We can to and fro. And that grows 
when you’ve been with people for years. I 
have been successful because I’ve booked 
the best musicians. They set me up. They 
are egoless and they have to try to make 
me sound, in the moment, the best I can. 

They’ve got to be kind and considerate 
with where I’m going – totally supportive 
of the singer. So, I’m thinking all the time 
about the time, about the tone, the phras-
ing, how I’m putting it across, what notes 
I’m choosing, what notes I’ve just sung, if 
I’m going to take a second chorus, who 
hasn’t had a solo yet … You can’t really 
relax! It’s a craft. But you’ve got to be able 
to appreciate what your pianist is doing – I 
hear when he’s doing modal stuff, bebop – 
you’ve got to recognise the styles. And 
you’ve got to listen. It’s exchange. He 
might play a chord and there’s a note in 
there for me for my next line. It’s all in the 
now – you can’t recreate that.’

It’s also quite a defining thing about a 
jazz singer that sets them apart from any 
other genre because it’s not all about the 

singer. ‘And also, unlike other types of 
singing – something which I’m sometimes 
criticised for and I don’t give a shit – is 
that you give them time to expand and 
play and have a solo. So it’s not all about 
you. How the song ends has someone 
else’s half penn’orth in it. I want them to 
shine. And I can’t sing all the time. What 
am I going to do – get me trumpet out?!’

Martin is also a respected singing teach-
er and therefore perfectly placed to assess 
the health of jazz singing among the 
younger generations. Is she seeing new 
ones coming through? ‘Yes. There are a 
couple of good ones. There’s an American, 
Sofie Millman – I like her. Sarah Ellen 
Hughes I’ve taught. She’s just done her 
own CD. Robin McKelle, another Ameri-
can. There’s a girl called Gretchen Parlato, 
American – I’ve really got my eye on her.’ 
Sounds like the same old story of more 
going on in the States than here? ‘More 
places to sing,’ says Martin wearily. 
‘Where do you sing in London? There are, 
like, four places! We need another five 
Pizza on the Parks – cabaret rooms!’

Nonetheless, these young singers are 
attaching themselves to jazz, rather than 
pop music. ‘Good point. But also, being 
young they have more of a chance. Being 
established doesn’t help you sometimes. 
Sophie Millman is very good-looking – she 
has that pop dream with a jazz act. She’s 
got a really good chance. Perhaps that’s 
what we need – a few youngies to come 

through, open the doors wide and then 
suddenly everyone will go “Wow, look 
who else has been doing this for years and 
years” and we can crawl out the wood-
work … ’

And what is it that they want from jazz? 
‘I think I take for granted the fact that I 
sing at Ronnie Scott’s and I think that it 
would be some of those singers’ dreams to 
get a gig at Ronnie Scott’s  and get a record 
out in the shops that’s selling well and get 
some reviews. That’s a big step for a lot of 
people. 

‘There is a singer I would like to men-
tion who has absolutely blown me away 
and I’ve taken him under my wing as a 
protégé of mine and his name is Josh Kyle. 
Josh Kyle is the next thing. He’s about 22, 
and studied and studied and he’s over 

here from Australia having 
a go. Phenomenal – scats, 
swings, great tone. He’s 
got the sound of a jazz 
singer, the feel of a jazz 
singer and that’s some-
thing special and that will 

stand him in good stead. And I asked him, 
what do you want from jazz? And he said 
– I want what Kurt Elling’s got. So some-
body might easily go, “I want what you’ve 
got, Claire Martin.” They could look at my 
website and say, that’s not bad. So it is a 
good way of making a living – I’m not say-
ing there’s nothing for them.’

And jazz is Martin’s calling, after all. 
The elements of it that are different – the 
work that is involved in it, the research 
she’s done with her repertoire, the way she 
puts a song together that speaks to some 
people and not to others, as well. The artis-
tic satisfaction must be huge. ‘Yeah, it is 
enormous. I’ve had emails saying “You 
must keep doing these new things, don’t 
worry about people not getting it.” That’s 
fine, if they’re not meant to get it they 
won’t get it. And I think that’s a big thing 
you learn as a singer that if you’re singing 
to a hundred people in a room there are 
going to be a fair percentage who just 
don’t dig it. And you just try to reach the 
people that like you.’ There can’t be many 
who don’t dig Claire Martin.

It seems to be de rigueur for instrumentalists, but

for singers to start branching out, they say “Ooh, you’ve 

strayed away from that Great American Songbook!”.“

A Modern Art is on 
Linn Records (AKD 
340) and available 
from all good retailers

www.clairemartinjazz.com
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