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Jerry Costanzo
By Joe Patitucci

“First piece of advice that I remember someone  
telling me is ‘if you’re nervous before you do a show or 

walk on the bandstand, just know that the audience 
wants to like you.’ It works every time.”

was to bring together a “Home Run” rhythm section 
that was up to the task. Tedd Firth (piano), Mark 
Sherman (vibes), Joe Cohn (guitar), Ben Wolfe (bass) 
and Jimmy Madison (drums). East Of The Sun (West 
Of The Moon) is the first tune on the CD. The George 
Shearing instrumental was always my favorite ver-
sion from the record “That Shearing Sound”. That 
vibe set the theme for my entire recording, described 
in my liner notes as “George Shearing meets The Nat 
King Cole Trio meets Milt Jackson” I absolutely love 
the sound of piano and vibes together. I conveyed my 
concept to my good buddy and world class reed man, 
composer and arranger Andy Farber, who I have 
been collaborating with for over 10 years now and 
who produced and arranged my first CD “Destina-
tion Moon”. He came up with an arrangement that I 
think is going to be my most successful cut. The title 
track “Can’t We Be friends? came next, once again 
arranged by Farber. I always loved the up-tempo 
Sammy Davis Jr. version and also love the verse that 
Sinatra does in his ballad version. So I asked Farber 
to combine a ballad verse that leads into an up-tempo 
chorus. Another winner, I hope. Third up is Perhaps, 
Perhaps, Perhaps, (Quizas, Quizas, Quizas). The in-
spiration for this one came from a version performed 
by Desi Arnaz on an album called Babalu, where 
it’s done as a medium tempo Rumba. We took that 
concept but instead of a Rumba beat throughout, 
the tune breaks into a medium swing after the first 
chorus with killer solos by Farber on tenor and Mark 
Sherman on vibes, then back to a Rumba in the sec-
ond chorus. This one should make some noise too. 
Track four, “I Just Can’t See For Lookin” This one 
was arranged by Tedd Firth (piano). Originally, Far-
ber was supposed to do all the arrangements on the 
CD but days before the recording he was sidetracked 
by a jingle engagement with an insane dead-line, so 
we reached out to a few of the band members for 
help. Tedd agreed to arrange this one as well as track 

JI: You started out playing saxophone, and in fact 
played in a big band that your father led in the 1980s. 
What attracted you to shift your focus to being a vo-
calist? 

JC: Yes, I played alto sax in elementary school through 
high school. My father gave me and my two brother’s 
weekly music lessons. I hated it! When I was supposed 
to be practicing my boring lessons, I would instead be 
trying to copy everything I heard on the radio and on 

also broke out my Jamey Aebersold music minus one 
collection that I used to practice my sax to and started 
singing all the standards to learn lyrics and improve 
my chops. I sought out vocal coaches, I started going to 
all the jam sessions where I worked out tunes, met and 
networked with the who’s who of the local jazz scene. 
Friends, family and the local musicians started taking 
me seriously and I started getting my own gigs. I could 
go on and on but that’s pretty much the story of the 
movie so far!  

Continued on Page 29www.jerrycostanzo.com

records. I never became a good reader of music. Now I 
know it was a bit of dyslexia that prevented me from 
becoming the kind of instrumentalist I wanted to be 
but that curse became a blessing because I developed 
a pretty good ear and could improvise and copy just 
about anything I heard. After high school, I started lis-
tening to jazz and that’s when I finally started to have 
some fun playing my horn. Fast forward early 90’s, my 
father and a pal of his had started a big band some time 
in the early 80’s, mostly made up of guys from a fire 
department marching band. My dad asked me from 
time to time to come down to rehearsals, usually just 
to fill an empty seat in the sax section. They were a 
pretty sorry bunch. Most of the guys were more inter-
ested in drinking beer then getting serious about the 
band. As the years went by the band actually evolved 
into quite a good working big band, the level of players 
that joined the band improved tremendously. At the 
time I had a full plate with the daily 9 to 5, home, fam-
ily, raising a child and the day to day grind. My music 
took a back seat for years and I only broke out the horn 
occasionally. To fill the void, I started listening to the 
sound track of my youth. Not the pop and rock of the 
60’s 70’s & 80’s but the music I grew up listening to 
around the house, my favorite music! Nat King Cole, 
Sinatra, Dino, Ella, Johnny Hartman, Billy Eckstine, 
Tony Bennett, Dina Washington, Julie London. 
The list goes on and on. Jazz, big band swing and the 
“American Song Book” became my passion. I would 
sing along to my favorite singers and standards all day 
long to pass the time. At the time, I was approaching 
my mid thirties and thought if I’m going to get seri-
ous, I can’t waste any time, so I got busy. I asked my 
father if I could come down to the big band rehearsals, 
I would bring a new arrangement every week and the 
guys were always happy to let me run them down and 
give me constructive criticism and encouragement. I 

JI: Some of the great vocalists like Carmen McRae, 
Shirley Horn, Mel Torme, among others were also 
more than proficient instrumentalists on piano and 
other instruments. How has your comprehensive 
musical background contributed to your style and 
maturity as a vocalist?

JC: As far as being a proficient instrumentalist, I 
tried but I never had the discipline it takes, I would 
have always been just a mediocre sax player. I know 
lots of guys who are happy just to play their part 
in a section but not me, I wanted to stand out. If I 
couldn’t be a hot shot soloist then I don’t want to 
play, I’d lose interest. I said I didn’t have the disci-
pline but I realized later in life I was just chasing the 
wrong carrot, I was frustrated. My father handed me 
a saxophone when I was 7 years old, what did I know? 
I thought it looked cool. Truth is I always wanted 
to play the piano. My father was a woodwind player 
and part time music teacher so I guess he figured it 
was just a natural progression. I probably would have 
found my voice much earlier in life had I been pre-
sented with a piano or guitar. In retrospect, now that 
I am a full-time working vocalist and bandleader and 
doing something I love, I have that passion, focus and 
discipline that eluded me in all my previous endeav-
ors, both musically and personally. 
 
JI: Talk about the concept behind your new record-
ing Can’t We Be Friends? and the development of the 
album from concept to release.

JC: Can’t We Be Friends? is my second release. I 
wanted to do a recording that was uniquely my own. 
I want people to listen to it and know that it’s Jerry 
Costanzo and not a clone of the usual crooning sus-
pects, although I do get inspired from many of my 
favorite legends of the past, as I’m sure many singers 
of standards do. First, I compiled some of my favorite 
tunes and lined them up on a play list. The next step 

http://www.JerryCostanzo.com
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Hersch Continued from Page 28
ble, and I thought that was some sort of message that 
meant that I should do something with them. That 
my memories were also very concrete – smells, colors, 
textures – they were very specific. Not all of them are 
complete stories - some of them are just things that 
happened or kind of scenarios. 

JI: Had you paid much attention to dreams prior to 
this in terms of a creative impulse?

FH: No, not at all and that was also something I 
thought was special. In a way I began to think that 
I’ve gone through this near death thing here and this 
is what I’m kind of left with - these dreams and it sort 
of behooves me to do something with them and not 
just let them die. At first I thought of some anima-
tion or something like that and then I realized that 
that would mean the music would be sort of like play-
ing behind a silent movie and that wasn’t really an ac-
ceptable thing for me because I wanted the music to 
be more important. So I gave the dreams, since I had 
written them down, to Herschel who then came up 
with a narrative and a theatrical shape. The piece isn’t 
exactly a theater piece and it isn’t just a music piece ei-
ther. What they’re calling these kinds of pieces now, 
is just jargon, but for presenters they’re calling them 
- “festival pieces”. Meaning that basically it’s just too 
much music to be a regular theater piece and it’s a 
little too much theater to be just a music piece. So it’s 
kind of a hybrid. 

JI: It’s scheduled for different performances, right?

FH: Yeah, we have the premier in Montclair, New 
Jersey - they were the commissioning body-on May 
7 and 8. Then it will be performed in San Francisco 
this year and in Ann Arbor next year. We’re pretty 
firmly convinced that once we have video to show 
people, so that they do not have to completely imag-
ine what this thing is, I’m fairly sure that there will be 
some presenters who are going to sign on.

JI: What was the gestation period from the concep-
tion of it to the performance in May? 

FH: I wrote the Dream Sound in September-October 

2008 and sat on them. We really started work on it in 
the fall of 2010 and we kind of finished the libretto 
last summer. Then I went up to the MacDowall Col-
ony in New Hampshire where I had a composition 
residency and I basically went there with this sort of 
script – this libretto, or whatever you want to call it, 
and really nothing else. I didn’t know exactly what was 
going to come out and that was the point at which I 
really just sat with the material. I didn’t restrict my-
self to jazz language I just kind of responded as I felt 
to the particular dreams. There’re also some sections 
that have been added that are not related to particular 
dreams, they are what we would call side bars, diver-
sions on topics related –like there is one side bar on 
Coma, and also the misperceptions of comas that we 
get from movies or television. Then there is also a kind 
of a side bar about the life of St. Vincent de Paul - very 
interesting character, possibly the first really radical 
priest. I was in Saint Vincent’s Hospital in New York, 
the legendary hospital that just closed after 160 years. 
They went bankrupt. It just felt like we needed to do 
something about St Vincent somehow – that he re-
lated to this whole theme in some way. But the rest of 
the material is really drawn from these dreams. As I 
said, I didn’t limit my musical language, the same way 
with the Walt Whitman piece, you wouldn’t say it is a 
jazz piece but you wouldn’t say it isn’t a jazz piece.

JI: Well, as all of this took form over that period of 
time, was it reciprocal in term s of helping you with 
your rehabilitation physically?

FH: No.

JI: No, there wasn’t that connection. You mentioned 
St. Vincent de Paul, how about the spiritual aspects 
of this process?

FH: Well, spiritually if I come down anywhere it’s 
more towards Buddhism than anything else. In a 
way, that is why I was drawn to Whitman who speaks 
about being in the moment, love of nature, love of all 
creatures.

JI: I’m just amazed at the stamina that’s involved in 
this particularly after the illness, and I know that 
other artists, like Pat Martino, Larry Carlton and 

people like that have kind of experienced what we 
might call the “Phoenix Phenomenon”, where you re-
ally do rise from the ashes. But just the fact that you 
are able to keep up this pace at this time is truly - I 
think it’s almost miraculous.

FH: I kind of feel that it is. I mean I feel that my play-
ing is as strong or stronger than ever. I feel really good 
about where I am at creatively. My career is certainly 
going as well or better than it ever has.

JI: You’re playing and have played with the best at 
the top of their form.

FH: Who knows if it’s human interest or what, but 
there seems to be a lot of media coverage about my 
story and I think people are interested in it. It has 
brought me to different audiences outside the typical 
jazz audience. I think I’m maybe the kind of artist 
whose music does speak to people outside the jazz 
world.

JI: Right, and I think that’s one of the things that 
will keep jazz alive because if it becomes too insular 
like, let’s say a lot of literary criticism, you just have 
the inner circle speaking to themselves, so to speak.

FH: Jazz can be hip cats playing hip sh*t for hip cats 
and it can kind of fold in on itself. I do work with 
young musicians - I’ve done it for thirty years. I’m 
always trying to get them (I’m not talking about sell-
ing out) to consider who they want to be listening to 
this music and consider how they’re communicating 
what they want to communicate.

JI: I’ve noticed that you’ve done a lot of college or ac-
ademic connected residencies and that sort of thing, 
so what is your general take on music education as 
the young folks are coming up?

FH: There are a lot of really smart, gifted players who 
have access to so much information, none of which I 
had growing up. I pretty much learned the old fash-
ion way, just get on the bandstand and learn to get 
your ass kicked. I did go to music school but I didn’t 
go there to study jazz in particular. I went there to be 
a better musician.  

6 “Penthouse Serenade.” I discovered “Just Can’t 
See” on the “B” side of a Nat Cole Trio 78 RPM. 
This was a pretty obscure tune given the fact that side 
“A” of the record was one of Cole’s most successful 
tunes “For Sentimental Reasons”. Anyway, Tedd did 
a great job with the arrangement as well as “Pent-
house Serenade” where my inspiration came from 
the album Forty Years-The Artistry Of Tony Bennett. 
Track 5 – “Love Me Or Leave Me,” Track 8 – “Oh 
You Crazy Moon,” and Track 9 – “Mean to Me,” 
were all arranged by my Pal Mike Carubia, another 
world-class arranger, composer and trumpet player. 
“Love Me Or Leave Me” was inspired by the Peggy 
Lee version. Oh You Crazy Moon, Mel Torme, Mean 
To Me, The Dean Martin version. Track 7- “You’re 

Driving Me Crazy” is another Andy Farber arrange-
ment where the inspiration came from a Billy Eck-
stine compilation album called “Everything I Have 
Is Yours.” Finally, track 10 “Stairway To The Stars” 
was inspired by the Johnny Hartman version and 
arranged by Dan Block. Dan is another super solid 
reed-man and arranger whom I’ve had the pleasure of 
sharing the bandstand with many times. Dan wrote 
the arrangement the night before the session and I 
picked it up at his apartment on my way to the re-
cording studio. Dan owed Farber a favor so he called 
it in the night before when he realized he wouldn’t 
be able to get to it in time. If not for Dan stepping up 
to the plate we might have reverted to plan B, to fake 
the tune just so I could have the 10 tunes I had en-
visioned for the project. So in a nut shell, I’d say the 

project is a tribute to some of my favorite standards 
and singers as well as an underling theme describing 
my romantic failures over the years. Ha Ha!!! 
 
JI: Tell us about a few of the humorous, interesting 
or dramatic moments that you’ve experienced in your 
career singing the Great American Songbook.

JC: My life is full of dramatic moments but I wish I 
were better at controlling my emotions on stage! See 
I’m a sucker for a ballad and I tend to get all emotional 
when I sing a song that stirs up certain memories, it 
takes all my will and composure to keep from tearing 
up. I guess it’s a good thing that I can connect to a song 
so emotionally but it’s not always a good thing when 

Continued on Page 30
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you’re in front of hundreds of people. Okay, here’s an 
interesting, humorous story. I got hired to sing some 
Sinatra tunes at a private event at this seedy catering 
hall, whose location will remain anonymous. I get to 
the gig and notice that most of the guests look like 
characters from the Sopranos. I’m only supposed to 
perform for an hour, so I do my thing and then ap-
proach the table where the guy who was supposed 
to pay me was sitting, to let him know I’m finished, 
you know “nice meeting you and can I get paid?” He 
looks at me, looks at his pals and they all start laugh-
ing. Then the guy says “Hey, the kid wants to get paid” 
and they all laugh some more. Then the guy says, “you 
ain’t done yet, get back up there, I’ll tell you when you 
can leave.” They all stopped laughing and looked at me 
in a very, very scary way. After I turned three shades 
of white, I thought maybe I’ll just abandon my equip-
ment and run, or I’ll oblige the gentleman and start 
singing since I probably wouldn’t have made it to the 
door anyway. So I started walking back to my micro-
phone, still wondering what I’m going to do and the 
guy yells out, “Hey kid!” and I turn around and he says 
“We wuz only messin wit cha” and they all start laugh-
ing again. The guy hands me what he owes me, plus a 
$500 tip, they all shook my hand, said I was great and 
they’d love to have me back again.
 
JI: If relevant, could you identify one or more jazz 
artists – vocalists or instrumentalists – who have 
made a significant impact on your own direction? 

JC: I’m a big Count Basie fan. I’m a sucker for big 

bands to begin with, but Basie is my favorite. As far as 
singers go, I’d definitely say Nat Cole had a big influ-
ence on me. Also, Mel Torme. They didn’t call him 
“The Velvet Fog” for nothing.
 
JI: What words of encouragement or support, or 
quotation or fragment of wisdom have you received 
from a mentor or associate is it that provides inspira-
tion or guidance in your life?

JC: First piece of advice that I remember someone 
telling me is “if you’re nervous before you do a show 
or walk on the bandstand, just know that the audi-
ence wants to like you.” It works every time. A good 
piano player friend of mine told me once “don’t take 
yourself so seriously, have fun, Just sing man, sing!”
 
JI: You’re an astute business person – booking and 
leading bands of all sizes in many different situa-
tions. Could you share a few of the understandings 
that you’ve learned as being essential for success in 
this business – or business in general.

JC: Don’t sit around and wait for the phone to ring. 
No one can promote you, your music or your business 
better than yourself. Be flexible, the conditions on a 
gig might not be ideal every time but as they say “the 
show must go on.” Don’t be a prima donna. Don’t 
be afraid to ask for what you’re worth, once you pull 
your pants down, you can’t pull them back up. Think 
big, be big, but be humble. Avoid egotistical or bad 
attitude side men, they can really “harsh your buzz” 
on the bandstand.

JI: What have you discovered about human nature – 
either on the bandstand or apart from music entirely?

JC: I could write a whole chapter on that subject but 
that will take to long. So I’ll just say there are still 
some good, hard working, honest, moral people in 
this screwed-up world.
 
JI: What kinds of activities do you do to constantly 
develop your vocal skills?

JC: I am always learning new tunes. I sing songs, I 
work on phrasing. I don’t do vocal exercises anymore. 
I work pretty regularly, so to warm up I usually just 
sing in the car on my way to my gigs. I do focus on 
breath control and definitely utilize techniques that I 
have learned over the years from various couches and 
many that I have discovered on my own that work for 
me. I also think it’s important to stay healthy. I don’t 
smoke except for the occasional cigar and I am an out-
door person. I do a lot of walking and bike riding. As 
a singer it’s very important to have good lung capacity 
and for me there’s nothing better than cardio exercise. 
 
JI: What do you do to recharge your batteries in the 
face of the hustle and bustle of our contemporary 
world?

JC: It’s important to take time out, focus on family 
and friends. I usually try to block out a little time 
during the slow season between January and March, 
my wife and I will try to take a trip or visit family out 
of state, or visit our son in California.  

Costanzo Continued from Page 29

longer employed by the corporation and the funding 
ended. However, through other fund-raising efforts, 
Jazzmoblie has incorporated the Jazz Vocal Competi-
tion as one of their core programs. I would also like 
to mention that Jazzmobile is an excellent source for 
singers looking for good vocal teachers like Nancy 
Marano, Marion Cowings, and Charenee Wade. 

JI: What do you have planned for your upcoming 
performance at Birdland in April?

CH: I have to say that I am thrilled to perform at 
Birdland, one of NYC’s premiere jazz clubs. The date 
is Thursday, April 28th from 6:00-7:00 PM and it 
will be a live CD recording. I am blessed to have some 
of New York’s finest musicians including Mark Sher-
man on vibraphone, Paul Beaudry on bass, Wayne 
Henderson on drums, and Radam Schwartz on pi-
ano. The song selections include standards, blues and 
some original tunes written by some of my friends. 

JI: What words of encouragement or support, or 
quotation or fragment of wisdom have you received 

from a mentor or associate is it that provides inspira-
tion or guidance in your life?

CH: One day out of the clear blue sky, my father 
called me into the room where he practiced. He 
played a song for me recorded by Gladys Knight en-
titled, “The Need To Be,” written by Jim Weatherly. 
He told me to listen to the lyrics because it reminded 
him of me. Coming from Gladys, the song was about 
a woman who is “not a reflection of a man, and needs 
her own spot to stand.” He told me that he was proud 
of me and that I must remember to “be true to your-
self ” and he repeated “always be true to yourself.” 
Today, when I am in doubt I call up the words from 
someone I loved and trusted.

JI: What kinds of activities do you do to constantly 
develop your vocal skills?

CH: I develop my vocal skills in several ways. First, 
I try to keep my entire body in shape in order to sing 
better. Good or bad health certainly affects the qual-
ity of a singer’s voice. I go to the gym or a dance class 
at least twice a week. I take weekly vocal lessons with 

various teachers who help bring out the best in me. 
I use DVDs, CDs and cassette tapes - yes, old fash-
ioned cassette tapes - to vocalize daily in my home or 
car. Listening to music is another important part of 
my vocal development. I have been listening to music 
all of my life but as a result of my growth as a jazz 
singer. I hear a lot of things I never heard before in 
familiar songs. I enjoy going to jam sessions where lis-
ten to other singers and sing with various musicians. 
The end result will be pure Cynthia Holiday.
 
JI: What do you do to recharge your batteries in the 
face of the hustle and bustle of our contemporary 
world?

CH: I am a very spiritual person. I wholeheartedly 
believe in Divine Order and Divine Intervention. 
My faith in the Supreme Being keeps me grounded 
and for the most part stress-free! I have learned how 
not to pursue the “Big Dream” but rather, relish in 
the journey. I am very clear about what’s important 
in this life and I recharge my batteries daily.  

Holiday Continued from Page 41

to get in and out of a tune, and basically how to sing 
with a band successfully. As I began to teach, the de-
tails got deeper and deeper, and what started as a ba-
sic ‘How to sing with a band’ class spun off into many 

classes, such as vocal technique, chart writing, band 
direction, sight singing, jazz choir, writing vocalese, 
plus many music theory and improvisation classes, 
as well as semesterly concerts. The core of the vocal 
department at the New School was created around 

20 years ago by me, Richard Harper and Janet Law-
son. Since then, the vocal faculty has been expanded 
to include Joan Stiles, Kate Baker, Kamal Scott and 
Julie Hardy. We have really great students at the New 

London Continued from Page 42
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