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“Singing jazz is staggeringly difficult. Beyond being a very good singer by all the usual criteria, improvising demands great ears, a sound grasp of harmony and sophisticated rhythmic sense.

All that just establishes the groundwork for a lifelong learning process, one that has resulted in fewer than 30 truly outstanding practitioners in nearly a century of jazz.

Berardi is well on the way. Apart from possessing the above qualities she has finesse and intuition for sophisticated musical interaction and she exudes honesty. The latter really sets her apart, having not been sucked into showing how high, loudly or gymnastically she can sing; just how convincingly.
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It must be quite a while since a jazz vocalist, especially an Australian one, has released an album with just solo guitar accompaniment. Even the famous 1955 Julie London album with guitarist Barney Kessell containing the hit Cry Me a River added an acoustic bass. But if any two performers are up to the task it is this talented Brisbane duo. Award-winning vocalist Kristin Berardi has put together an album of several standards, as well as some lesser-known pieces and a few of her own compositions. James Sherlock's guitar work is outstanding, achieving a softly appropriate feel in both accompaniment and solos, while Berardi's voice floats restfully in pastel shades rather than bold primary colours. Her restraint is evident in I'm an Old Cowhand, a song that could easily have attracted a belting rendition but is more successful given this delicately swinging interpretation. Berardi weaves scat passages into many of these songs, which together with her expressive phrasing brings off an individuality on standards Alone Together, Like Someone In Love and a lively You Say You Care. Sherlock's acoustic guitar inserts clever melodic embroidery but always maintains a rhythmic pulse throughout. Of the originals, I'm Just Another Girl seems to work best, with rippling guitar chords under a quick moving melody at a slower tempo.
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The jazz standard repertoire has proven remarkably durable and doesn't seem to be under any immediate threat of being replaced by more recent popular songs. Perhaps they just don't write love songs the way they used to, or it could be simply a question of the weight of jazz tradition holding back a new wave of standards. Regardless, as long as there are duos like singer Kristin Berardi and guitarist James Sherlock putting a personal spin on the songs of yesteryear, then they will continue to sound as fresh and timeless as they do on If You Were There, winner of the Best Vocal Jazz Album at the '10 Australian Jazz Awards.

Berardi and Sherlock complement each other well; both are in command of their respective instruments, and although Sherlock's virtuosity is evident, he mostly adopts a supportive role to Berardi, whose delivery is refreshingly unaffected. She sounds like herself, rather than trying to imitate the greats who have interpreted these same songs. When Berardi scats, as on the opener "Alone Together" or "Like Someone in Love," she sounds like someone singing to themselves, lost in the reverie that the music brings; there is no sense that she is striving to impress, and this lovely relaxed approach to her craft is one of the CD's charms.

Sherlock is most impressive on acoustic guitar. A subtle accompanist, he has a lovely rhythmic touch and his accents and flourishes punctuate and frame Berardi's vocals beautifully. Clearly he has big ears. When he unfurls a solo, as on "You Say You Care," he reveals impressive chops, fluent and highly melodic, a student of the Joe Pass school of guitar. On the most intimate of songs like "I've Grown Accustomed to His Face," Sherlock's feathery touch treads softly under Berardi's confessional, bluesy whisper. On the Berardi original "Spin the Bottle," his solo is especially tender, yet probing.

Berardi contributes three of her own compositions which stylistically are slightly at odds with the swinging numbers and ballads from the standards repertoire which make up the majority of songs on If You Were There. However, these originals show Berardi to be a writer of some talent, perhaps influenced by the early, folksy Joni Mitchell. "I'm Just Another Girl," "Spin the Bottle" and "Ode to Oli" are delicate, intimate songs of love in all its facets, but her delivery on Livingston/Irwin's "Never Let Me Go," or on The Beach Boys classic, "God Only Knows, "sounds altogether more profound, more nuanced. The emotional range of Berardi's voice is her real strength, and whether singing with a zappy swing on Johnny Mercer's "I'm an Old Cowhand" or with a soul-laid-bare fragility on the ballads, her voice is always seductive and gently alluring.

The blues in Berardi's tone and the warmth of Sherlock's strings make for a wonderful pairing, and they breathe new life into these old songs. This is a subtly beguiling recording which holds the attention from first note to last.

Track listing: Alone Together; I'm Just Another Girl; I've Grown Accustomed to his Face; You say you Care; Spin the Bottle; I'm an Old Cowhand; Moon andf Sand; Ode to Oli; Never Let Me Go; Like Someone in Love; God Only Knows.

Personnel: Kristin Berardi: vocals; James Sherlock: acoustic guitar.
