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ON BALLADS, MARRIED LIFE & PBS
Q&A with Harry Connick, Jr.

(Harry Connick, Jr. is a man of many moods, all supremely musical.  Look no further than his recent Columbia album Only You and the telecast it inspired.  Airing this March on Thirteen/ WNET New York’s GREAT PERFORMANCES on PBS (check local listings), the evening of classic ballads from the 1950s and ’60s – spiced with Bourbon Street favorites from his native New Orleans – marks the performer’s first return to the series since his GREAT PERFORMANCES debut in Swinging Out with Harry: Harry Connick, Jr. & His Orchestra in 1990.  Like its predecessor, the new special features the popular entertainer and his 17-piece band plus orchestra doing what he does best: swinging out loud and clear.  Backstage, however, it was a more subdued Harry who spoke softly and thoughtfully about the program, its inspiration, the songs, and PBS.)


So, Harry, how did Only You come about?  Is it true the inspiration was Don Ienner, president of Sony Music US?


Yes.  Don’s the one who said, “Why don’t you do an album of songs from my generation?” and I decided to give it a try.  That involved collecting suggested material, deciding which songs felt right for me and picking those I liked.

You’ve always had an affinity for ballads, not just vocally but in the way you showcase them in your arrangements.  You turn the Drifters hit “Save the Last Dance for Me” into a swinging ballad, then drop a hint of samba into “My Blue Heaven.”

I try to deal with the colors of each piece – the hues, for lack of a better word.  All of the writing was done that way, using just what was needed.  I gave Jerry Weldon (of the Connick band’s sax section) the lead on “Goodnight My Love” because he just understands that type of playing.

So many artists get stuck in one groove.  Your approach, however, seems to keep evolving.  Would you agree?

There was a time when I wouldn’t let life experience into the music, because I thought that art was completely internal.  To a great extent I still think that’s true, because otherwise artists would just be chasing sunsets.  But now, I find myself drawing on personal experience more than ever before.  When I sing “Other Hours,” I am thinking of the more difficult times in my life, and when I sing “Only You” and most of the other songs, I am thinking about my wife Jill.

It looks like marriage and three gorgeous little daughters have made a difference?

Absolutely.  For the first time, I’m not acting the emotions, I am feeling them.  It is a solemn, calm place, a very good place, without a lot of baggage about what other people would think of the music that I used to take into the studio.  This is my turn, and I’m enjoying it.

  Your first special on GREAT PERFORMANCES was back in 1990.  Any special memories?

I couldn’t have been 20, maybe 21 years old, and Jac Venza (GREAT PERFORMANCES executive producer) and David Horn (GP series producer) decided they wanted to go out on a limb and support me and my band.  We taped it in Dallas at the Majestic Theatre and it was incredibly exciting.  I still can feel the feelings I had then because it was all new to me.
And now?

Now it’s not that dissimilar in that David and Jac are here again, I’m with the Big Band, we’re doing another show for GREAT PERFORMANCES.  They took a shot on a kid from New Orleans who played piano and sang, and they didn’t know what was going to happen.  They stood by me and that’s why I am very honored to stand by them and do this again.
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