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Johnny Hartman

Biography by John Bush 

Though he was never the most distinctive vocalist, Johnny Hartman rose above others to become the most commanding, smooth balladeer of the 1950s and '60s, a black crooner closely following Billy Eckstine and building on the form with his notable jazz collaborations, including the 1963 masterpiece John Coltrane & Johnny Hartman. Born in Chicago, he began singing early on and performed while in Special Services in the Army. Hartman studied music while at college and made his professional debut in the mid-'40s, performing with Earl Hines and recording his first sides for Regent/Savoy. After Hines' band broke up later in 1947, Hartman moved to the Dizzy Gillespie Big Band and stayed for two years, recording a few additional sides for Mercury as well.

Johnny Hartman's first proper LP came in 1956 with Songs From the Heart, recorded for Bethlehem and featuring a quartet led by trumpeter Howard McGhee. He recorded a second (All of Me) later that year, but then was virtually off-record until 1963, when his duet album John Coltrane & Johnny Hartman appeared on Impulse. A beautiful set of ballad standards, including top-flight renditions of "Lush Life" and "My One and Only Love," the album sparked a flurry of activity for Hartman, including two more albums for Impulse: 1963's I Just Dropped by to Say Hello and the following year's The Voice That Is. During the late '60s and early '70s, he recorded a range of jazz and pop standards albums for ABC, Perception, and Blue Note. Hartman recorded sparingly during the 1970s, but returned with two albums recorded in 1980, one of which (Once in Every Life) earned a Grammy nomination just two years before his death in 1983. 

1947  Just You, Just Me...[Savoy]   Savoy 

1955  Songs from the Heart   Bethlehem Archives/Avenue Jazz 

1956  All of Me   Bethlehem/Avenue Jazz 

1956  Just You, Just Me...[Regent]  Regent 

1961   Sittin' in With   VGM 

1963  I Just Dropped by to Say Hello  Impulse! 

1964  The Voice That Is!  Impulse! 

1966   The Unforgettable Songs by Johnny Hartman   ABC/Paramount 

1967   I Love Everybody  ABC [Import] 

1967   Soul in the Night   ABC-Paramount 

1972  For Trane  Blue Note 

1972   Today   Perception 

1975   I've Been There   Perception 

1977   Live at Sometime   Trio 

1978   Thank You for Everything [live]   Audiophile 

1980   Once in Every Life   Bee Hive 

1980  This One's for Tedi  Audiophile 

1995  Unforgettable  Impulse! 

1996  The Many Moods of Johnny Hartman  USA Music Group 

2003  Raindrops Keep Falling on My Head  Import 

2003  You Came a Long Way from Saint Louis  Import 

2003   Live at Sometime [Japan]   

WWOZ Radio Bio

Johnny Hartman
"There was something about his voice." - John Coltrane.

There is not a great deal written about Johnny Hartman. No biography, scholarly or nostalgic, that might account for Hartman's near enigmatic stature. No interpretive narrative or poetic reflection that might translate into words the romantic sanctuary that is found in the first line of any song of Hartman's sporadic though cherished discography. Still, a quote made by John Coltrane in an interview done by Frank Koffsky, for his book, Black Nationalism and The Revolution In Jazz, seems to capture the essence of this man's magic. "There was something about his voice." Coltrane was being asked to comment on the seemingly incongruous collaboration, professionally and artistically, which occurred on March 6th and 7th, 1963 and yielded the modern masterpiece: John Coltrane and Johnny Hartman.

"There was something about his voice."

John Maurice Hartman was born July 13th, 1923 in Chicago. His formative years unfolded at a time and place in which jazz music was revolutionizing American culture. Perhaps then, it is no wonder that Hartman's particular musical dominion had its beginnings when the singer was only eight years old. At that time, Hartman studied piano and voice; apparently showing so much promise that he earned a scholarship to the Chicago Musical College at the age of sixteen. His professional career began not long after that and, following a stint with the Army's Special Services during WWII, Hartman squarely hit the map when he joined Earl Hines' band in the mid-1940's; the "boy-singer" chair having been opened when Billy Eckstine left to form his legendary big band. Eckstine is an important figure not only in Hartman's lineage of voice, but also as a musician and as a musical "product." Eckstine's band was a veritable petri dish for be-bop, boasting among its roster: Charlie Parker, Dizzy Gillespie, Art Blakey, Dexter Gordon, Sonny Stitt, Gene Ammons, Fats Navarro and Miles Davis. Eckstine also ushered in a stylistic and cultural shift in the jazz vocalist landscape. A shift that would challenge the tenuously accepted notions of what a desirable and seductive black man could, and could not do to an audience.

"There was something about his voice." 

Johnny Hartman seemed to take the essential elements of his nearest predecessors; the rich-toned focus of Eckstine, the welcoming warmth of Herb Jefferies, and the lighthearted charm of Nat King Cole. Hartman's approach would appear to have refined these characteristics into a more restrained though greater focused baritone singing. This, for ardent listeners of Hartman, who span generations now - and have been de facto dubbed a "cult" - is his greatest contribution to the music. His focus, his commitment to the lyric, and his lovingly firm hold of each note make Hartman the most distinctive male jazz vocalist of his epoch. Each vowel is strung directly from his heart; each consonant delicately seductive. Each choice of phrase and melissima (melodic embellishment of one syllable) come from a mind that knows its capacity for expression and doles out its potential in measured yet powerful seductions. Hartman's emotional range could be summed as coursing from the giddy lightheartedness of The More I See You to the quintessentially bittersweet In the Wee Small Hours of the Morning. Thus it is not surprising that many jazz enthusiasts have noted the seemingly unlikely collaboration with the cerebral and atavistic Coltrane who by 1963, had already widened the boundaries of jazz musicianship harmonically as well as conceptually. Of course, Coltrane was not alien to the immense power of ballads; his tenure with Miles Davis secured that. On that note, perhaps Coltrane's recordings with Hartman hearken back to the mid-1950's when he shared the frontman dynamic with Miles and was required to conceptualize beyond just stating the tune.

"There was something about his voice."

In the mid-1950's, Johnny Hartman straddled the categories of popular music and jazz. In that order as it could be said that the mid-1950's solidified the shift from jazz as America's popular music to a more esoteric genre. While this dynamic would be bemoaned, it apparently was an exciting time for vocalists who could organically blur the lines with their own personal style and distinction. It is unfortunate that some so called jazz purists have relegated such artists as: Dinah Washington, Peggy Lee, Nat King Cole and Hartman to a status once removed from that occupied by singers such as: Ella Fitzgerald and Joe Williams. It's as if there was an unwillingness on the part of critics to accept that a singer could be: charming, swingin', bluesy and even rockin', as in Dinah's case, and still have a jazz sophistication at a time when younger audiences were gravitating toward higher velocity and higher volume. The classic ROOST recording, And I Thought About You, exemplifies Hartman's skill as a jazz vocalist. Amidst arrangements by Rudy Taylor complete with twittering woodwind intros and interludes as on I Should Care, Hartman never comes off as self-conscious. He knows exactly what his job is and thus keeps that signature focus on the lyric, which speaks to the bitter that stays when the sweet begins to leave.

"There was something about his voice."

Hartman's distinctive style, more obviously defined by his vocal tone and approach to the lyric, is also matched by his phrasing and embellishment. Hartman comes off as having a tempo all his own. On mid-tempo chestnuts such as, After You've Gone, it lays back perhaps more than just a bit but never losing its swingin' power to swoon the listener. His characteristic balladering yields no less excitement. There is a phrase amongst funkster's - "in the pocket" - the feel that occurs when everything that is sounding - including the silences - just sits right rhythmically. Hartman's phrasing floats, falls, and even hovers over bar lines and only catches itself when the moment, lyric, vowel etc. is just right to make his point - his alone. On the aforementioned melissima, Johnny Hartman again sets himself apart and, in so doing, confirms his musicianship as one of jazz. His interpolation of melody as on There's A Lull In My Life is on par with Miles' legendary "walking on eggshells" lyrical territory. 

"There was something about his voice." 

Put this all together and ask yourself: Why wouldn't Johnny Hartman make a recording with one of the most innovative and profound musicians in the history of jazz? Because singers just don't make recordings with instrumentalists of Coltrane's caliber. Good answer, for true; no other singer ever did record with Coltrane. Good answer in another way; for perhaps no other singer had too. The recording speaks for itself - legendary. Producer, Bob Thiele understood something special, for which he is due necessary respect. It is indeed well known that there were other factors that went into the making of this record. Coltrane had been having some challenges with his embouchure and mouthpiece adjustments which had inhibited his then signature "sheets of sound" playing style. In addition, it is no secret that a recording of musicians in a studio is made in order to become a product in the bins in a store. The commercial considerations for John Coltrane and Johnny Hartman cannot be denied. But let us focus on the image of musicians in a studio, in this case, five musicians - on March 6th & 7th of 1963 - collaborating on a handful of ballads. There was something about this meeting. Something that occurred which even the word "magical" seems inept to describe. Hartman went on to make subsequent recordings with the hands and ears of Bob Thiele: The Voice That Is, Unforgettable, I Just Dropped By To Say Hello. Wondrous as they indeed are, they are just one step away from what resulted with Coltrane. In a little more than a year's time, John Coltrane went on to record probably the greatest document of his divine gift for the language of music: A Love Supreme.

"There was something about this meeting."

My suggestion is that you must listen, and listen, and listen. Listen with different parts of your body, different parts of your being. Listen in different parts of the day, listen in different states of consciousness, listen while in different emotional states. Listen with different people, listen over the airwaves. Listen with just one other person. In preparation for "My One & Only Love - A Johnny Hartman Tribute" I did such listening. This listening has changed me as a musician and as a singer. This listening has brought about a focus on singing and jazz in myself that I would characterize as life altering. I am immensely grateful. Indeed, I listened and am grateful to: Ella and Louis, Nancy and Cannonball, Billy Eckstine, Miles and Trane. 

By Equizito [March, 2002] 

Jazz Profiles from NPR

Johnny Hartman
Produced by Joan Merrill 

Johnny Hartman was the quintessential romantic balladeer. The only singer to record with John Coltrane, Hartman was mostly known only to true jazz lovers during his lifetime. It took a movie soundtrack -- released 12 years after his death -- that took Hartman to the top of the jazz charts. 

Actor, producer and director Clint Eastwood chose several of Hartman's recordings for the dreamy romantic scenes in his film The Bridges of Madison County and its sequel, Remembering Madison County. The movies were about a brief love affair between an aging photographer and a Midwestern housewife.  Listen to Monte explain how Hartman's singing was a perfect fit for The Bridges of Madison County 

Hartman was a master of emotional expression, putting everything he had into every word he sang. With any other vocalist, performing a love song with this kind of intensity could easily come across as being over the top or gushing, but Hartman's rich, masculine baritone voice never wavered in its sincerity.  Listen to Friedwald and Taylor discuss Hartman's refusal of being categorized 

Born John Maurice Hartman on July 23, 1923 in Chicago, Johnny grew up singing in church choirs and the high school glee club before receiving a scholarship to study voice at the Chicago Musical College. After a tour of duty in the Army during World War II, he won a singing contest conducted by pianist and bandleader Earl "Fatha" Hines. Hartman later joined Hines' band. 

Hines' group disbanded a year later, but trumpeter Dizzy Gillespie (left) soon recruited Hartman for his big band. The singer's cool, understated voice was a dramatic contrast to Dizzy's rapid-fire bebop style. 

Johnny didn't feel entirely at home with bebop, but he continued performing with Gillespie's band until it broke up in 1949. He later joined pianist Erroll Garner's trio, but his tenure there lasted only two months.  Listen to pianist Steve Allen describe the musical rapport between Johnny and Erroll Garner 

Throughout most of the 1950s, Johnny struggled as a solo artist, recording several noteworthy albums that never broke mainstream. While he always seemed on the verge of greater success, he never got the commercial push he needed.  Listen to Friedwald, Taylor, and saxophonist Joe Gayles speculate why superstardom eluded Hartman 

Some speculate that Johnny came on the scene at the wrong time, and that racism obstructed potential opportunities for him. He was a handsome black man, whose voice somewhat resembled those of many successful white vocalists. 

Billy Eckstine was a black vocalist who had successfully crossed over to the mainstream, but there was a backlash as white listeners started rejecting his music. The idea of a black man singing love ballads and swooning white females didn't sit well in 1950s America, particularly in the Deep South.  Listen to Steve Allen recall booking black artists on The Tonight Show 

I've seen times when I couldn't go into white clubs and sing my style of singing. You either buck danced or sang a real gutbucket blues, and then they would let you in. You get the feeling the you're never supposed to be serious or be a man who could fall in love. 

Hartman's career turned a significant corner in 1963 when he recorded his classic duet album with saxophonist John Coltrane. They performed stunning renditions of ballads such as "They Say It's Wonderful" and Billy Strayhorn's "Lush Life." 

Critics raved about Hartman's collaboration with Coltrane, but the effort had a real down side. He was now labeled a jazz singer by record executives and club owners. Despite his mastery of the romantic ballad with potentially popular appeal, he began to have difficulty getting work in big rooms like the Copacabana in New York.  Listen to Monte explain the negative and positive effects of the album, John Coltrane & Johnny Hartman 

John Coltrane & Johnny Hartman did, however, help Johnny secure additional recording contracts. Shortly thereafter, he was back in his element doing pop-oriented recordings with leading orchestras like those of Oliver Nelson and Gerald Wilson. 

By the mid-1960s, popular tastes had largely embraced rock and roll, and Hartman's style had much less commercial potential. But he refused to compromise his own love of the romantic ballad and he went abroad, where his style was still appreciated. He did a television special in Australia and recorded several albums in Japan, including a tribute to Coltrane after the sax player's death in 1967. 

After a break, Hartman would record again in the late 1970s -- his album Once In Every Life was nominated for a Grammy in 1981. Still loved by jazz enthusiasts, he would eventually achieve cult status after his death in 1983. And thanks to Eastwood's movie soundtrack, Hartman is finally getting the wider recognition he richly deserves. 

All About Jazz

Alas, Poor Ghost: Echoes of Johnny Hartman
By Alexander M. Stern 

At the time of his death in 1983, Johnny Hartman was already a ghost. A supreme interpreter of ballads with a lush, velvety baritone, Hartman combated indifference for nearly forty years, his one moment in the sun a 1963 collaboration with saxophonist John Coltrane’s classic quartet. That album, the superb John Coltrane and Johnny Hartman, is Hartman’s definitive statement and remains, along with a glass of white wine and a crackling fire, an essential aid to seduction. For all that, Hartman’s post-Coltrane efforts, on the Impulse! label and otherwise, failed to earn him the fame he deserved. His passing was a murmur; a whimper rather than a bang. The anonymity he struggled against claimed him, and the world was none the wiser. 

Today, Johnny Hartman while still a relatively obscure figure,  is better known than at any time during his life. The CD era resurrected him, and his records are heard by jazz fans the world over. He is still best known for John Coltrane and Johnny Hartman, but several other albums ( I Just Stopped By To Say Hello, And I Thought About You , The Voice That Is ) have joined that classic in the pantheon of great vocal jazz recordings. 

Hartman is considered an acquired taste by some. His romantic sound isn’t to everyone’s taste, yet the best of his work lives on in boudoirs everywhere. One might call Hartman the thinking person’s Barry White. I can tell from personal experience that the first two bars of ‘They Say It’s Wonderful’ are enough to melt any woman. Still, there is more to the Hartman revival than superb mood music. This music endures because Hartman was an artist of the highest order. His elegant phrasing enlivens any tune. Take, for example, Fats Waller’s ‘Ain’t Misbehavin’, which Hartman recorded twice (once for Bethlehem on Songs from the Heart and again for ABC/Paramount on The Unforgettable Johnny Hartman ). As recorded by Waller on RCA in 1943, ‘Ain’t Misbehavin’ is a transparent lie. One imagines Waller’s fingers crossed behind his back as he tells his love that he’s ‘got no place to go’ and that he is ‘home about eight, just [him] and [his] radio.’ ‘Of course I’m faithful, sugar!’ Waller’s classic tune declares with a wink, ‘Don’t you believe me?’  By contrast, Hartman’s rendition is jaded, yet sincere. It is a declaration of fidelity from a world-weary playboy. ‘Your kisses are worth waiting for,’ he sings, ‘Why don’t you believe me?’ The real difference lies in the way Waller and Hartman pronounce the word ‘believe’ in their recordings. Waller razzes the word, blubbering his lips over the initial ‘b’. Hartman caresses the word, extending it over three beats. The singer in Hartman’s version is wounded when his beloved doesn’t buy his story. Waller is a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar. 

“At the time of his death in 1983, Johnny Hartman was already a ghost.” 

 In the decades that followed Hartman’s collaboration with Coltrane, he made a number of albums designed to capitalize on that success. The best were the ones that immediately followed it on the Impulse! label. I Just Dropped By To Say Hello follows the formula of the Coltrane album, and does so with considerable success. The Voice That Is is marred by trendy arrangements on the second side, but succeeds overall despite this, thanks largely to the strength of the material. After a string of disappointing attempts to lend his sound to contemporary pop tunes (a strategy that worked for very few of Hartman’s generation) and a few strong collaborations with Japanese musicians (although never a household name in the United States, Hartman was in the immortal words of Tom Waits big in Japan), Hartman had receded from the public’s ear. The man who had once seemed the natural heir apparent to Billy Eckstine was fast becoming an invisible man. 

In August of 1980, three years before his death, Johnny Hartman entered a New York City recording studio to create one of his last great albums. Once In Every Life is a recording that delivers what even the best of Hartman’s post-Coltrane albums only promised. Fronting a small jazz combo, the context that best captured his unique sound, Hartman is completely at his ease. He is a little older, perhaps, but certainly wiser. The musicians on the date, particularly the great Billy Taylor on piano, compliment Hartman’s maturity. Their playing displays great artistry and great taste. These are gentlemen of the old school, completely at home in one another’s company. The atmosphere is one of romance, but not that of a schoolboy crush. It is the sound of something more adult; something that only comes from years of experience. The ballads, particularly “Wave”, “I See Your Face Before Me”, and “Moonlight In Vermont”, display Hartman's mellow vocals to perfection. His duet with Al Gafa's guitar on the aforementioned “Moonlight In Vermont” stands as one of the albums most beautiful and satisfying moments. Once In Every Life will never displace John Coltrane and Johnny Hartman for most listeners, yet it stands among Hartman’s best and most consistent work. His voice is deeper and richer than before. His readings of familiar material (Hartman had recorded ‘I See Your Face Before Me’ and ‘Moonlight In Vermont’ while on Bethlehem nearly thirty years before) become definitive. 

Sadly, Once In Every Life has been out of print in the United States for years, and has never been released on CD in its original form. Fortunately, the entire album is available spread out over two CDs: The 1995 soundtrack album to Clint Eastwood’s The Bridges of Madison County and a second collection titled Remembering Madison County. While the two soundtrack discs can be enjoyed in their own right (the first disc features, in addition to the Hartman numbers, three recordings by Dinah Washington while the second includes two gems from Ahmad Jamal), the enterprising Hartman fan can, with the aid of a CD burner, reconstruct the album in its original sequence. Once In Every Life can then be enjoyed as nature intended. It is a fine addition to Hartman’s discography, and we can only hope that it will be reissued under its own title in the near future. 

Hartman’s legacy will always be one of artistic triumph balanced against commercial disappointment. Thankfully, there are plenty of excellent recordings for future generations to discover and enjoy. So long as they do, Hartman’s ghost will never completely fade. 
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