Alison Burns biography

“The artist is nothing without the gift, but the gift is nothing without work.”

French writer Emile Zola never met Alison Burns, and his perceptive quote may seem like an unusual introduction, but it's wholly appropriate for this rising star of the jazz world, and her rather unusual road to success. 

With the release of her second album 1:AM,  a collaboration with world-renowned and multi award-winning jazz guitarist Martin Taylor, Alison brings her unique interpretation to a combination of  traditional jazz standards, classic contemporary songwriting, and an original song which holds particular personal significance.

It's a track listing which reflects the Dundee singer's lifetime love affair with music.

“My father was a guitarist and my mum would get into his gigs around Dundee for free by carrying the case...he still carried the guitar! He used to sing to me, numbers by Peggy Lee, Lena Horne, Bessie Smith. That's what I heard around the house.

“I also used to watch old Hollywood movies and dream of being a singer and actress. We had linoleum flooring in the bathroom, so I used to sprinkle it with salt and try my hand at tap dancing!  The first time I sang was trying to pick out harmonies in songs on the radio.”

No matter what else has happened in Alison's life, that involvement with music has run in parallel - only now is it being allowed to take the lead.
Life has certainly provided inspiration. As the first female apprentice engineer in the famous Timex watch factory in Dundee, the 16-year-old refused to compromise glamour in the workplace and never forgot her lipstick. The experience showed that she was perfectly capable of holding her own in a man's world.
Other jobs followed (including being sacked from a bingo-calling job) but it was at the age of 21 that Alison realised that her childhood dreams would only be realised if she actually did something about it. The death of her brother Alan, who was serving in the Falklands brought home the reality of a life lived unfulfilled. Alan was very much the inspiration for the lyrics of the original song True on 1AM, which has music written by Martin Taylor. 

“Alan’s death did make me realise that I should make the changes that I had for a long time been itching to make. We’re only here once – or are we? What’s the worst that could happen? I went to a spiritualist, which I couldn’t really make sense of, but what it did do was make me look at myself projected five years down the line if things were simply to go along as normal. I wasn’t that keen on keeping things the same, and I decided to take charge of my own destiny. The way I see it is that you can’t look around corners, but you can control which streets you go down.”

Still based in Dundee, Alison's acting, singing, and presenting career took off. As singer and songwriter in a band called The Rainmates, she tuned down two record deals which just “didn't feel right at the time”. Her first love was still the music she had heard in her childhood, however, and this led to the formation of a three-part female harmony group, The Penny Dainties. Not only did Alison get the group together, it was normal for her to be hanging over a sewing machine in the early hours, making the frocks!

“The Penny Dainties formed after a party really. I had been looking to put a harmony group together, so when I met Jane and Tricia and they mentioned that they sang – I zoomed in on them straight away. By the following weekend we were out busking with four songs! We made £15 and promptly spent it on pizza. We sang songs from 1940s and 50s, with a vocal sound very much like the Dinning Sisters. With TV and radio sessions under our belts, as well as jazz festivals and recording sessions, we recorded an album.”

Like every other performer, the days could be empty. However, never one to waste any time, Alison used the days productively and gained a law degree from Dundee University. She practised briefly, but the pull of music was too much and she found herself working in the music business, albeit behind the scenes. For a while, her own music career was put on the back burner, but it's telling that as soon as she turned her attention to jazz singing again, there was instant acclaim. 

The release of her debut album, Kissing Bug, in March 2007 was received with universal acclaim and became the first album by a Scottish jazz singer to reach the Jazz Top 10.

She was lauded by the likes of jazz guru Michael Parkinson who invited Alison to play at his hotel. The man himself was in the front row and threw his arms around her as she came off stage.

So far she has packed her bag to perform in far-flung destinations such as Tokyo, Nashville, New York, Cannes, Italy and Shanghai as well as exclusive events for the likes of Virgin Airlines and Sir Terence Conran. She has performed at jazz festivals and venues across the country, with her own group and guesting with Martin Taylor at a number of concerts.

It was at these concerts that the idea for 1:AM came about. The recordings of Ella Fitzgerald and Joe Pass were the inspiration, stripping back the songs to vocal and guitar.

Despite the smoky dark eyes and robust sense of humour, there's little of the jazz diva about Alison Burns. As a committed vegetarian, her greatest concern on the road is finding decent food as well as keeping in touch with her husband, family and friends. Venues will be shocked to find the only dressing room request is water and her only real superstition is “always wearing my granny's earrings”.

For those who may think that Alison is where she has always wanted to be, that's true up to a point, but looking at her track record, this is obviously just the beginning.  

“I'd like to tour more and keep adding songs to my repertoire. It would be wonderful to sing with Tony Bennett and Michael Buble. It's also an ambition to sing with strings – I think it’s every singers ambition to sing with strings. I'd also like to write more songs.” 

Confuscious never met Alison Burns either, but if you'll recall, one of little chunk of wisdoms recommended: “Choose a job you love, and you will never have to work a day in your life.” 

Job done.

1:AM from Alison Burns and Martin Taylor is released on P3 Records
www.alisonburns.com
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1:AM is inspired by the recordings of Ella Fitzgerald and Joe Pass. On the album, produced by Tony Platt, Alison Burns and Martin Taylor capture the essence of the recordings with just voice and guitar.

Alison takes us through each track.

Again - A hit song recorded by many artists, but my favourite version is by Doris Day who recorded the song in 1949.

Because of You – This is a song from the film I Was An American Spy, and the first of many hits for Tony Bennett. I chose this song because it is such a simple but emotional lyric – it goes straight to what needs to be said. 

He’s A Tramp – I just love this song and the fact that Peggy Lee co-wrote it. It has always been one of those songs that takes you back to your Walt Disney childhood! 

Sophisticated Lady – This is a great jazz standard music written by Ellington with lyrics added later! Sarah Vaughan was the inspiration for this. I just love the fact that the first line is “Smoking, drinking – never thinking of tomorrow” and there are not many songs that have the word “nonchalant” in them! 

The Man That Got Away – I love this song! I first heard Judy Garland singing this when I was a very young girl.

Do You Love Me? – I was introduced to this song on a recording by The Dinning Sisters. In March 2000, I had the good fortune to have met Ginger Dinning and as a tribute to her and those lovely vocals I wanted to dedicate this track to her! A true star.

I Haven’t Got Anything Better To Do –  Martin and I thought we could do a very simple version of this. Other recordings have been much more orchestrated.

Drop Me A Line – A wee gem of a song. Nobody really knows about it – that’s why I chose it! Again, I found it in my Dinning Sisters collection and the sweet vocals just sold it to me.

True – The music was written by Martin Taylor about six years ago. He played it to me a little later and said “I don’t have a title for it and I think it would work with lyrics too”. He asked if I could write a lyric. It is such an emotional tune that I immediately thought of my brother Alan, who died in the Falklands conflict. I suggested the title True as this was the thread of the lyric. It sat untouched for a while and in the meantime a few well-known artists, including Dolly Parton, expressed an interest in writing a lyric. However, when we spoke about recording 1:AM that I suggested that we record True. I went back to my notes and finished the lyric – very much with Alan in mind.

How Long Has This Been Going On? – I used to sing this at my drill when I was an engineer and all the other apprentices used to throw scraps of metal at me! They had no idea what jazz was and all thought I was weird, knocking out an old-fashioned tune as well as a few component from the workshop.

If I Keep My Heart Out of Sight – This is a James Taylor song. I have played this track to a few unsuspecting listeners and they have assumed that it is a song from the 1940s.  A song standing the test of time is wonderful, but if a song can somehow go back in time, that shows how classic songwriting can be completely timeless.

If It’s Magic – A Stevie Wonder song, originally recorded with vocals and harp with harmonica at the end. We have also produced a radio edit of this track. I suppose if Ella and Joe were to record a contemporary song today it might be something like this.

No One Ever Tells You – I first heard a Frank Sinatra version of this song and loved the bluesy feel.

I’m Confessin’ – I’m a big fan of Peggy Lee and when I heard her version of this song I thought it would work out with guitar and vocals.
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