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ith jiving swing and sunny high jinks, Duchess makes
three voices stretch a long way. This self-assured trio of
rising-star New York-based vocalists—Amy Cervini,
Hilary Gardner and Melissa Stylianou—takes a charming,
comic and suggestive flight into the music of yesteryear
with a nod to the classic vocal harmonies of the Boswell Sisters on its
self-titled debut, released by Anzic Records. The fresh arranging finesse
supplied by producer Oded Lev-Ari helps elevate the album far beyond a
mere nostalgia exercise. With their sparkling three-part harmonies and
wink-of-the-eye whimsy, Duchess renders a program of vintage songs
impeccably and unconventionally with support from top-notch simpatico
instrumentalists, including saxophonist Jeff Lederer, pianist Michael Cabe,
guitarist Jesse Lewis, bassist Paul Sikivie and drummer Matt Wilson.

From the swinging lead-off tune, “Love Being Here With You” (a frolicking, New
York-centric take from the Peggy Lee songbook), to the blues-tinged finale (a tem-
po-shifting romp through “Heebie Jeebies” channeled from a Boswell Sisters arrange-
ment), Duchess rises above the schmaltz typical of such a retro-leaning project, in no
small part because they feature songs that are rarely performed. In fact, some of the good-
times material Duchess embraces actually predates the notion of the Great American
Songbook—with tunes dating back to the late "20s and early "30s, including a lovely rendi-
tion of “P.S. I Love You,” written by Johnny Mercer in 1934 and originally made into a hit
by Rudy Vallée.

Still, there’s room for Duchess to interpret a bona fide standard (i.e., a straight take on
the beauty “T'll Be Seeing You”) as well as ’50s material, with a jaunt through “Lollipop,” a
sticky treat on AM radio in 1958 sung by The Chordettes.

Cervini, Gardner and Stylianou—each of whom has released acclaimed solo proj-
ects—polished the Duchess material in front of crowds at New York’s 55 Bar during
a three-month residency in 2013, and then recorded the album in April 2014 at
Sear Sound studios.

DownBeat caught up with the three singers at the East Side office of Anzic, the bou-
tique label owned by Lev-Ari (Cervini’s husband) and reedist Anat Cohen. During
this early February conversation, they were eagerly anticipating an album release
party at Jazz Standard.

Cervini jovially jokes, “It’s on March 3, and the only other show that could give us
competition is Keith Jarrett playing solo at Carnegie Hall. Now figure, would you rath-
er go to a concert to be yelled at, or laugh your ass off with Duchess?” The others chuckle,
and Cervini adds, “I think we have to work that into our marketing material somehow.”

The trio’s attention-getting moniker has a backstory, of course. Why would three hip,
vivacious women take on the old-school name Duchess? “We were actually looking at
slang from the "20s and ’30s when we were looking for a name,” Cervini explains. “There
were a lot of words for women that were diminutive or insulting, but duchess was simply
another name for a girl. We liked that it was a nod to the past but also was strong.”
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DownBeat: Being based in New York City has been key to all of
your individual successes, and you all hail from north of the 49th
parallel—Amy and Melissa from Toronto, and Hilary from Alaska.
How did you each make it to New York?

Hilary Gardner: I was always plotting my escape from Alaska. It never felt
like home. I never felt rooted there. From an early age, I wanted to be in New
York. My parents are no longer there, either. They live in Mexico. So I have
no connections there.

Melissa Stylianou: My husband [pianist Jamie Reynolds] and I are both
from Toronto, so we go back and forth every couple of months. It’s home-like,
but New York feels like home. Yet New York wasn’t some place I wanted to
live. In fact, I resisted it. 'm a city girl, but not that big a city. But I remember
going to see a doctor for the indigestion I would get when I'd come here on an
overnight bus, and he said New York was a good place to be. Yes, there’s more
anger here, but that’s a good thing for me.

Amy Cervini: It had less to do with location, but with wanting to go
someplace where I could do my own thing. I ended up in Boston. I got into
the New England Conservatory. I didn’t dream of New York. I figured that
after school I would just go home. But then I met my husband there, and his
dream was New York.

MS: When I first came to New York, I wasn’t immediately in love with it.
But I was here on a grant from the Canadian Council for the Arts and got to
study with people like Theo Bleckmann and Garry Dial. I soaked it up and
decided to stay.

It makes sense that the Duchess album would kick off with Peggy
Lee’s “Love Being Here With You,” which is all about living in New
York. But you brought it up to date with new lyrics that introduce
the band.

AC: Oh, yes, so now there’s an entirely new verse courtesy of Ms. Gardner.
It could be a great set closer with its refrain, “We love being here with you.”

HG: That’s what I was going for. But they said, “No, it’s the perfect opener.”

AC: At first we were closing with it, but then it does introduce us nicely.
We each solo, so you can hear us as a group and hear us as individuals.

You all seem to get along very well. How did you link up with each other?

MS: Even though were from the same town, I only met Amy when I
moved here. I knew Ernesto [Cervini] in Toronto, and he and [his sister] Amy
were playing together here. And then we met Hilary at one of Amy’s duet
nights. We sang together, and I thought, “Listen to that voice.” I was feeling
a little bit of a threat [laughs]. Even so, I suggested that the three of us get
together with Carolyn Leonhart. It was fun, but Carolyn is always so super,
super busy. Anyway, Oded had some different ideas.

AC: T had this residency at 55 Bar singing once a month. The space is a
great place to try new things. Sometimes there’s no one there. It’s awesome.
You can be whoever you want to be. But I get bored easily and want to try
something new all the time. So, at one point, Oded suggested doing a three-
part harmony thing with Melissa and Hilary. So I called my mom, who runs
a big band in Toronto, and she had all these arrangements for songs by the
Andrew Sisters and the Boswell Sisters. She sent them to me, and the three of
us started out learning from them.

HG: It was pretty ballsy, and we did a whole gig with that material. What
was so unexpected was that 55 Bar was full. We were just trying the material
out, but it was packed and we had a good time. It became clear, like air traffic
controllers with flares and batons, that we should continue to do this.

Even though Oded came in and wrote more intricate arrangements
for you later, was it simple three-part harmonies at first?

AC: Yes, for our first gig, it was the Andrews and the Boswells and a few
stock arrangements that were like high school stuff. With the Andrew Sisters’
music, I feel like I can close my eyes and get to the end easily enough even if
I'm not that familiar with the tune. But the Boswell Sisters ... first T wasn’t
familiar with their music, and it was harder because they do tempo changes
and weird [harmonies].

MIS: It was all so much fun as well as rich and rewarding, even if what we
were doing wasn’t all that musically intricate.

HG: But the Boswell Sisters was difficult. We’re not instrumentalists like
they were, and we were looking at the music from a different edge. They
weren’t thinking like singers.
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AC: It was kind of kooky. People were afraid of
their vocals.

HG: But they went into the mainstream
because of their telegenic greatness in the movies
of the time. And Connee Boswell sang from a
wheelchair.

Give us a snapshot of what the 55 Bar gigs
were like.

HG: You mean like when Melissa took a kazoo
out of her bra?

MS: Right. We had the residency in 2013, and
we wanted to try to keep it interesting. I was trying
to think of something I could do to crack the
others up and also be fun for me. I used to have a
long solo in “Everybody Loves My Baby”—which
I don’t have anymore, but that’s OK, I'm not bitter
[laughs]. So one night I was wearing a dress that
doesn’t have a pocket, but I've got lots of curves
and lots of crevices, so I thought I'd hide away
the kazoo there. But when I pulled it out, I didn’t
expect it to completely derail the song. Another
time, I slipped a train whistle into my back pocket
and pulled it out on “Chattanooga Choo Choo,”
and that really cracked Hilary up.

HG: Melissa is the bearer of the unexpected.

AC: One time, Melissa and I were laughing so
hard about something just as we were starting
“Jives” that Hilary had to do the intro by herself.

MS: I didn’t know her that well at the time,
and I thought she was really pissed because she
can be stern.

HG: It’s like when you took a water break
onstage and I gave you shit about it. But the first
gig, we had Matt Wilson on drums and we were
doing a high school stock chart of “Chattanooga
Choo Choo,” and he was so crazy in the intro that
he said, “Let’s do it again.” So we had to do the
intro all over again. It was hilarious. That was the
harbinger of things to come.

You’ve each had successful careers on
your own. How do they get reflected into
the Duchess experience?

HG: Amy gets more done before noon than
most people get done in a week. She’s also
a fearless musician—always doing things
differently and taking a lot of chances. And she’s
highly collaborative. She’s the nexus of this whole
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project. She’s always thinking ahead to the next
step. It helps for me to have someone doing that.
I fell down the rabbit hole listening to Melissa’s
albums, including Silent Movie and her new one,
No Regrets. Talk about fearless—recording all live,
in real time. She’s an incredible singer and also
very funny.

MS: T wasn’t sure where I would fit in this
group. Hilary and Amy are beautiful singers.
I knew it would be crazy fun, but I wasn’t sure
because we have a similar range and a similar
approach. What could I bring that would be
different? But it’s worked out really well. Hilary
keeps me in line. She’s like the straight man, so
I don’t have to worry. She’s so witty and acerbic.
Everyone who comes to our shows talks about
Hilary. I want to be Hilary. And Amy, we have a
longer history performing together, so I knew we
would mesh. I had a feeling she would be on the
bottom, but I didn’t know where I would fit. But at
times, I'm on the bottom instead.

AC: We settled on an order. At first we each
sang different parts because the range wasn’t that
low or that high. In the arrangements now, there
are the occasional flips.

HG: Oded took care of that. We were singing
different parts until he started writing arrangements
with each of us in mind. So he had us crisscross to get
different colors and textures into the mix. It’s pretty
deluxe to have someone who knows our voices and
cares so much. I feel taken care of.

What about the band?

AC: Tt was clear to us from the beginning that
we needed people who would jump aboard. They
are as much a part of what we do as we are. If the
band doesn’t get it, it won’t work. It would fall
flat. Melissa and I had both worked with Matt—
talk about having fun in jazz. I also had a good
hookup with Paul, and Jeff, who I knew from the
beginning wasn’t going to give us some standard,
foofy tenor sax. What he gives is so much better
as he’s honking and egging us on. It’s unexpected
and modern, and his playing has a sense of humor.
Michael has such a great swing thing on piano,
and it’s fun to watch him with Jeff. The guys in the
band push us all to places we wouldn’t expect.

How do you see yourselves fitting in with

the jazz vocal harmony tradition?

AC: In high school, I was in a big band—it’s now
called the Toronto All-Star Big Band—and we did
a lot of Manhattan Transfer and New York Voices
arrangements. It was a summer job. We rehearsed
and gigged and then went to see those groups
perform. And now I'm friends with Janis Siegel and
Peter Eldridge, and I have to pinch myself every time
I'm with them. Hilary and I were in a Broadway and
jazz vocal group together, Monday Off, where we
would do arrangements of Manhattan Transfer and
Lambert, Hendricks & Ross music.

MS: I came to jazz a little later, although I was
in a jazz choir, but I was very shy. We did some
Manbhattan Transfer arrangements, but I wasn’t
into it as deep as Amy. But when I was in my
early twenties, when Toronto was into the swing
thing, I was in a three-part harmony group that
did Andrews Sisters music, which wasn’t all that
fun. But I learned to swing dance and I formed
my own group. But it was a thrill last month when
Janis Siegel sat in with my band at Birdland. We
didn’t work anything out, but we sang “Que Sera,
Sera” together.

HG: And it was like nothing. We were geeking
out. Manhattan Transfer was the first concert
I went to see. They came to Anchorage. I was
13 or 14, and I loved it. I knew who they were. I
found their debut album in a used record bin and
brought it home. Oh, my God, I was the only kid
in Alaska who felt anything for jazz, so I had to
do a self-directed study using my parents’ record
collection. When my high school choir learned
Janis’ “Birdland” arrangement, I knew all the
people referenced in that lyric. So all these years
later, out of the blue, Janis called me, and we did
a little vocal session together in her apartment,
sitting next to her Grammy for writing that
arrangement. So I think we’re all big fan-girls.
Janis has been an incredible mentor and support
for all of us.

What’s your take on the element of humor
in jazz?

HG: It was a real choice on our part to do that.

AC: Since we were having so much fun on
stage, we figured there has to be that element in
the music. Otherwise it wouldnt work, so we
relied on Oded to work with us on this. And of
course, looking for songs, Hilary is our musical
encyclopedia, and she helped to bring to the table
different tunes that had an element of humor that
hadn’t been done a million times.

HG: Oded was looking for songs that had the
levity. He’s really the fourth member of Duchess.
He’s the Charlie to our Angels. He often texts us
and says, “Have a good show tonight, Angels.”

AC: The songs may not necessarily be funny,
but we make them funny somehow.

HG: We're intrinsically camp. We're three girls
singing together in harmony, so it’s going to be a
little campy and a little retro. It’s built in. It’s in the
hardware. So you can fight that—like we’re doing
something very serious and very important, or you
can have a good time. Our idea of entertainment
is to be silly and not needing to have a master’s
degree to get a good experience out of a jazz show.
I don’t know when all of that became a liability for
people in jazz. It doesn’t have to. DB





