#l et by the end
[of a Natalie Douglas

show], you simply want her
to carry on into the small
hours,” music critic
Clive Davis once wrote in
The Times (UK). One of
Natalie’s most ardent
supporters, Davis is not
alone. Her unique blend of
jazz, soul, and blues
attracts a new generation
of fans, while keeping her
devoted followers return-
ing to hear familiar fa-
vorites and new material
alike.

Some two decades after
leaving Los Angeles to take
a job at Brandy’s piano bar

on NYC’s Upper East Side,
Natalie’s career is

the stuff of every cabaret
singer’s dreams.




Her mognificent third release,
Human Heort, won both the
2017 MAC Aword (Major

boss, and heavy percussion), the
olbum may come o3 something of
a surprise. While the moteriol

Recording) ond o Bistro Aword ronges from jozz to musicol
(Recording), and the New York theoter clossics, like “Con't
critics Souted her album relecse Help Lovin’ Dot Mon” from
show ot Birdlond as one of her Show Boot or “It Never
best-ever performances. Was You" (from the Kurt
Over ten yoors elopsed Weill/Moxwell Anderson
between To Nina: Live of Birdlond wore ‘o Knickerbocker
(2005) ond Homon Heart (2016): Holiday), Humon Heort
1 hodn’t plonned o toke such o long is unquestionably o jozz
brock between the second ond third olbum, which “grew orgoni-
CDs, but life ond live performance colly” from songs frequently
sook precedence for quite o while! On requested over the yeors. “By
the upside, | hod tons of materiol : the time we went into the
ready for the studio. We have on f \; studio,” she odmits,

entirely new olbum in the con clmost

“1 hod o list of songs o
ready 10 go, 30 record number four ’

mile long!”

will drop a3 s00n o3 we con oll be Notolie’s husbond,
in the some town 1o finish Billy Joo Young,
i, maybe eorly next yeor.” asked why they

i you've only heord : ’ R\ “couldn’t get oll the
Notalie perform live R | RN musicions into
(porticulorly shows which T i the studio on the
rock out with dleciric guitor, IAIIAY. some doy ond do
This page AR it live with [her]
(from top) singing in the
Natolie Douglas with booth, like on old-school,
Julie Wilson clossic recording.” They'd
(L-R) Aisha de Haos, attempted this with new mo-
Adriane Lenox terial, but this time they “loid
Ben Vereen down songs they'd been
(sl;-a) A;ud'lo:: Marcovicd, playing o while, songs
Bizabeth Sullivan, KT Sullivan [m"‘g:lx ol J:"
Christina Bianco, Brion Nash foum's settied ond pol-

(L-R) Christine Pedi, Anita Gillette,

Tonya Pinkins i:'m?d d‘"‘_‘_'““ !h.k
opening frock,
S Wholly Eorth,” to the
(&lo'm top final trock, “Humon
Notalie with Heort,” o tentatively
Dawn Hompton hopeful (ond olso
(L-R) Jim Caruso, Julie Halston keyboord-heavy)
Klea Blockhurst bollod by Stephen Floherty ond
Billy Stritch Lynn Ahrens from the musicol
Gabrielle Stravelli Once on This Islond.
(L-R) Michael Feinstein, Whether she's luxuriating over

Yom Wopat Mark Hortman the tricls of love, or singing

Angelo Bassett ' : polifical songs, like the
Marilyn Maye devostating Abe Meeropol clossic
frich Bergen
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she concedes. “My husband sometimes
jokes it's time for me to hire a manager.”
If anyone in the cabaret world is
up fo that job, it's Natalie, who graduated
from Westlake School for Girls, a
prestigious prep school near UCLA, at 16,
and then from USC (Phi Beta
Kappa, no less) at 19 with a
degree in psychology and
certificates in theater and
& Women’s Studies. A pre-med

“Strange Fruit” or Nina
Simone’s up-tempo
“Mississippi Goddam,”
Natalie’s voice seems to
expand into each syllable,
inhabiting the ideas behind
the lyrics. “Find[ing] out
what a song really means to
you after you've known
each other awhile” is, in her
words, “a particularly

lyn Fedmip

joyous thing.” 3 student at UC Riverside before
Along with the CD 5 transferring to USC, she was
release party in the = studying organic chemistry—a

spring of 2016,
Natalie debuted two
new shows at
Birdland in the fall:
Stevie Songs: The

subject that even successful
doctors recall with dread—at
the tender age of 17.

Natalie completed
her formal education

Music of Stevie with a Masters in
Nicks and Stevie psychology from UCLA.
Wonder (her With two degrees by 21
50th appear- and a powerhouse

ance at the |eg- intellect encouruged by her

endary jazz club)
and, one month later, the third
installment of Freedom Songs.
Natalie wrapped up a whirlwind

parents (professionals with
advanced training in
engineering and psychology),
she might have pursued any

year with her annual New Year's number of

Eve show at The Duplex, her 18th careers. But,

year-end performance in the by 25, the

Village club so dear to her. singer fold
With her boundless energy and Cabaret Scenes’

sweet nature, Natalie makes Peter Haas in

everything look easy. But it's no his illuminating

small feat to transform cabaret from 2003 feature,

an avocation to a that she would be

vocation. “Unfortunately, miserable if

she “didn’t lead
a creative life.”

Like many singers,
Natalie performs regularly
on cruises, though not as
an employee of a cruise

line. She works for

Atlantis Events, which allows
her to work a week or
ten-day trip, but remain
available for other gigs and
projects, including her annual summer

cabaret isn't really a
money-making proposition,”
she laments. Extraordinary
vocal talent and the capacity
to connect personally with an
audience are, of course,
crucial, but making a
“bridge” from a popular or
even award-winning show at
Don't Tell Mama or the
Metropolitan Room to steady
high-profile gigs requires both
business sense and smarts.
“Its a full-time job,”
sececescsssesessCABARET SE
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N lie D I 1969] was Dreamgirls in 19821” With the
atalie Douglas success of Dear Evan Hansen, two cast albums

Cintiusac o poge 45 occupy spots in the Top 20 for the first time in
over 50 years, when Hello, Dolly! and
youth intensive in Michigan with longtime Fiddler on the Roof held that distinction for
collaborator, co-teacher, and music director nearly three months.
Brian Nash. “Litfle ones make perfect Natalie credits her years in piano bars with
adjustments,” she says, “You tell them to fix teaching her how to read a room and learn
this or that, a dropped line or a wrong note, how to turn “each individual party into one big
party of which everyone is a part.” But
& & sometimes, the music is just background for
FIIId[IIlg] out customers who want to drink and chat and a
whc' a song reully performer needs to roll with it.

§ Another turning point in Natalie’s
means fo Y°“ atter ascendancy is, of course, her collaboration
you’ve known each with Jim Caruso, who brou%}:t Cast Party to

° Birdland, and then created the Broadway at
O'her ? w"lle_ Birdland series at the iconic jazz club. The
a Pﬂr'l‘“l“l‘ly history of Cast Party merits an article, if not a

H : book-length study, of its own. When it began at
joyous 'hlng. II the King Kong Room in 2003, “there wasn’t a
lot happening in the city on

Monday nights.” Caruso
invited singers to perform,
but it was all quite

informal. When that venue

closed suddenly with nearly

no notice, Caruso

scrambled to

and they just do it, unselfconsciously.
They’re not even aware they
should be scared.”

One challenge for cabaret singers
trying to make a living in the business is £ /4
the shift in musical tastes since the reign <
of the Great American Songbook.

“Marilyn Maye,” Natalie points out, find other
“talks about this.” Maye, Natalie venues. Every
continues, says, “You show booked

could be doing a show
for three straight weeks
at a single room. So

you'd be at the Persian

gota

new slot,
whether at
the Laurie

Room in New York one Beechman,
month, then the Drake in The Triad,
Chicago the next. Then or Ars
you'd go be in a musical Nova.
somewhere. And the same “We

laughingly referred
to it as our ‘Midtown

people who saw you doing
musical theater would go

see you performing solo.” Tour,”” she recalls.
There was, in short, a natural In the early days, one
flow and overlap between the musical might hear Amanda Green,

theater and night club stage.
The self-described musical geek goes on,

Billy Porter, Natalie’s
longtime friend and

“Before The Book of Mormon, Hamilton, and music director

If/Then charted, the only Broadway musical Mark Hartman, Dave Koz, Max von Essen,
cast recording to make the Billboard Top 20 and BJ Crosby on any given night.

since Hair [which claimed the top spot in Creating, performing, and promoting
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music would be oll-consuming for some.

But for Notolie, who grew up in o political
fomily, not being politicol wos never on option:
“My mother took me with her 1o vole when

| wos very litde. | loved it. | don’t remember
her saying explicitly thot voting wos on
obligation, but it wos both solemn ond
fun %o go fo the ballot box.”

The performer has always
been vocol on sociol medio, but
for her, o3 for 30 mony others, the
2016 olection chonged everything.
“1 wos pretty much in o coma the
first 24 hours,” she odmits. "And =~ §
not becouse 've never supported o
condidate who lost,” she hostens to
odd. Her toke on the election: “You
know, o Facebook memory popped
up from the GOP primory roce in
2012. A compoign is like o job
interview, [olbeit] one thot takes
for 100 long. You con't just say,
Trust me, | got this.” Thot's not
good enough. Even if you don't
have the perfect onswer or say
what | wont fo hear, you have :
%0 toll me something. This oy
yoor, it wos like ‘Okay, you
don’t have % tell us onything.
Just don't be block. Don't be
@ womon.” And, like so
mony stunned ond
dismayed by the results of
the election, Notalie morveled thot
volers regarded nothing 03 “o decl-brecker”
where President Trump wos concerned.

Alter the inifial shock possed, she began to
re-tweet Joy Reid, Chorles Blow, and other
prominent figures of their ilk. Twitter became on
onkine community cum support grovp: “Hey,
did you see this?” one would tweet another.
Pre-Trump, Notolio believes, politics wos lorgely
compartmentolized for Amaerican voters (on
both sides of the spectrum); it was something
they poid oftention 1o only ever four yeors. But
that's wrong, in her view. “Politics,” she muses
philosophically, “is simply the nome we give o
how people get along, the relationships we
must form 1o live together in a society. In o
villoge of 12, we could fight i out, But there ore
j00 many people in Americo to do thot, So we
have politics insteod.” Politics, in her view, wos

not clways o matter of “identity.” Democrots
hod one notion of "how 1o get things done,”
while Republicons hod ancther, But both sides
wanied 1o get things done. She blomes the
Reogan Revolution, in part, for the toxic
level of obstruction thot
prevents compromise.”
America may be disintegroting,
but Notolie’s coreer is only get-
fing stronger. Following Jomes
Boldwin, she sees the ortist os 0
*sort of emosional or spiritual
historion, [whose] role is o
make you reclize the doom
ond glory of knowing who
you ore ond whot you ore...
ond 1o tell whot it’s like 1o be

olive.” This, os much os

anything, describes the
experience of o Natalio
Douglos show. If just
for an hour or 30, one
feels Rully olive.
“There's o speciol kind
of mogic when we moke o
soul %0 soul connection [in
live performonce). With &,
| think we con change the
world,” the performer
opines. Al the end of each
performonce, she makes o
point of thonking the
oudience for choosing to
spend the evening with her,
AL amidst the seemingly
Notalie ond endless entertainment
husband Billy Joe  options on any given
Young, Jr. New York evening.
One more time...  |rs not o throwawoy
site ° li g p
(romtop) oy Uity
Natolie with g ?
o & it's her polpoble
Bl Nach () owman hear,’
PRI combined with singular
vocol prowess,
thot sets Notolie Douglos oport. O
Editor’s Note

Upcoming gigs: Californio: Mortini's Above
Fourth in Son Diego 7/20; Jozz on the Plozo,
Los Gotos, 7/26. NYC: Birdlond 7/31; 8/28
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