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Chantal Ranger is a Montreal groove jazz artist with the joyful energy of a 1920's ragtime gal and the sultry smoky voice of a modern day torch singer. 

It's as if somewhere in some alternate universe, Nina Simone, Norah Jones and a Ziegfeld Follie were amalgamated to form this musical fusion of an artist. 

Her music can be described as modern groove, though it draws on various styles of jazz from acid funk to blues to very traditional. Trained in theater as well as sound design, jazz vocals, guitar and percussion; her interest in the later two are evident in her songwriting.

While this CD makes full use of the instruments you'd expect to hear on a jazz recording (keyboard, guitar, saxophone, trumpet and the like),  I find the music is driven by the rhythm and beat. Unlike many jazz artists who write from a piano or keyboard,  here the guitar and drums clearly pave the road the vocalist is traveling.

Her self titled debut CD released this past May on her own label Makin Waves, offers an eclectic mix of nine original songs.

"Downtown clique," "When the sun goes down," and "It don't bother me" are three examples of what I'd call smooth jazz groove.  They're the kind of tunes that invite me in off the street and into the lounge for a martini and a cigar. Modern groove with a late '60s early '70s lounge influence, these songs make me want to sit back in a faux fur zebra striped chair like to cool cat that I am at that moment.
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But before I get too comfortable, "Busy backsoon" kicks me out of  my lounger and directs me to the dance floor to get down with my funky self. A rhythm driven toe tapping tune, its high energy jazz meets dance groove music for an elicit tryst beneath the neon lights. 

From the dance floor I head to the bar and pour myself a stiff drink for "My selfish blues." This traditional torch song uses modern technology to give the vocals a tunnel-like echo effect over horn and guitars. I find it gives an added melancholy air to an already blue song.

A bilingual artist, Chantal offers 2 songs in French; "Commes des mouches" and "Désespérément moi". Now I speak French so I'm at a bit of an advantage in knowing how fun and clever the lyrics are. 

For example "commes des mouches, ils sont tombés tous a mes pieds" or "like flies, they've all fallen at my feet."  OK, it loses something in the translation, but trust me, these tunes are light, sassy and irreverent. Delivered with an energetic bounce, they're still a good listen even if you don't understand the lyrics. 

Given that, I must confess that I'm not all that fussed about "Désespérément Moi's" sudden switch into a short Spanish staccato (alliteration, amusing ain’t it?) I know what you're thinking, and it's not a language barrier because I love Latin music (especially Cuban jazz).  

No, I'm just not overly keen on singers who stop to talk to me in the middle of a tune if it isn't actually a rap song. That catches me off guard for about 10 seconds. On the upside, this song's use of apparently every instrument they could find in the studio closet really showcases multi-instrumentalist Sari Dajani's astounding skills as a musician. 

"Little tragedies" is very much traditional jazz reminiscent of a "Pennies from Heaven" kind of song.  If I didn't know this bitter-sweet melody of unrequited love was an original tune, I would swear it was written in nineteen thirty six.

On any CD that I like, there is always that one song that stands out from the rest, grabs me by the spine and shakes me up a bit. "Anything At All" is by far my absolute favorite. Not a huge surprise that I love this track as I am first and foremost a blues girl. This is a heavily blues influenced song about the bitter despair born of disappointment. 

Poetic soulful lyrics like “getting old, winter's cold. But I'm sure you've heard this story before...” are both subtle and heart wrenching and the sultry smoky vocals delivering this song are pure passion and genuine emotion.

Add to that Sari Dajani's mournful guitar and this great song packs just the right emotional punch without being too heavy handed. Even if every other tune on this CD were horrid I would still buy it on the strength of this track alone. That it's all good is just gravy after this song as far as I'm concerned.

All and all, I'd say this CD should appeal to seasoned jazz aficionados and newbies alike. This is accessible, sensual yet classy jazz that is equally comfortable sipping a dry vodka martini with a twist or knocking back a cold one. Chantal Ranger is jazz for the masses. 

You can find out more about Chantal Ranger or hear a few tracks on her website. 
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