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C ounting off a tune as she steps 
to the mic, Veronica Swift 
holds tempo in her stride. In 
the living room of a longtime 

collaborator, pianist Emmet Cohen, she 
engages those around her and begins 
telling a story as only she can. 

That’s her truth on the bandstand. 
Away from it, Swift enters a state of 
artistic metacognition. Since the dramatic 
worldwide changes of spring 2020, the 
singer and composer out of Charlottes-
ville, Virginia, has been stepping outside 
herself to observe permutations of her own 
expression. “It’s almost a meditation,” the 
27-year-old artist says. “You take yourself 
out of your body and it gives you clarity 
when you come back in.”

Despite the solemnity of her words, 
thick white-framed sunglasses that cover 
half her face can’t hide the glint in her 
road-weary eyes. “I don’t wanna call my-
self a jazz singer anymore,” she says. “I’m 
a singer and storyteller. That tells so much 
more than breaking it into subcategories.” 

As a child, Swift absorbed the impact 
of truthful music during late-night road 
hits with her mother, singer Stephanie 
Nakasian, and her father, pianist Hod 
O’Brien. “In my mom and dad, I saw the 
most sincere people,” she says, “[and] how 
the audience reacted.” 

In 2015, Swift became a finalist in the 
Monk Vocal Competition; she issued 
Confessions, her Mack Avenue debut, in 
2019. For its follow-up, This Bitter Earth, 
released in March 2021, she explores a side 
of song interpretation often left unsung. 
Layers of nuance inform her original 
treatment of existing compositions, doc-
umenting a moment in the next phase of 
her artistry. 

JazzTimes: Song interpretation’s a 
long-practiced art form, yet there’s 
something fascinating about examining 
it in the influencer era, when sharing 
and self-disclosure feel inextricably 
linked to curation. 
VERONICA SWIFT: There’s no subtlety. 
With social media, you have one minute 
to say everything—such a short amount 
of time to capture attention. And I don’t 
see a lot of development. Part of why I love 
to sing is to develop a story: taking time, 
with the song, that the story deserves. It’s 
like reading a book. You have to sit and 
read the whole book. You can’t skim it to 
find the buzzwords. 

Storytelling through song can in-
clude both frank honesty and careful 

presentation. Do you find this kind of 
dualism in your performances? 
I’ve never performed a song that was un-
truthful. That’s the seed. The presentation 
is the flower that grows, but it stems—pun 
intended [laughs]—from this seed of truth. I 
think the audience can pick up on whether 
someone’s being true to themselves or not. 
Maybe some of the listeners don’t under-
stand music theory; maybe they don’t even 
speak your own language. But people can 
pick up on if an artist is being genuine. I 
love drama and showiness, believe me. I 
love it [laughs]. But presentation doesn’t 
have to suffer. It doesn’t always mean this 
fabrication of something that isn’t true. It 
can be much more powerful when it comes 
from that [truth]. 

As we develop, our personal truths 
evolve. Do you consider how your 
interpretations of these songs might 
change as you enter your thirties or 
your forties? 
Time is the truth. Only time can validate 
certain truths we’ve had in the moment. 
When I’m singing songs I haven’t done in a 
while that I learned 10 years ago, I say, “Man, 
isn’t it crazy that I’m only 27 but I’ve been 
singing this song for 10 years?” The songs re-
flect where we are. That’s why they’re called 
records—they document where we are at 
that time. It could be something so simple as 
a tempo change: All of a sudden you’re doing 
a ballad up-tempo because of something else 
that happened in your life. It comes down to 
the story. Everyone’s got one too. 

Your musical choices—harmony, 
phrasing—seem to emerge from what 
you’re accessing emotionally. 
Technique is there to facilitate the emotion-
al. It can put you in a prison sometimes. It 
depends on your artistry. At least for me, 
that technique is there so I don’t have to 
think: “I need to do this with my voice so I 
can convey this emotion.” Then you’re a ro-
bot. But when you get to the point where it’s 
muscle memory—you practice, you drill—
then live, you have this chance to step out of 
your body and accept the body’s gonna take 
you where you need to go. There’s three of 
you on stage: mind, spirit, and body. 

Is technical “imprisonment” something 
you’ve experienced personally? 
It happens to all of us. Especially when 
you’re a young artist, every day it’s con-
stantly changing. You go through this big 
breakthrough and then you plateau for a 
while. It’s very unsettling. So we’ve all been 
there with the technique, especially if you 

have a goal. That’s part of the ebb and flow. 
The creativity has to stop to pay attention to 
the core technique: “I need to get this skill 
and put it in my arsenal.” But I think that’s a 
natural part of the process. It doesn’t neces-
sarily mean imprisonment; I use that term 
to set a tone for what it can be if you’re not 
careful. When I started to really get some 
bebop vocabulary, I was like, “Oh man, I got 
all these lines!” You just wanna use them all 
the time. Then you come off as “technically 
proficient.” A lot of young people do this, 
myself included. You rely on licks out of 
context, when the magic of improvisation is 
when you’re developing spontaneous melo-
dies. It’s like, “Listen to all these lines I can 
sing!” And then you listen back to yourself 
or, with an older musician, you have your ass 
handed to you and they say, “Yeah, so what 
about it?” And then you turn the switch. 

I once spoke with a tenor player who 
admitted she’d spent countless hours 
studying the language and developing 
her own tendencies, drawing from 
different vocabularies. But only recently 
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had she figured out what she has to say. 
It feels as though you’ve recently start-
ed exploring what you mean to say. 
There’s the process that makes you an artist 
and the one that makes you a musician, 
and the two don’t always go hand in hand. 
I don’t wanna say “easier” because that’s 
the easier word to use [laughs], but the 
story comes a lot easier to singers than 

instrumentalists. For instrumentalists, it 
has to come in the world of music and har-
mony and notes. The story is there, but it’s 
a lot more abstract, especially for the audi-
ence. This is the challenge that instrumen-
talists face. That’s why we have this respect 
for each other. We learn from each other. 
Then when you find that it’s really one unit, 
that’s everything. I play trumpet a little 
bit, some piano, which helped expand my 
harmonic knowledge. But it can be harder 
for instrumentalists, I think, to know what 
they wanna say. Great geniuses like Herbie 
Hancock don’t play a song unless they 
internalize every lyric. 

Funny you should suggest the chal-
lenge is in the absence of lyrics. For 
This Bitter Earth, you focus on the 
subtext of existing lyrics which, con-
ceptually, is its own challenge. 
I’ve been singing 18 years professionally, 
and only about 10 years of that I’ve actually 
focused on lyrics. I was always around 
instrumentalists growing up. I was into 
Bach, how he would go from key to key, 

his voice leading and counterpoint. Lyrics 
didn’t occur to me. I think that comes 
from maturity, as well. The older you get, 
you start understanding these lyrics—the 
subtext of these harder-to-understand 
emotional contexts. Once that clicked for 
me, lyrics became a whole new world. It’s 
like a playground. But the story has to come 
first. Always. 

It’s interesting to hear your use of 
certain grooves on older tunes. There’s 
a sense of inevitability in a march, 
which feels compelling on Lee Adams 
and Charles Strouse’s “How Lovely to 
Be a Woman.” How did you approach 
this component and some of your other 
arranging ideas for the recording? 
What I love about playing with the arrange-
ment, musically speaking, is that you can 
convey something different. The vocalist’s 
interpretation could be the same, and yet, 
with the arrangement underneath, it could 
be a completely different song. For that song 
specifically, the idea of the march came 
from Steven Feifke, who did the string 
arrangements for this record. I was thinking: 
Suffragettes. “How Lovely to Be a Woman,” 
for me, was always sarcastic. The arrange-
ment kind of tells the story of the woman’s 
battle throughout history. But also, I love 
singing that song because I remember being 
a teenager. Those feelings are true. There’s 
that fantasy, as well. It’s kind of ambiguous, 
which is the point I was trying to get across 
with this record. 

These arrangements are almost like 
found objects. Were you worried your 
intention would be misunderstood? 
That thought is always there. But this 
circles back to what we were saying about 
truth. The thing is, I’ve been through 
some of the experiences on this record. It 
comes from a personal place, how I’ve felt. 
There’s so much more ambiguity, especially 
with the personal content. The songs of 
abuse. I wanted to represent people that 
maybe didn’t know what they believed. I 
didn’t want this to be a record that stood 
for a movement, per se. There are lots of 
people—men and women—who are in 
these kinds of [abusive] relationships that 
want to be in them. It’s easy for us on the 
outside to say, “You need to get out,” but it’s 
a lot more complicated. Musically, I wanted 
to convey that, as well. [Gerry Goffin and 
Carole King’s] “He Hit Me (And It Felt Like 
a Kiss),” there’s a sweetness to the music—
there’s joy. It’s gut-wrenching. It’s painful. 
But this is something that a lot of people 
feel, and we can’t really talk about it. 

 “I play Dr. 
Frankenstein 
with styles, 
and hopefully 
what I create 
won’t ransack 
a village.”
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Can you talk more about how your mu-
sical choices address that complexity? 
That guitar line is from a Rammstein 
song—I’m a metalhead. On the subway, I 
heard that line. I said, “I have to do this.” 
And I had it as duo [because] it’s between 
two people. It’s myself and Armand 
Hirsch, beautiful player. He came in and 
sat down with me, played it live right 
there. Then there’s the key change, which 
is part of the original song. Since it modu-
lates up, it brings you to this place of hope, 
like, “This is the dream.” That’s the ideal 
we focus on: “But it can be good.” And 
then it modulates back down. It’s stripped, 
minimalist, to just the guitar line and me 
singing like, “This is the reality.” That’s the 
shortest track on the album, but it takes 
you on the longest journey. 

Not everyone is gonna dig it and I get that. 
This record touches on some pretty intense 
stuff. That’s why I [included] songs like 
“How Lovely to Be a Woman” and [Sammy 
Cahn/Jimmy Van Heusen’s] “Everybody Has 
the Right to Be Wrong” that [offer] levity, 
but there’s still irony. My sense of humor is 
still there. 

You’re a receptive artist, constantly 
responding to what you’re hearing from 
your collaborators and yourself. Has 
having fewer opportunities to engage 
in fortifying bandstand conversation 
during lockdown had an influence on 
how you interact with fellow artists? 
I had to put in the work to keep interacting. 
Some people checked out, and I get it. I 
would come up to New York once a month 

and be around the scene. I had a couple 
gigs—my first gig at Smalls, actually, and 
one in Italy that was huge: orchestra, full-
on production. That was the real deal. So 
I was still in it, despite not working. I was 
collaborating more. You didn’t have to text 
people and say, “Where are you gonna be 
on this date? Let’s try to find a time.” None 
of that. I had all these charts and ideas that 
usually I have to do at soundchecks because 
no one has the time. Everyone’s working. 
This was beautiful, to actually feel like a 
band, to build something. 

Can you feel a transformation from hav-
ing had that freedom of development? 
There were a lot of things in my life that I 
needed to change. When you’re starting out, 
you have this [idea] that you have to play this 
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game, strategically. When your career be-
comes clearer, the more pockets you can find 
for no b.s.—this is who I am—and present it 
that way. I was in a huge transition last year, 
playing with new people, turning the next 
page. It’s uncomfortable but it’s beautiful: 
trying not to be in control too much, observ-
ing from outside. 

Has it been challenging to step outside 
yourself and observe? 
You see some truths that you may not want 
to have seen. I haven’t been releasing a lot of 
original music and I wasn’t even listening 
to people saying, “Why don’t you do more 
original music?” You have this idea: “No! 
I’m in control here!” You step out of that and 
say, “Wow.” It’s scary because you think, “I 
have to make up for lost time.” But process is 

ephemeral. It changes all the time. First you 
get a concept, then do your best to achieve 
it. It’s never easy for anyone. I hope whoever 
reads this—any artists struggling with 
that—can find some light in what I’m saying. 

Your spontaneous composing is 
salient in live performance, and a 
hallmark of your recorded sound. 
Are you motivated now to release 
“scripted” compositions? 
Five years ago, I wanted to be the artist 
known for taking old hidden gems and 
bringing them back into the light, and find-
ing new songs that could be standards and 
making them sound like standards. Then 
my focus became taking standards and 
doing completely different arrangements. 
The next step will be originals, for sure. I 
just wanted my audience to get to know me 
through the songs that we all know. I’ve 
written a couple musicals. I would release 
those in a whole record. I don’t wanna put 
an original in an album just for the sake of 
it. But it would be something to present a 
project, at least for me. 

You have experience in acting and 
screenwriting. The arts collective model 
seems to be emerging in new ways.  
Our world is lending itself more to this 
multi-medium artistic approach, as time 
progresses. People are not one-dimension-
al. I’m a singer with different interests. I 
enjoy storytelling; sometimes that extends 
to other mediums such as screenwriting 
and acting. So I write, but I do not consider 
myself a writer. 

You certainly tell stories through your 
arrangements. The repertoire on This 
Bitter Earth undergoes feel changes, 
tempo changes, in-time/out-of-time 
moments. What are you currently ex-
ploring in terms of arranging that serves 
your stylistic range? 
I hinted at it with “Sing” by the Dresden 
Dolls. That song kind of became a tour-de-
force anthemic piece. I’m taking standards 
and putting them in aria form, and I’m also 
doing the opposite. I haven’t had the chance 
to try it in front of an audience much, for 

lack of gigs. But what I have been trying so 
far has been working. I play Dr. Franken-
stein with these styles, and hopefully what I 
create won’t ransack a village. 

Back in the day, especially with the music 
industry, you kind of had to brand your 
genre: I am a jazz singer. Now, you go to 
Coachella or Lollapalooza—any of those big 
festivals—and there’s all kinds of music. You 
have young bands playing old music and you 
have older bands incorporating new music. 
I think genre is becoming less important in 
branding nowadays. I love Blood, Sweat & 
Tears because the genre was the name. 

A friend recently mentioned how 
today’s paradigm conditions artists to 
focus on the most—playing the most 
notes, releasing the most music, post-
ing the most content—but really the goal 
is absolute recognition in a single note. 
Do you feel as though you’ve made that 
transition from one way of thinking to 
another, or do you feel it’s ongoing? 
The second you think to yourself, “I’ve 
reached my goal,” you stop growing. I have 
the ideal that I’m reaching toward, but 
along the way you stay open and inspired. 
When it comes to finding your sound, 
I think you have to start by imitation. 
That’s how we learn to speak language, we 
imitate the noises. Ella Fitzgerald, Anita 
O’Day—you just imitate every facet of their 
sounds, their phrasing, their articulation. 
You learn the solos note by note. That’s just 
the first step. Then comes a point where 
you have to step away from the recording: 
“Now what do I sound like singing this?” 
because if you’re singing it to Ella, you’re 
only ever gonna sound like Ella, and there 
is only one Ella. That’s just an example, 
but it’s like being in a laboratory: trying 
the same thing over and over with slight 
differences, tweaking it like a scientist does. 
Then you get to the point where you don’t 
have to think about it. And you have to 
allow yourself to get everything you can 
out of a “phase.” I never had a moment 
when I thought, “Oh. That’s my sound.” I 
don’t even know what my sound is. I’m just 
doing my thing, trying to learn everything 
I can—and listen, listen, listen. JT

“There’s the process that makes you 
an artist and the one that makes 
you a musician, and the two don’t 
always go hand in hand.”
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