
F
UN AND GAMES I always made
music just for the pure pleasure of
it. That might sound obvious but I

don’t think I ever made music thinking it
would be my career. It felt like a passion-
ate hobby that I took really seriously. I
thought it was a thing other people did
for a living so I always just pursued it, like
I played computer games or read books,
as just something I did. By the time I was
20, I still didn’t think music would be my
career. I was playing in all types of bands
and I was in hip hop groups, but jazz was
the thing I kept coming back to because it
was like a total approach to music. It was
an amazing springboard to go to all these
other places.

I was doing gigs to pay my student
bills and afterwards people would say,
“Do you have a CD?” I didn’t, so me and
my friend hired a village hall and some
equipment for an afternoon and recorded
a CD in two hours. I didn’t send it to
record companies as I didn’t think of it 
as a demo tape. It was literally something
to sell. That sounds like I didn’t care but
it’s just that I didn’t care about it being a
job and, in some ways, it still doesn’t feel
like a job. I think that’s probably quite
healthy. When I left university I was
somehow a musician already and I 
hadn’t even thought about it. 

TRIBAL MOTIF I didn’t grow up
listening to jazz. I was a kid listening to
Nirvana and heavy metal, then I discover-
ed hip hop and electronic dance music. A
Tribe Called Quest were definitely a huge
influence because not only did they use
jazz as samples but they reference a lot 
of jazz musicians in name and, in the
cadences and the rhythmic way they rap,
you can relate back to the way people 
like Charlie Parker would improvise. It’s
interesting when you play them alongside
each other; you can hear those influences.

When I did start listening to jazz it seem-
ed like a code I wanted to crack, but I was
just a kid who collected records so I didn’t
start immediately trying to play it. It’s a
bit like seeing a Rembrandt for the first
time and thinking, “I’m going to be a
painter”. It took me a while to sit at the
piano, but I knew I had a good ear for
music because no one taught me to play –
I could just hear things and work them
out. I still don’t read music, but that can
be a misconception, particularly when
people say, “Oh, you don’t need to, it’s
more about feel”. Ideally you have both.

Someone like Lang Lang has both. I only
have one side of it so I’ve been trying to
make more out of the other stuff. If any
young musician happens to read this,
never think you can just get by on feel
alone. You can, of course you can, but if
you have both you’re a volcano.

BLOWING YOUR COVER Reinter-
preting other people’s songs is part of 
the DNA of a jazz musician. It’s helpful 
to think of jazz as a spontaneous art form
where you invent stuff in the moment and
often you use established themes to do

that. So for my latest album, “Interlude”,
“covers” is almost an incorrect word, even
though you are covering someone else’s
songs. You just use it as an opportunity 
to do something fresh, you use it as an
inspiration board. We made the album 
in less than two days. Some songs we 
had planned but some we called while 
we were there. You can hear that in the
record – it has a loose and spontaneous
feel. I think the hardest part is leaving 
it be and letting it breathe. We recorded 
it all on a reel-to-reel tape machine so
there was no editing, eliminating the
modern malaise of over editing and
overthinking everything.

OLD JAZZ HANDS I feel like I’ve gone
nowhere. Not in a negative way, but I have
such an interest in other people’s music
and I’m aware of what you can achieve at
the piano. I’ve played with Lang Lang and
I listen to Bill Evans, Thelonious Monk
and Miles Davis, and I feel like I’m 2 per
cent of the way there, so I feel like there is
everything left to achieve and that is the
point, really. It’s the blessed unrest and it
keeps me awake at night knowing how
much there is left to do. 

HIPPITY HOP I have played throughout
Asia and I’ve noticed there is a big appre-
ciation for jazz-influenced music here.
There are so many young musicians, so
many people studying music, and that
brings an influx of youth into a music 
that many people consider to be old
fashioned – which I never have, inci-
dentally, because I got into jazz through
hip hop so it’s always felt like something
that was related to a young person’s
music. I feel like that exists here in Asia
and maybe I didn’t discover that in Hong
Kong and I am yet to discover that in
Macau, but I’ve only ever played to large,
wonderful, youthful, excited crowds in
this part of the world and it feels like it’s
growing here.

Jamie Cullum was in Macau to perform 
at the opening of the St. Regis Macao hotel

Jamie Cullum
The British singer-songwriter loves his music and talks of little else 
as he tells Rob McGovern about hip hop and why covering other
people’s songs is all part of the jazz DNA.
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