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They call him “Chops”—Johnny Chops--and not without reason. For John Colianni is "the best you'll 
ever hear," as Mel Tormé once described the dazzling New York-based jazz pianist. 

Colianni played alongside the likes of Tormé--who hired Colianni upon hearing one of his recordings-
-Lionel Hampton and Les Paul, for whom he anchored the Les Paul Trio at Midtown jazz club 
Iridium. Colianni still holds down the fort there Monday nights with the revamped Les Paul Trio, now 
featuring star guest guitarists like Steve Miller, who tapped him to be his musical director for his jazz 
arrangements and performances. 

But Colianni also heads the John Colianni Quintet, which he formed in 2006. Two years later he 
went with his nickname as the title of his group’s first CD, and now follows Johnny Chops with On 
Target—his second album with the group following several solo albums beginning in 1986 with a 
self-titled album on the Concord jazz label. 

Advertisement  
Released in July, On Target is on the Rockville, Maryland-based Patuxent Music. 

“Its my second album as a band leader for the label,” says Colianni. “It's named for a river that runs 
through D.C., and puts out a variety, including jazz artists like Larry Coryell and also crossover 
country and bluegrass. And it’s a congenial place: Owner Tim Mindte [Colianni’s producer] plays 
bluegrass and jazz mandolin and knows how to run a session. His label is one of the few extant that 
I know of that records, manufactures and warehouses its records in the same building that it’s 
headquartered—kind of like Capitol in L.A. in the ‘60s. The only part that’s farmed out is the album 
artwork!” 

On Target “represents my current quintet pretty well,” says Colianni, who has also recorded at 
Patuxent as a sideman for Coryell. Joining Colianni in the current quintet are guitarists Justin Lees 
and Yoshiki Miura, Friedman, bassist Young Robert Wagner and drummer Bernard Linnette. 

“We’re all very strong believers in ‘it don't mean a thing if it ain’t got that swing,’” says Colianni, who 
applied that tenet on Johnny Chops to compositions from varied sources including Sondheim, 
Nirvana and Beethoven.  “But at the same time we’re broad in our tastes and branch out into 
acoustic funk with pensive ballads that are modern in a jazz sense as the occasion warrants, and I 
try to keep my stamp as a player: I like the idea of having a sound that people can pick out as soon 
as a record starts spinning.” 



Colianni’s signature sound, he notes, is a “basic rhythmic thrust [that] pertains to whatever I’m 
playing, whether it’s a Harold Arlen torch song, a raucous Hendrix piece or an Ellington jazz 
standard. As soon as you hear two bars of Duke or Art Tatum you can identify them, and I strive for 
that kind of personality: I have my own way of attacking the keyboard, and sense of time and way of 
swinging that affords me an identifiable sound that people can pick out.” 

The Colianni Quintet’s sound is further distinguished by its singing, its leader notes. 

“We sing in a big band style, with whispered or shouted vocals in unison--a little comic relief, 
maybe,” he says. “It’s not about being professional singers, but having fun with another layer of 
comunciation and performance.” 

According to Colianni, the Quintet reflects his work with the Les Paul Tiro during the last six and a-
half years of the guitar great’s life. 

“Every time I’ve worked with a big name like Lionel Hampton, Mel Tormé or Les Paul, it ratchets up 
my own skills,” says Colianni, who joined Paul’s trio in 2003 at the recommendaion of jazz guitar 
legend Bucky Pizzarelli. “I learned something from all of them in confronting whatever holes were in 
my playing.” 

Specifically, Paul “used to stress melody in a way that I hadn’t been exposed to,” continues Colianni. 
“He told me a story about the session in 1945 with Bing Crosby for [Crosby’s No. 1 hit] ‘It's Been a 
Long, Long Time.’ After one take Bing said, ‘Aren’t we a little busy?’—suggesting that Les was 
playing too many notes. So they did another take and Les cooled a bit and made the classic 
recording. He also said that Art Tatum was one of his favorite musicians and he played millions of 
notes, but Les said he never gave the melody short shrift.” 

Colianni, then, developed his ability to play the melody of a ballad with his left hand and then use his 
right to accompany the left “basically in a musically complementary style that’s sort of an archaic 
style of playing,” he notes. 

“I noticed a lot of my favorite musicians, whatever the era, have that insight into the power of 
melody, and a way they can bring it out,” he says. “You can play softly in the lower register with your 
left hand with a whole orchestra, and the sound will cut through to the back of the auditorium. You 
can hear the softest instrument, Les said, if the melody is rendered powerfully. That was true with 
Duke's orchestera: He could have a thunderous, powerful unit, yet play the melody on the piano with 
one finger and carry it through." 

Paul, says Colianni, was also "an admirer of musicians who were great executors, who were very 
articulate and glib and facile and played torrents of notes, like Benny Goodman. And Les himself 
was a speed demon on guitar, and yet never lost the value of a simple melody--and the compelling 
allure of a melody by itself: That's major stuff--and the key to Les's musicality. And now it's the key to 
mine, too." 

In addition to the On Target CD, Patuxent produced a live video session for Youtube viewing. 

"There's a lot of material that's not on the album that's strong on the video--and reflects our unique 
multiple musical directions," concludes Colianni. 


