
 
Joe Alterman 

"When listening to Joe Alterman perform, it is obvious that he has studied the history of 
jazz piano. However, his own style of playing is appealing, challenging and quite 
satisfying." — Ramsey Lewis 
 
"Joe is a true inspiration to me. He is a part of the next generation of great jazz musicians 
who care and he is going to go somewhere with his music."— Les McCann 

"Joe has a great sense of what is most meaningful in the history and tradition of our 
music, and a real solid musical vision of where he wants to take it.” — Houston Person 

"Talk about the joy of jazz!...It's a pleasure to hear this music...You've got it!" — Nat 
Hentoff, from "Joe Alterman Strikes A Chord," published in the Wall Street Journal on 
May 1, 2013 

"The new Harry Connick.” — Linda Lorence Critelli, vice president, SESAC  

"Joe Alterman has tremendous taste and a passionate respect for swing and space. His 
touch on the keyboard is reminiscent of pianists from earlier years who listened carefully, 
felt expressively and actually cared about what the listener heard. Joe is a remarkable 
swinger and poet." — Marc Myers, JazzWax.com 

 
 
 



 
 
Born and raised in Atlanta, Georgia, Alterman moved to New York in the fall of 2007 to 
study music at New York University, where he also earned his Master’s Degree in Music. 
While there, he had the opportunity to study with greats including Don Friedman, Joe 
Lovano and John Scofield.  
 
He has performed at venues around the world including the Blue Note Jazz Club in Milan, 
Blues Alley in Washington, DC, and Preservation Hall in New Orleans; he has led groups 
at venues in New York City including the Blue Note Jazz Club, the Iridium, the Kitano, 
and Dizzy’s Club Coca-Cola, among others. He also recently performed at the "Marian 
McPartland Piano Jazz All-Star Celebration" at Dizzy's Club Coca-Cola, as well as at 
Jack Kleinsinger Presents "Highlights in Jazz", as a part of the "Next Generation All-
Stars," where he performed alongside tenor saxophone great Houston Person.  
 
He and his trio have performed multiple times at the Blue Note Jazz Club as an opening 
act for greats including Les McCann, Ramsey Lewis, Philip Bailey (of Earth, Wind & 
Fire), John Pizzarelli and Hiromi, among others. Alterman’s most recent recording, Give 
Me The Simple Life, garnered much critical praise and reached #4 on the JazzWeek radio 
charts.  
 
Hot House Jazz described Joe Alterman as "a pianistic wunderkind whose style recalls 
the elegantly swinging trappings of artists like Erroll Garner and Red Garland eschewing 
the well-mined vein of hard bop favored amongst today's younger players in favor of a 
more rounded vintage technique. Alterman brandishes a lyrical  pianistic touch and an 
intuitive sense of swing that are a uniquely wonderful joy to hear. Alterman's remarkable 
gifts are enough to reassure anyone that the future of jazz is in good hands." 
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In this city during the past few years, I've enjoyed witnessing the deepening 
jazz-family relationship between pianist-composer Joe Alterman, 24, and tenor 
saxophonist Houston Person, 78, a musician whom I'd profiled in the Journal in 
2010. 



Count Basie's drummer "Papa Jo" Jones had "kiddies" whom he chose to 
mentor. Back in 1944—as a 19-year-old with a jazz radio show and freelancing 
for Down Beat—I suddenly became one of them. At a back table in a Boston 
jazz club, Jones sat me down until closing and lectured me on how to develop a 
listening jazz life, with special attention to the lives of the musicians I 
interviewed—because that's where the music kept coming from, their souls. I 
began to feel that I, a nonmusician, had been invited by Jo to join the family of 
jazz. 

Mr. Alterman says it was the music of Mr. Person that first made him fall in love 
with jazz. And in 2011, four years after Mr. Alterman came here from Atlanta to 
study music at New York University, the two men finally met. Mr. Person was 
giving a master class, and after hearing Mr. Alterman play some of the 
American songbook classics, the older jazzman had found someone to mentor. 

Their subsequent talks often were on the phone. And as Mr. Alterman began to 
record his own sessions, Mr. Person, when he had the time, became one of his 
sidemen—also helping him find the right keys and teaching him the business 
side of jazz. Among the crucial tips he gave Mr. Alterman, who was developing 
his own storytelling sound and rhythms: "Never forget that audiences want to 
enjoy themselves. And never lose the blues or you'll sound like you're 
practicing." In the archives that Mr. Alterman sent me was a photo of Mr. Person 
awarding him his graduate degree. 

"Joe has a great sense of what is most meaningful in the history and tradition of 
our music, and a real solid musical vision of where to take it," says Mr. Person 
in a note in Mr. Alterman's archives. 

I first got to hear and know Mr. Alterman while he was still at NYU. My 
immediate reaction, which is in his files, was: "Talk about the joy of jazz! . . . It's 
a pleasure to hear this music. You've got it!" 

Part of that pleasure comes from his music's avoidance of pyrotechnics. Mr. 
Alterman learned self-editing early. But he moves memorably inside his 
listeners, as evidenced in his current CD, "Joe Alterman: Give Me the Simple 
Life" (mileshighrecords.com) with bassist James Cammack, drummer Herlin 



Riley and, of course, Mr. Person. One of Mr. Alterman's two compositions in the 
set, "The First Night Home," is a ballad for the ages. 

Young as he is, Mr. Alterman has performed at the Blue Note in Milan and in 
New York, Atlanta's High Museum of Art and New York's Iridium and Cornelia 
Street Café, as well as the Marian McPartland Piano Jazz All-Star Celebration 
at Dizzy's Club Coca Cola. As Journal contributor Marc Myers notes: "His touch 
on the keyboard is reminiscent of pianists of earlier years who listened carefully, 
felt expressively and actually cared about what the listener heard. Joe is a 
remarkable swinger and poet." 

At one point in our conversations, since he is as articulate and often surprising 
off the piano as on, I asked Mr. Alterman to describe his inner musical odyssey 
from boyhood in Atlanta to growing recognition in New York and by the jazz 
community. 

"I . . . remember looking very forward to getting into that 'New York City jazz 
mindset,' thinking that my experiences up here would be what would most 
shape my music," he said. "But while my experiences here have undoubtedly 
impacted me and my music, I've realized that it's my experiences as a child that 
have most shaped my music. Growing up in Atlanta I heard much more blues 
and bluegrass than jazz music, though I was most excited to learn to play jazz 
when I was growing up. However, since arriving here, I've found myself more 
drawn to very blues-based jazz, even more so than when I was still living in 
Atlanta. 

"People are often talking about how jazz is dead or dying, but I'm very 
encouraged that here I have nearly always had the exact opposite experience. 
All of my close friends are near to my age, and whenever I have a big 
performance, they're always there, bringing with them many of their friends from 
their work, family, etc. So, a lot of times at my performances, the venues are 
filled with people in their early to mid-20s. Most of these people aren't jazz fans 
or listeners; they're there to support me as a friend. 

"However, when I talk with everyone at the end of the shows, the response is 
always the same: They love the music; they want to listen to more of it, and they 
wonder why, until now, they never realized how much they could enjoy jazz. 



They say jazz has never been presented to them in the way that it had been 
that day; had it been, they certainly would have begun listening long ago." 

That is what Mr. Alterman finds encouraging: "that people—everyday people—
like it; that the music doesn't have to be dumbed down or fused with something 
they already know. It just needs to be presented in the right way. Watching 
these first-time listeners enjoy jazz—tapping their feet, bobbing their heads, and 
smiling—is all the proof I need that jazz is all a feeling, a natural human feeling, 
and feelings can't die." 

Mr. Alterman's continually evolving presence on the jazz scene surely makes 
people smile and, if the room is right, dance. 

There'll be no need for any last rites of jazz. 

Mr. Hentoff writes about jazz for the Journal. 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Published in the Huffington Post, September 4, 2012  

Meet the Weird, Wonderful and Sexiest Duo Since 
Brangelina: Joe Alterman and Houston Person 

By Myra Chanin  

If you ever want to put your significant other in the mood for love, try playing any 
tune on Joe Alterman's new CD, particularly one where Joe and his mentor 
Houston Person jam and groove. Everybody knows or should know who Houston 
Person is. He's the legendary Soul Jazzman known for the sassy but sensuous 
tones he lures from his tenor sax. As for Joe Alterman, you may well ask, Joe 
Who?  

Joe Alterman is the 23-year-old Atlanta native, who arrived in New York in 2007 
to study music at NYU, just graduated with a B.A. and is staying around for an 
advanced degree. Joe's musical journey began at the age of 5, which is when he 
started tickling the ivories, and continued through the Bluegrass festivals to 
which his brothers took him until their father, who felt Jazz was a better fit for 
Joe, started buying bluesy jazz recordings for Joe and once again proved that 
Father knows best.  

Last month, to promote his new CD, Joe appeared at a few of the top Jazz spots 
in New York including the Hotel Kitano, the Vagabond Café and the pinnacle of 



jazz joints, Dizzy's Club Coca Cola, where I heard him play with Houston Person, 
and Joe's dream rhythm section, bassist James Cammack and drummer Gregory 
Hutchinson - neither one of them chopped liver.  

The 23-year-old Joe and the 78-year-old Person easily bridge what-many- 
consider the abyss between youth and age. How? Basically by both being young at 
heart. At Dizzy's Club, Alterman appeared on stage first - a nice, modest, polite, 
slender, clean-cut young man with Kennedy family hair. In a standard light blue 
dress shirt, a yellow striped tie, grey slacks, black and grey argyle socks and 
(ugh!) brown shoes, he looked like an accountant taking a mid-audit break. 
Actually, Alterman resembles Woody Allen, a fellow artist whose talent also 
outshines his attire, but Joe is cuter, more accessible and happier. Happier? 
Alterman looks absolutely ecstatic that he's playing at Dizzy's with Houston et al 
and that perfect strangers are perfectly willing to cough up bucks to hear him do 
what he loves best. There were so many patrons waiting in line that chairs had to 
be lugged in to seat them all.  

On piano keys, Joe's fingers become feathers. He opened with the toe-tapping, 
swinging, title tune on his CD, Give Me The Simple Life followed by an act of 
musical alchemy which transformedTime After Timeinto a lush, sensuous, 
syncopated, sophisticated aphrodisiac that made me consider committing 
unspeakable acts. It also made me want to dance. Fortunately, Joe danced for me, 
jiggling his head and shoulders, shifting and sliding his torso across the bench 
and tapping/stomping his feet on the floor. Once Houston Person turned the trio 
into a quartet, Houston's masterful, titillating but restrained tenor sax blended 
with Joe's lush piano and created music that makes you long for a loving 
emotional connection rather than a mere friends-with-benefits activity.  

Joe has obviously followed Houston Person's advice. "Never forget that audiences 
want to enjoy themselves. " They did!!! "Never lose the blues or you'll sound like 
you're practicing. " Joe hasn't!!! Thanks to Houston, Joe has also embraced rich, 
offbeat, tuneful standards. Alas, Joe and Houston have no gigs together lined up 
for the immediate future, but if you love lush, romantic, endearing jazz as well as 
down home blues, treat yourself to Joe's new debut  

CD, Joe Alterman, Give Me the Simple Life on Miles High Records and let Joe 
and Houston give you a glimpse of musical glory. 
________________________________________________________________________  

July 17, 2012  

Joe Alterman: 'Simple Life'  

JazzWax  



Marc Myers writes daily on jazz legends and legendary jazz recordings  

Over the past 95 years, jazz has repeatedly had to drag fans kicking 
and screaming into the future. Most fans like what they like and 
don't care much for new jazz styles, especially those that are 
radically different from the music they favor. While jazz certainly 
must evolve if it is to survive beyond the museum, most young 
musicians today seem to go out of their way to ignore yesterday 
while trying to create a new tomorrow. Not so Joe Alterman, who 
just released his second album, Give Me the Simple Life (Miles High).  

Joe graduated from New York University's music program in 2011 
and is teaching a course there now. Unlike many young jazz 
graduates, Joe spends a good deal of his time asking jazz legends 
about their art and incorporating what he's learned into his playing. 
Conversing with jazz elders and decoding the secrets of their music 
recorded so many years ago would seem to be a waste of time 
today. Once upon a time, young jazz artists apprenticed with older 
jazz players. No more. Now you have to seek them out—if you even 
care.  

What Joe has learned has improved his interpretive style. As a 
result, his sound often hearkens back to the '50s—blending touches 
of Red Garland, Ahmad Jamal [pictured above] and Wynton Kelly.  

This isn't a parlor trick for Joe. His goal isn't to ape these musicians. 
Instead, he's merely exploring earlier styles in an effort to find his 
own bag. That bag clearly includes a healthy respect for jazz's vinyl 
era, which has been shoved aside by a more percussive attack. 
Which is a shame, since both are important.  

First, a bit of disclosure. I wrote the liner notes to Joe's new album 
(and his last one). But since I only take on writing projects for 
albums I truly love, I'm praising music I would have raved about here 
anyway.  

What most musicians like about Joe's personality is that he's gentle 
and curious. He listens a lot more than he talks, and there's an 



inviting Southern charm about him that encourages others to share 
what they know (Joe's from Atlanta). Which is why bassist James 
Cammack [pictured above] and drummer Herlin Riley [pictured 
below] agreed to gig and record with Joe. Both work regularly with 
Ahmad Jamal, and both heard in Joe a kindred spirit and a talent on 
the move. It's also why tenor saxophonist Houston Person was at 
the recording session and joined the trio for four tracks.  

What did Joe learn from his conversations with Person [pictured] 
over the past year?  

"Houston told me to be mindful of two things. First, connect with 
the audience. He said, 'People who are coming to see you are paying 
money. They want to enjoy themselves. Play for the audience, not 
the reviewers. It's a big responsibility you have.' And second, he 
said, 'Never lose the blues. Musicians who lose the blues sound like 
they're practicing.'"  

Nearly everyone whose ears have been nourished by music of the 
'40s and '50s hears something in Joe—a yearning to move  

forward by reaching back. Joe knows the old stuff and loves it. 
Maybe he's nuts. Maybe he should be integrating samples and 
keyboard programs into his music. Or maybe he just hears 
something that a lot of students coming out of music schools miss: 
Pianists in the '50s had enormous grace and beauty, and their chord 
voicings and taste had meaning. [Pictured above: Houston Person]  

Joe shows the love on his new album. There are 12 tracks—two are 
originals and the rest regal standards. Included areThey Say It's 
Spring, I Guess I'll Have to Dream the Rest, An Affair to Remember 
and Give Me the Simple Life.  

Give Me the Simple Life is spare, with a lyrical and swinging Jamal-
ian feel. Oscar Peterson's Kelly's Blues is thick and rollicking. I Guess 
I'll Have to Dream the Rest is a slow and steady ballad, with a 
smokey solo by Person [pictured above].  



Joe is maturing and I dig where he's heading. Love your audience 
and hold onto the blues. Great advice from Houston Person. I'd add 
a third: Learn from the past.  

 

 


