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YOU CAN’T MISS THE SYMBOLISM IN 

the cover of Jamie Cullum’s new CD, The 

Pursuit, even if you try. In the foreground 

stands the artist, nattily attired, his facial 

expression somewhere between anger and 

mischief. Behind him, occupying roughly 

two-thirds of the cover’s real estate, is 

a grand piano in mid-explosion, wood 

splinters and ivory keys fl ying through the air 

with abandon. 

“We’re always fi ghting with each other, 

me and the piano,” Cullum explains with a 

chuckle. “It never does what I want it to do. 

And this time we fought so hard that I had 

to blow it up.” 

Call it a sacrifi ce in the name of art. And 

thank the beleaguered instrument—on which, it 

must be said, Cullum is supremely profi cient—

for taking one for the team. The Pursuit is 

the London native’s most impressive album 

to date, his most mature and stylistically 

diverse. Now 30, Cullum took a four-year 

break after his last release, Catching Tales, 

during which he “went to the pub and played 

football and jammed with friends, saw a 

lot of music and read a lot of books, did 

a lot of dancing, went to a lot of parties.” 

He also woodshedded in his kitchen, 

devising a plethora of ideas that would 

result in a wildly diverse new album. The 

Pursuit fi nds Cullum swinging madly on 

the Cole Porter-penned opener “Just One 

of Those Things,” reimagining Rihanna’s 

dancefl oor hit “Don’t Stop the Music” 

as an epic pop-jazz workout, rocking 

forcefully on “Mixtape” and going all 

electronica-reggae on “We Run Things,” the 

latter two among the eight original Cullum 

compositions in the 12-song set.  

“I think my previous albums have always 

hinted at this level of diversity,” Cullum says. 

“Part of my identity is very much being able 

to put my feet in different camps and make 

it all sound like one musical whole. Hopefully 

this album doesn’t sound like someone who 

hasn’t decided what he wants to do, but like 

someone who has very much decided what 

he wants to do.”

Despite its hybrid approach, The 

Pursuit is Cullum’s most cohesive work 

yet—and a confi dent move toward the future. 

“I’m happy because I haven’t taken a step 

back,” he says. “I think I’ve made decisions 

based on creativity rather than commercial 

gain. I’m one of the lucky few musicians 

who can make a living doing this. I get to 

play for people who enjoy my music and are 

interested in what I’m doing. 

“People talk about the gift of being a 

musician. But being able to do this as your 

work, that’s the gift.”

–Jeff Tamarkin

eager to cover his compositions since the ’60s, among them the 

Yardbirds (“I’m Not Talking”), Bonnie Raitt (“Everybody’s Cryin’ 

Mercy”), the Clash (“Look Here”) and the Who, who raged through 

Allison’s “Young Man Blues” on their 1970 Live at Leeds album. 

Allison’s own piano skills, sardonic lyrics, easygoing vocals and 

astute outlook are what inspired producer Joe Henry to spend a few 

years trying to convince him to return to recording. “He wanted to 

record me, and I didn’t take it seriously,” says Allison, 82, from his 

home in South Carolina. “But he called me several times, so I fi nally 

decided why not? He has a great reputation.”

A mix of original songs and well-chosen covers, The Way of 

the World will sound instantly familiar to those who’ve already been 

immersed in the way of Mose Allison’s world. He demands that the 

listener pay attention, to catch not only his incisive quips but the 

nuances of his playing. The new album launches with “My Brain,” in 

which Allison ruminates on the functions of the organ in question, and 

leaves off with “The New Situation,” an old Buddy Johnson number 

on which the singer and his daughter Amy Allison duet for the fi rst 

time. Henry’s arrangements utilize a few sounds, such as mandolin 

and slide guitar, that are new to Allison’s oeuvre. “It’s completely 

different from what I normally do,” Allison says. “I usually have the 

rhythm section playing a different way, but I let Joe decide.”

One thing that hasn’t changed is his method of 

composition—basically, he doesn’t have one. “These things just 

come to me,” he says. “That’s the best I can say. I never sat down 

at the piano and tried to write a song. The song forms in my mind 

and then I go to the piano. 

“I really don’t know what I do,” he adds with a laugh. “But so 

far, so good.” 

–Jeff Tamarkin
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