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By CHRISTOPHER LIM
MUSIC becomes an intimate friend
when it helps a person recover from
serious physical disabilities, so it’s no
wonder Melody Gardot lives and
breathes her art since it helped her
get on her feet after being hit by a car
while cycling at the tender age of 19.

The 24-year-old jazz singer still
bears the scars of that fateful day but
her music is completely able-bodied.

Her second full album, My One
And Only Thrill, has just been re-
leased, and despite being hot on the
heels of her debut last year, Worri-
some Heart, it sees her make a
marked stylistic leap from a confused
mix of Beth Rowley-esque blues and
pop-inflected jazz, to a more focused
flavour of straight-ahead jazz.

“I think I’m currently exploring
jazz and blues, and this album begins
to move slightly away from blues,”
says Gardot, playing down the extent
of her musical evolution.

Think of her as a musical chamele-
on able to channel the fire of Billie Hol-
iday through a conservative Diana
Krall-like exterior.

The greatest mark of her musical

genius is her ability to transcend
plain vanilla – and sometimes down-
right boring – arrangements through
sheer presence and an unmistakable
voice.

Out of the 10 originals and one cov-
er, Gardot’s favourite song is the title
track, which she describes as being
“more of a poem than a song”, but the
real highlights are less dramatic fare
like the spacious Lover Undercover,
which sees her rise above the lack-lus-
tre accompaniment to show off a
smoulderingly rich and complex
voice.

When you first put the record on,
you might not be sure if she’s holding
back out of good taste, or simply be-

reft of vocal reserves. Then you notice
her gravelly hummingbird vibrato at
the end of each silken phrase.

By the time you hear her scat deft-
ly on If The Stars Were Mine, there’s
no doubt at all that this lady can sing
with the best of them.

“I’m currently exploring an ultra
feminine aspect of this music; it’s deli-
cate and vulnerable, and yet incredi-
bly strong and aware. My first album
was more of an unveiling of some-
thing even I was unaware of. Now I
feel I’ve managed to slip into my
shoes and be comfortable in them,”
she explains.

She knows who she is, so don’t go
comparing her to the likes of Norah

Jones and Shania Twain just because
they are all women.

“I would say Norah Jones and I
are like night and day. Musically, we
might sound a bit similar, but I think
we’re heading in totally different di-
rections. I can’t see any similarities
with Shania Twain, although of
course I definitely respect what she’s
doing.

“As for musical influences, they
are constantly changing. I am in-
spired by different people at different
times. In terms of making this current
record, I’ve been very much inspired
by Joa Gilberto, Stan Getz, tango mu-
sic, Alan Lomax, and even Debussy,”
she adds.

Another woman who has come in-
to her own artistically is Ameri-
can-Chinese folk-alternative singer Vi-
enna Teng, who’s released her fourth
album Inland Territory.

She plays the piano and sings, so
an obvious comparison is Tori Amos,
but Teng’s flexible alto voice is very
much her own. Although she’s Ameri-
can, her lyrics also set her apart, tap-
ping into Asian issues like the pres-
sures of being the recent descendent
of immigrants.

The main obstacle to Teng making
it big in the mainstream is that Inland
Territory only shines on a good hifi
set. On a run-of-the-mill system, the
vocal and instrumental dynamics on
songs like St Stephen’s Cross are com-
pletely lost. But the right setup re-
veals some delightful subtleties.

Teng may be a vindication of the
indie-artist route, but country-folk art-
ist Sara Watkins proves with her
eponymous debut solo album that
just because you’ve paid your dues, it
doesn’t necessarily mean you’re
good.

Watkins is no stranger to the busi-
ness, having gigged since the late 80s
with her old band Nickel Creek, but
her solo work is really unimpressive.

Not every artist has to have a power-
ful voice to be good, but Watkins’s is
both weak and poorly wielded. At
least her fiddle playing is better than
her singing.

Are you a closet Celine Dion fan
looking for something new in the
same vein? Then check out Italian
pop star Laura Pausini’s new album
Primavera Anticipada, which is most-
ly in Italian. She sounds like Dion but
with toned down histrionics, and with
songs that have slightly darker chord
changes. There’s nothing ground-
breaking here, but it’s easy enough
on the ears.

I
T’S amazing how many talent-
ed expat musicians are lurk-
ing just outside the spotlight in
Singapore. Corinne Gibbons is
a long way from Bega, the
small Australian town she
grew up in. The indie singer
has been based here for three

years, and she’s happy enough with
the rapidly growing music scene to
consider applying for permanent resi-
dency.

Many people first heard about Gib-
bons only after she released her third
album, Melt, on Wednesday, which
ends a seven-year recording hiatus.
Not that she has been twiddling her
thumbs all that while.

In fact, she took on an all new ca-
reer when she arrived in Singapore in
2006. “I decided I needed a real chal-
lenge so I took a job as lead facilitator
for Human Rhythms, learnt the
drums and moved to Singapore to con-
duct teambuilding workshops
throughout all of South-east Asia,”
says Gibbons. “The first facilitation
was for 2,000 bank staff.”

Since then, she’s worked with busi-
nesses like Neptune Orient Lines both
as an entertainer for corporate events
and as a team-building consultant.

But it’s time to revisit her music ca-
reer and the release of Melt is de-
signed to raise her profile here. While
she will continue her “day job”, she
would happily embrace any opportu-
nities to perform in larger concert ven-
ues, such as music festivals.

“I’m really excited by how vibrant
the music scene here is,” says Gib-
bons. “I started hearing about music
festivals right after I arrived here,
and new things keep happening,” she
adds.

Meanwhile, for curious music
fans, Gibbons has scheduled a series
of four concerts from June 11-13, and
has smartly decided to bundle her
new CD with each $60 ticket sold,
which makes it a great deal. Tickets
go on sale through Sistic on Monday,
with a $35 concessionary price for
children.

All original
Gibbons’ previous two albums prima-
rily comprised cover songs. Dusk was
a smooth jazz record, which included
a chilled-out version of Jimi Hen-
drix’s Little Wing. Sunday Afternoon,
an extremely limited edition live re-
cording, came more from a folk-rock
aesthetic. Melt is her first full album
of original songs.

It’s also quite different from the
first two albums and has a more main-
stream pop sound. “This is the first
time I’m doing an album where I
wrote all the songs, so this is the most
accurate reflection of my musical per-
sonality so far. I’ve always been a pop
girl,” she says.

It’s not bland pop music, mind
you. Gibbons has a clear, expressive
voice that keeps your attention. She
knows how to tell a story, and Life
Goes features very contemplative lyr-

ics. Speak Of The North is based on a
lovely Charlotte Bronte poem. And
One Voice stands out from the pack
sonically with its hip production val-
ues.

Gibbons is serious about Melt
reaching as large an audience as pos-
sible. She’s embraced the digital mu-
sic revolution and has already submit-
ted the album to the two industry-
leading online music stores, Apple’s
iTunes and Amazon MP3.

For the sake of music lovers in
countries that don’t have access to
those two stores, such as in Singa-
pore, she’s also working on making
Melt available on an independent on-
line music store that doesn’t have re-
gional restrictions.

Physically, however, the album
has been launched first in Singapore,
at stores like HMV and Gramophone,
although it will eventually reach Aus-
tralia, Europe and the United States.

“Singapore is my home; this is
where I’m living. This is where Melt
was written and where I first started
performing the songs, and where the
album has gathered its momentum,”
she says, explaining why she chose
Singapore as the launch city for Melt.

Video twist
One of the more innovative aspects of
Melt is a separate DVD with the al-
bum’s songs set to breathtaking foot-
age from the Lindblad Expeditions,
the eco-tourism group that has a part-
nership with National Geographic.

Music videos are nothing new, but
the stunning Lindblad footage is far
from average. And it’s been lovingly
edited by Australian filmmaker Toni
Houston, who shot the footage over
five years while working for Lind-
blad.

Gibbons also had a coherent
eco-friendly vision for the Melt
project, so it wasn’t about looking for
pretty pictures to tack on to the mu-
sic.

“Part of this album has always had
an element of environmental aware-
ness, which is something I am pas-
sionate about,” she says. Melt is also
dedicated to Danielle, Gibbons’ late
sister.

Despite the seven-year break be-
tween her first two albums and Melt,
it sounds like she’s really hit her
stride so we shouldn’t have to wait as
long for the next record. “I’ve actually
been writing non-stop, so I’ve got a
lot of songs ready to record.”

By LEE KIM SIANG
CASUAL gamers, take heed: this
game is not for the faint of heart. It
requires a steady hand, an
impeccable sense of timing and lots
and lots of patience and
determination.

But if you think you have such
qualities and are willing to tough it
out, Demon’s Souls promises to
deliver a gaming experience unlike
most others.

Where else can you find a game
that pits you against a huge troll-like
creature wielding a wicked-looking
axe that can kill you with just one
swipe? And that’s only the tutorial
mission!

Demon’s Souls is an action RPG
but that description doesn’t do it
justice at all. Unlike other action
RPGs like Diablo II or Titan Quest,
Demon’s Souls encourages more
tactical play instead of just mindless
hacking and slashing.

Indeed, you’ll find yourself dying
all the time if you choose to go that
route. Instead, players will have to
time their attacks and rely on
combos to dispatch the hordes of
enemies they’ll encounter.

Before embarking on your epic
demon-slaying quest, you can
customise your character with the
usual mind-boggling array of options
such as name, face shape, hair style,
hair colour, etc.

Once that’s out of the way, you
can then select from 10 different
character classes ranging from a
knight, a thief, a magician to a
barbarian and priest.

Character advancement is
achieved through harvesting souls
from the multitude of demons you
vanquish.

You use these souls to upgrade
your stats, skills, weapons and
equipment. The more powerful
souls, usually obtained after a
challenging boss fight, can give a
noticeable boost to a player’s
attributes or increase a weapon’s
damage, among other beneficial
effects.

Demon’s Souls will truly test even
hardcore gamers to the limit. It has
a rather unforgiving respawn
system. If you die during a level, not
only will you lose all the souls you’ve
collected up to that point, you’ll also
have to restart the level from the
beginning.

As if that wasn’t enough, all the
enemies on that level will have
respawned as well. But wait, there’s
more . . . you now also only have
half your health remaining.

The boss fights are also
tremendously challenging. But
there’s no replacing the immense
sense of accomplishment you feel as
your final blow brings down the
gigantic monster that’s been
tormenting you for the past half an
hour.

However, if you’re willing to take
it slow and give the game a chance,
you will find yourself slowly but
surely drawn into the game world
and appreciate the finer points of
the game mechanics.

It’s certainly not a game for
everyone but if you can get past the
initial frustration of dying over and
over in the beginning (which you
definitely will), Demon’s Souls is a
very satisfying RPG experience.
Rating: B+

Demon’s Souls is available now
for the PlayStation 3
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