“Jeepers Creepers”

The Life and Songs of Johnny Mercer

Banu Gibson

Banu was born in Dayton, Ohio and raised in Hollywood, Florida. She

studied dance from the age of three and started voice training with an

opera singer at nine. She graduated college with a degree in music and

theater, and landed her first professional dancing jobs while still in

her teens. One of those jobs was "hoofing" and singing at Jackie

Gleason's "Joe the Bartender's " at the Hilton hotel on Miami Beach. At

Gleason's she worked opposite the great Dixieland trumpeter Phil

Napoleon and got her first steady dose of traditional jazz.

Banu moved to New York and worked on the road for the next three years,

then settled in California to sing and dance with a show at Disneyland

called the "Class of '27," which performed four shows a night like the

acts on the old vaudeville circuits. Banu used her free days to

choreograph Broadway musicals for a summer arts program. She was drawn

to New Orleans in 1973, formed her own band in 1981, and captured a

wide audience as part of a PBS TV series "Dixieland Jazz From New

Orleans" which aired worldwide. A subsequent PBS appearance, taped at

the St. Louis Ragfest, received a local Emmy. Joan Lunden featured Banu

and her band on her syndicated TV show Everyday. Banu was also the

vocalist for the first season of PBS' Great Chefs of New Orleans.  In

1988 Banu and her band added performances with symphony  'Pops' to

their other concerts around the world including a sold out performance

in Oslo with the Norwegian Radio Orchestra.

In 1986, Banu toured Europe with the late cornetist, Wild Bill Davison.

She has continuously performed abroad with her band in Germany,

England, The Netherlands, Norway, Sweden and with a contingent of her

band in Australia. In 1995, Banu traveled with her pianist/musical

director David Boeddinghaus, for a week of performances in Vienna

including a gala appearance at the Palais Auersperg. In July 1996 Banu

toured Japan as the featured vocalist with The World's Greatest Jazz

Band. She sang in New York City with Dick Hyman at Jazz in July in 1991

and 1995. She was the featured vocalist on many Riverwalk, Live From

the Landing radio shows and has been featured on a number of their

recordings including the Battle of Bands and Hot Jazz For A Cole Yule.

Banu and her band appeared on Garrison Keillor’s award winning NPR

series, A Prairie Home Companion, and brought the millennium in as the

only guest artist of the Boston Pops at Symphony Hall. Banu is also

highlighted in the first chapter of Charles Kuralt's America.

Philip Furia

Philip Furia is the author of The Poets of Tin Pan Alley: A History of

America’s Great Lyricists (Oxford, 1990), Ira Gershwin: The Art of the

Lyricist (Oxford, 1996), Irving Berlin: A Life in Song (Schirmer

Books/Simon & Schuster, 1998), and Pound’s “Cantos” Declassified (Penn

State Press, 1984).  Skylark: The Life and Times of Johnny Mercer, the

first biography of Johnny Mercer, was published by St. Martin’s Press

in August of 2003.  He has also written about American popular song and

American poetry in The American Scholar, In Theater, Style, PMLA,

American Literature, boundary 2, and other journals and magazines.  A

native of Pittsburgh, he studied at Oberlin College (BA, 1965), the

University of Chicago (MA, 1966), and the Iowa Writers Workshop

(M.F.A., 1970).  He received his Ph.D. in English in 1970 from the

University of Iowa and taught for twenty-five years (and twenty-five

winters) at the University of Minnesota, where he was also Chair of the

Department of English and Associate Dean for Faculty of the College of

Liberal Arts.  He is currently a professor in the Department of

Creative Writing at the University of North Carolina at Wilmington. 

His writings on American popular song have been lauded in The New York

Times, The London Times, The Atlantic Monthly, The New Yorker, American

Music, and other publications.  He has spoken at the Library of

Congress, the New York Historical Society, and at numerous universities

in America and Europe.  He has also appeared on The Larry King Show,

The Turner Entertainment Report, A & E’s Biography, The Studs Terkel

Show, All Things Considered, Ben Wattenberg’s Think Tank, and Fresh Air

with Terry Gross.

John Sheridan - Piano

After 23 years with the Jim Cullum Jazz Band as pianist and principal

arranger, (writing over 1,000 arrangements for the ensemble) John is

pursuing a freelance career. In 1990, John began his collaboration with

Banu, writing arrangements not only for her band but also for her

symphony Pops performances. John’s other CD collaborations with Banu

are the 1990 CD Livin' In A Great Big Way, the 1995 'Zat you, Santa

Claus? And in 2000 he is featured on the award winning piano vocal CD

My Romance.

Bill Huntington - Bass

Born in New Orleans, Bill began his career on the banjo, which he

studied with Lawrence Marrero, banjoist with the George Lewis band. At

sixteen he switched to guitar, and later to the string bass, the

instrument on which he has worked with musicians as diverse as Al Hirt,

Billy Butterfield. Harry Connick Jr., Ellis Marsalis, Carmen McRae, and

Aretha Franklin. Bill is also featured on Banu’s CD Steppin’ Out with

legendary guitarist Bucky Pizzarelli and on Banu Gibson sings Johnny

Mercer.

Jeff Hamilton - Drums

Jeff began classical piano instruction at age 13 but his love of jazz

changed his focus. Jeff's association with "Cie" Frazier of the

Preservation Hall Jazz Band made the drums his primary instrument. He

toured with legendary New Orleans trumpeter Percy Humphey and Kid

Thomas Valentine’s band, and performed with Butch Thompson and Illinois

Jaquet. While living in New Orleans, he was Banu’s regular drummer and

can be heard on Banu’s CD Love Is Good For Anything That Ails You, and

Banu Gibson sings Johnny Mercer.

About Jeepers Creepers

The Life and Songs of Johnny Mercer

~The scholar and the singer onstage together bring Johnny Mercer’s life

and songs alive in a show of stories and his music~

Banu Gibson & Philip Furia became fans of each other’s work when she

wrote him a fan letter after reading his book “Poets of Tin Pan Alley”.

He returned the compliment and wrote the introductory liner notes for

her CD Love Is Good For Anything That Ails You. Unbeknownst to them,

they were both working on projects about Johnny Mercer. When they found

out, they decided to combine their finished products (her CD, Banu

Gibson sings Johnny Mercer, and his book, Skylark, the Life and Times

of Johnny Mercer) into the show you see tonight.

"Songs are made up of words and music, but which is the more important

is still a moot question among those of us who write them. We authors

feel the melody is comparatively unimportant until we attach our

deathless words to it, but as my friend and collaborator, Harry Warren,

says, “You can’t hum a lyric”…He has a point there, so to him and all

the other composers I have had the pleasure and good fortune to work

with—I extend my thanks and gratitude."

Johnny Mercer

