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21st Century 
Renaissance Woman

Story by Ken Richardson

Nellie McKay talks all about songwriting,  
arranging, recording, producing, performing,  

buying records, and . . . riding the bus.

S
he is the very model of a 
modern major . . . model? 
So it might appear from 

some of her publicity stills. But 
Nellie McKay, 28, is in fact a sing-
er, and after a week of following 
her from the heart of Broadway 
to what seems like the middle of 
nowhere in the Delaware Water 
Gap, I fully understand that — despite how thoroughly modern Nellie 
may be — she’s also a throwback to another time.

For, in that week, McKay will sing four standards at New York City’s 
Town Hall, play three of her own new pop songs live on WNYC-FM’s 
Soundcheck, and perform two full sets at the jazz club of the Deer 
Head Inn, nestled at the edge of Pennsylvania’s Pocono Mountains.

Who does that anymore?
And in between those appearances, she will somehow find the 

time to sit down with me for an interview during a long and lazy din-

ner that will ultimately last more 
than 2 hours.

Who does that anymore?
Well, McKay does all of that, 

and more. In a time when sing-
ers farm out songs to teams of 
writers and producers, concen-
trating instead on catering to 
the American idolatry of those 

who over-sing, McKay writes, arranges, and produces nearly all of 
her own material. Her latest batch can be heard on the swell Home 
Sweet Mobile Home (Verve Forecast), full of everything from jazz to 
reggae, from rock-ish pop to ethereal balladry, which she leads on 
piano, ukulele, and a host of other instruments. And she sings it in 
an understated, melodious, and often bell-clear voice — one of the 
reasons why Rolling Stone’s Anthony DeCurtis chose her as his entry 
in “The Game Changers,” a recent Sky magazine article that also rec-
ognized the likes of film director James Cameron and Supreme Court 
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Associate Justice Sonia 
Sotomayor.

As DeCurtis says, 
McKay believes in 
“turning the volume 
down, both literally 

and metaphorically.”
 She also turns the 

clock back — to the heyday of 
the Great American Songbook. Sometimes, 
you can hear it when she’s nodding to Irving 
Berlin, Cole Porter, and Lorenz Hart in her 
frequently deft and witty material. Other 
times, it’s when she’s actually covering old 
tunes with disarming ease — at the Town 
Hall show (where she sang Berlin’s “What’ll I 
Do,” Porter’s “Don’t Fence Me In” and “It’s All 
Right with Me,” and Rodgers & Hart’s “I Could 
Write a Book” as part of the venue’s Broad
way Cabaret Festival), on a recent episode 
of Marian McPartland’s NPR series Piano Jazz 
(where she duetted with guest host Michael 
Feinstein), and on her previous Verve album, 
Normal as Blueberry Pie: A Tribute to Doris 
Day (2009). As the press release for that rec
ord pointed out: “Even with birthdays sepa

rated by 60 years and 10 days, Nellie McKay 
and Doris Day are cut from the same cloth.”

B y that clothdating, McKay was born 
in 1982 — in London, to an American 

mother and a Scottish father (which explains 
why her last name rhymes with “Hi!”). But 
her parents split when she was only 2 years 
old. The story of her subsequent life and ca
reer has been told elsewhere several times 
by now but is no less intriguing.

Nellie and her mother moved to New York 
City — where they lived, for much of the 
time, in West Harlem on welfare. They re
mained there for a decade until (following a 
1year detour to Olympia, Washington) they 
settled in Pennsylvania, where McKay gradu
ated in 2000 from what is now Pocono Moun
tain East High School in Swiftwater. She 
returned to New York to study at the Manhat
tan School of Music but dropped out after 2 
years, preferring the work experience of 
Greenwich Village clubs — first as a stand
up comic, then as a singer and piano play
er. McKay got noticed by writers and record 
labels, and after a modest bidding war, she 

ended up signing with Sony’s Columbia, which 
in 2004 released her debut album, Get Away 
from Me, produced by revered Beatles engi
neer Geoff Emerick.

Thing is, McKay couldn’t get away from 
Columbia fast enough. The label had ulti
mately agreed to release that album as an 
18track doubleCD set, but it wanted the 
next one to be 16 tracks on a single disc; 
McKay wanted 23 tracks on two. They part
ed ways. McKay became her own producer 
and in 2006 released that followup in full, 
Pretty Little Head, on her own label, Hungry 
Mouse. She also selfreleased the shortbut
suite Obligatory Villagers in 2007 before re
turning to majorlabeldom for Normal as 
Blueberry Pie. As she both rued and foresaw 
on Get Away from Me ’s “Clonie”: “Should’ve 
signed with Verve instead of . . . Sony.”  

Then there are the numerous extracur
ricular activities that, together with McKay’s 
music, seem to be forming the core studies 
of, yes, a 21stcentury Renaissance woman.

Theater: McKay appeared as Polly Peach
um in Wallace Shawn’s 2006 Broadway pro
duction of The Threepenny Opera (for which TH
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she won a Theatre World Award, which rec-
ognizes an outstanding debut performance), 
acted way off Broadway in 2009’s Multipho-
bia as part of The 24-Hour Musicals, and 
workshopped a musical adaptation of the 
movie Election (two of whose numbers made 
it to Home Sweet Mobile Home as “Caribbean 
Time” and “Please”).

Film: She wrote the songs for the 2005 
Jennifer Aniston vehicle Rumor Has It, took 
a bit part as Hilary Swank’s sister in 2007’s 
P.S. I Love You, has worked on a movie musi-
cal of Katherine Arnoldi’s graphic novel The 
Amazing True Story of a Teenage Single Mom, 
and landed a co-starring role in the coming 
independent film Downtown Express.

TV: She has recorded some vocals with 
Vince Giordano and the Nighthawks for the 
HBO series Boardwalk Empire.

And by association, there’s dance: The 
Chase Brock Experience recently produced 
a ballet of her Obligatory Villagers album, 
called Whoa, Nellie!

There’s also journalism: McKay has con-
tributed to, among other publications, The 
New York Times Book Review and Interview.

Seems she’s done nearly everything but 
paint. . . . Oh, wait. . . .

Visual arts: That’s her painting on the 
cover of Mobile Home.

Renaissance woman, to be sure. Or, to put 
it another way: a “Harlem Holly Golightly” 
(Los Angeles Times) and “pop polymath” 
(WNYC) who stocks her “indie musical com-

edy” (Blender) with “sourball show tunes” 
(The New York Times), all making for a sort 
of “taxicabaret” (um, that would be me).

Of course, by definition, Renaissance peo-
ple are supposed to be adept at both the 
arts and (at least one of ) the sciences. 
McKay’s science of choice is political. And 
she’s passionate about it — especially about 
her support for the rights and welfare of ani-
mals, which helps to explain why she’s the 
custodian of two rescued pit bulls named 
Hank and Bessie (adorned with pearls on 
the cover of the Doris Day tribute) and why 
McKay is a longtime vegan.

Which brings us back to my dinner with 
Nellie, taking place at the vegan Café Blos-
som, not far from McKay’s apartment on the 
Upper West Side of Manhattan. Yes, the basic 
story of her life and career is indeed a good 
one. But for the benefit of Sound+Vision
readers, I’ve come here to focus on her pri-
mary profession as a working musician — 
in which she’s a mini–Renaissance woman, 
when you consider her multitasking as writ-
er, arranger, and producer.

A wonderfully long dinner it is, though 
maybe it’s not so much lazy as pensive. 
McKay is never on AutoExtensiveReply; rath-
er, she contemplates each question and 
gives each answer carefully, pausing often 
to get the right phrasing. And when it comes 
to the subject of making records vs. per-
forming concerts, her preference is clear: 
“It’s sweet freedom to get into a studio.”

 This, however, is the first time she went 
into multiple studios for the same al-

bum. From the start of her career — with 
Get Away from Me being done at Clinton Re-
cording Studios in New York City — McKay 
has made each of her albums in one place. 
But Home Sweet Mobile Home involved six 
different locations. Two were past Manhat-

You oughta be in pictures: “Inspired by the real-life 
stories of two young New York musicians,” the com-
ing Downtown Express (left) features McKay as a 
“quirky, multi-talented singer/songwriter,” co-star-
ring with violinist Philippe Quint. She also played 
the Wacky Sister in P.S. I Love You, with (top, from 
left) Gina Gershon, Kathy Bates, and Lisa Kudrow.
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tan favorites: Lofish Re-
cording Studios (where 

she made Pretty Lit-
tle Head ) and Sear 
Sound (Normal as 
Blueberry Pie). She 

also revisited a Po-
cono spot, Red Rock 

Recording in Saylorsburg, 
Pennsylvania (Obligatory Villag-

ers). But the other three locations were new 
to her and all far-flung: Winslow Ct. in Los An-
geles, Kitefishing Studio in Salt Lake City, and 
Jack Ruby’s Studio in Ocho Rios, Jamaica.

“I loved the variety,” she says. “There’s al-
ways a learning curve going into a new stu-
dio, but it’s nice that each place has its own 
atmosphere, which certainly comes across 
in the recording. And, of course, each city
has its own atmosphere.”

Take, for example, Ocho Rios — more a 
town than a city, but no small thing when it 
comes to atmosphere, which you can hear in 
Mobile Home ’s pair of tropical tracks, “Carib-
bean Time” and “Unknown Reggae.” And a lot 
of the vibe does come from the studio itself 
— not named for that Jack Ruby, but for the 
pioneering Jamaican producer.

“The studio was very local, very small, and 
fellas were smoking ganja,” McKay recalls. 
“Everything was low-key, and warm. That’s 
certainly my favorite kind of studio. Cozy.” 

She tapped local musicians for both songs. 
Did it take time to establish a rapport? She 
thinks long before replying. “The whole coun-
try has a hustle, you know? We really didn’t 
know what to expect. . . . But there were some 
wonderful musicians, especially the drum-
mer [Joslyn ‘Speckles’ McKenzie], who was 
beautiful. . . . They just know what they’re 
doing down there. You feel in safe hands.”

Most of the album’s songs were done at 
Winslow Ct. “I really wanted to record there 
because Craig Parker Adams, who runs it, is 
very smart politically, and it’s a beautiful 
old studio; they made a lot of early record-
ings there.” In fact, Winslow was originally an 
L.A. outpost of the old RCA Recording Stu-
dios. “I was just so pleased with the tracks 
we cut there. Winslow’s got this fabulous 
room that has such a wonderful sound” — 
which you can hear especially, in different 
ways, on the slow-burning “Bruise on the 
Sky,” the otherworldly “The Portal,” and the 
Latin-loving “¡Bodega!”

“And then,” McKay continues, “when I was 
in Salt Lake City, I was passing through with 
the Aimee Mann Christmas show, and I had 
to work a little bit on a Christmas song. [She 
actually has written two, both typically un-
conventional: “Take Me Away” and “A Christ-
mas Dirge.” ] I just found this guy’s name out 
of the phone book”: Camden Chamberlain at 
Kitefishing Studio.

“Going there, I didn’t know what to think. 
It was just a house. But he was really sweet, 
and I love the track we did there, ‘Please.’ In 
terms of the sound . . . it was such a small 
studio, but it’s incredible what you can get 
from something like that. This was the first 
time I put wah-wah on a ukulele, and it was 
just because I was experimenting in some-
one’s home studio. . . . I prefer lower-budget, 
smaller places. There can be a sterility to 
the bigger studios.”

McKay also acknowledges that, what-
ever the studio, things can become tense. 
“There’s the stress of getting things right. Of 
course, because everything costs so much, 
you have to get it right now. . . . 

“That’s where Robin comes in.”
That would be Robin Pappas, who is not 

only McKay’s co-manager and co-producer 
but also her mother.

“She decides when it’s right or not, be-
cause sometimes I just start going . . . I feel 
like . . . you know those movie robots? Or The 
Stepford Wives? [She repeats rotely:] ‘One 
more cup of sugar, one more cup of sugar.’ 
I start losing it a bit. . . . But there’s nothing D
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cut from the same cloth: Songs associated with 
Doris Day are the subject of McKay’s 2009 tribute, 
Normal as Blueberry Pie . When asked to provide a 
caption for the photo at right, McKay imagines not 
what she herself is thinking but what the computer 
is saying: “Oh, no, it’s the demon child.”

21st Century renaissanCe Woman
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better than having made 
something that you 

can hold and take 
home and listen to.

“Whereas . . . for 
me . . . live perfor-

mances are so much 
work, so much physical 

energy, so much pressure. 
When I think about how many 

resources are used for that, as opposed to 
making a recording — especially when you 
get people who tour with big trucks and have 
big bills and everything — I just don’t get it. 
I never went to concerts. So whenever I look 
out at people in a theater, I may like them, 
but I don’t really understand them. And I . . . 
uh [lowers voice], I just get very worried.”

She did enjoy appearing at the 2009 Cel-
ebration of the Arts Festival in the Delaware 
Water Gap; Mobile Home ’s final track, “Blue-
bird,” is a semi-big-band live recording from 
the show. “The quality of that recording — 
just the sound on the violin — I don’t think 
you could replicate that in a studio.”

She also needn’t have worried about the 
three gigs I saw, where she was ever the pro, 
from her happy-go-lucky, show-stealing num-

bers at the packed Town Hall and her wide-
ranging sets at the Deer Head Inn (a venue 
she likes for its “convivial, hometown vibe”) 
to her intimate WNYC radio spot, on a bill with 
producer-cum-bandleader Mark Ronson.

“He’s just playing New York and L.A.,” 
McKay points out. “I love that! . . . If you like 

where you live, you don’t want to leave. I’ve 
started to sound so much like the locals I 
know in Pennsylvania. A friend of mine was 
voted Most Likely to Never Leave the Poco-
nos. He doesn’t want to travel. And now I’m 
just like that. ‘I don’t want to leave. I’m stay-
ing right here!’ ”

G etting back to talk of the studio, I ask 
whether the dynamic between Robin 

and Nellie when they’re working together is 
different from the times when they’re “sim-
ply” mother and daughter. McKay laughs: 
“Unfortunately for her, no. I’m very needy, 
and she really never escapes it.”

Is Robin involved in the creative process of 
the sound of a record?

“She’s certainly part of it. But if the ar-
rangements were ever up to her complete-
ly, she would go for a more stripped-down 
sound. I have that bit of Liberace in me. ‘Oh, I 
can do this, and I can do that.’ And, of course, 
as my manager, she’s in charge of the finan-
cial picture, so she knows just how much 
we’re spending. I would like a herd of elk to 
come through one of my recordings, and 
maybe an airplane.”

McKay does seem to get a kick out of 
sound effects, such as the loon on “The Cav-
endish” (a track she wrote and recorded as 
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The play’s the thing: McKay is Polly Peachum (top) 
in the Roundabout Theatre Company’s 2006 stag-
ing of The Threepenny Opera, joined by Ana Gastey-
er and Jim Dale. She also was in 2009’s Multiphobia 
with Michael Longoria and Theresa McCarthy.
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an NPR challenge; see 
Project Song at npr

.org) and the foghorn 
on Normal as Blue-
berry Pie’s “I Remem-
ber You.” And then, 

on “My Buddy” — one 
of four Mobile Home

bonus tracks available by 
getting the album’s “Deluxe Fan 

Pack” version at nelliemckay.com — there’s a 
police-car siren.

“That was Robin. See, that’s the kind of 
thing I wouldn’t have thought of, but she did. 
When I was little, we used to watch Cops all 
the time; maybe there’s an element of that 
in the siren. And I guess it’s the idea of, one 
person is coming for the other person.”

Sound effects are but one resource avail-
able to an arranger — a role that McKay, 
judging from her arrangements on Blueberry 
Pie and Mobile Home, seems to be relishing 
more and more. But first, she says, “the song 
has to be there. I’m always concerned that 
the song is there.”

Then she admits: “It’s all very daunting. 
Every time I sit down to do a song and start 
an arrangement, it always feels like the first 
time, like I have no idea what I’m doing. And 
often, when you try to do something that 
you’ve done before, but it doesn’t work this 
time, you’re astonished. ‘But I did this be-
fore!’ Yet, of course, it’s going to be different 
each time; you have to start new again.”

Does she hear an arrangement in her head 
from the beginning of composing a song? Or 
does it only come to her when she gets into 
the studio?

“It’s pretty much all in my head from the 
start. Many of my ideas head toward the 
cheesy, and they need to be pulled back. Of 
course, the musicians in the studio bring so 
much. For example, bass lines. I started out 
not writing bass lines, and then I got into writ-
ing them, and now I’m heading back to not 
writing them. A friend of mine who writes ar-
rangements knows how every form of music 
is supposed to sound. But sometimes, I feel 
quite clueless about that. What Bob Glaub 
did for ‘Bruise on the Sky’ — I wouldn’t have 
known that’s what you play on bass for that 
style of music. Those L.A. players, they just 
brought the music to life. So did the players 
in Jamaica.”

Occasionally, though, there are conflicting 
approaches for arrangements. The haunting 
recording of “The Portal,” for example, was 
her third attempt at the track.

“That song has never sounded like what 
I thought it was going to sound like. I quite 

enjoyed a version we did in the Poconos. And 
then we did one in Jamaica. But the one we 
did in L.A., which we used on the album, just 
had that feeling of weightlessness. Maybe 
people like listening to it when they’re in a 
certain mood. But for me, I always thought 
the song should be more like . . . Jimmy Buf-
fett, like something that’s almost Easy Lis-
tening. I guess it found a different place.”

As did “Adios,” which began as the big 
production number “Goodbye” (available as 
one of the bonus tracks) before taking its 
present solo-ukulele form. “We recorded 
‘Goodbye’ during the same Aimee Mann tour. 
. . . She’s just so inspiring, and being around 
all those people, you really feel like, ‘I gotta 
make something here!’ . . . But perhaps hav-
ing done that recording so long ago, we 
made a demo of the song to give to David 
Byrne, so he could hear the direction of the 
album. And then we kind of liked the simplic-
ity of that little demo, which is why we put 
that arrangement on the album. And now 
that I’m more used to ‘Adios,’ I think I prefer 
‘Goodbye’! It’s perverse like that.”

As McKay told the Lehigh Valley Music
blog, Byrne was “kind of the godfather” to 
the new album. “When I was writing it, he 
gave me a big bag of CDs to listen to, and he 
gave us all these recommendations of peo-
ple to find. He was a guiding force and spirit.”

He was also returning a favor, as McKay 
sang “How Are You?” for Byrne and Fatboy 
Slim’s concept album about Imelda Marcos, 
Here Lies Love (Nonesuch). She has done 
other such guest turns, including “I Feel 
Pretty” for the Queen Latifah movie Last Hol-
iday, “Late Again” for the post-Katrina ben-
efit Dear New Orleans (available from online 
stores), and “If I Needed Someone” for This 
Bird Has Flown (Razor & Tie), a tribute to the 
Beatles’ Rubber Soul, where she took George 
Harrison’s Byrdsy song and turned it into an 
eccentric Brazilian thing. (She also has done 
“Yellow Submarine” for a still-unreleased Re-
volver tribute.)

Speaking of eccentric, the arrangement 
for “Absolute Elsewhere” is probably the 
most remarkable one on Mobile Home, with 

Teacher, student: In 2003, producer/engineer 
Geoff Emerick and McKay discuss the recording of 
her debut album, Get Away from Me, released the 
next year. When shown various photos from the 
sessions, McKay singles out the black-and-white 
image below. “That one is my favorite — Geoff be-
ing driven insane! Mostly, though, we worried to-
gether. He really did stand by that album.”

21st Century renaissanCe Woman
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marimba drifting left and  
right in the stereo sound 

field, a part for cello, 
and a chorus that 
dips seductively into 
rock without going 

all the way.
 “It was a bit of a 

challenge to mix,” McKay 
concedes. “Ultimately, the 

only one who could crack it was M.P. Kuo. 
She’s wonderful. And so easygoing. It’s nice 
to have an easygoing engineer because, as I 
said, recording can get kind of stressful at 
times. M.P. is an example of someone who is 
unsung, working in a small studio. I shouldn’t 
talk too much about her because other peo-
ple are going to steal her away!”

I point out to McKay that among the 13 
tracks on Mobile Home, she plays piano on 
only four.

“Is that so? Wow . . .”
She does play other instruments: ukulele, 

of course, but also organ, synthesizer, saxo-
phone, clarinet, percussion, and that marim-
ba and cello. Clearly, it’s another example of 
McKay’s fondness for variety.

“Yes, and I like listening to other people, 
too. . . . I wish I could play guitar. There’s 
something about guitar music. I know it’s 
probably the most ubiquitous style in popu-
lar music, but it can stir up so many different 
emotions. . . . I do love the piano, though. On 
the Piano Jazz radio show with Michael Fein-
stein, we did Irving Berlin’s ‘ I Love a Piano.’ ”

And she certainly loves her ukulele, too.
“With both piano and ukulele, I think I’m at-

tached to the out-of-tune ones.”

 Our chat eventually segues into McKay’s 
first experience in the studio: record-

ing Get Away from Me with Geoff Emerick 
as her producer and engineer. She recalls 
his special touches: “He suggested putting 
the flugelhorn on ‘Really,’ and I think that 
was a beautiful idea.” She also recalls their 
meals: “Some people do eat well in the stu-
dio. Geoff, he ate like a bird; such discipline. 
But for myself . . . I’m always waiting for the 
food to arrive.”

What did she learn from Emerick as a rec-
ord producer?

“Not enough. He’s such a gentleman, and 
he really does aim to honor the music — to 
work toward the artist’s vision. That’s so 
rare nowadays. He’s singular. . . . I’d like to 

do an album with Geoff again. We actually 
approached him about Home Sweet Mobile 
Home, but he was busy.”

I’m not sure if McKay is even aware that 
Get Away from Me was also released as one 
of Sony’s few DualDiscs, so I pull out a copy 
and ask her if she knows what it is.

“Yes, one side is audio, and the other side 
is a DVD. Did it work? It did? Oh, good.”

Did she know that the DVD side included 
a Dolby Digital 5.1-channel mix of the album 
by Thom Cadley?

“Yes, we visited him while he was doing it. 
It was some time after we made the record. 
I really couldn’t listen to myself anymore at 

that point, especially on the more rap songs. 
He did that at the old Sony Music Studios in 
New York City. I’ve never heard the whole fin-
ished surround mix, though.”

Seeing a physical disc prompts McKay to 
lament the quick demise of many physical 
record stores.

“I just think it’s so premature that Virgin 
and Tower and all those places closed. There 
are so many of us who don’t buy music on-
line. . . . The thing about those old big stores, 
as opposed to small stores, is that they 
weren’t judgmental, so you could buy some-
thing crappy. If you go to these indie stores, 
you really have to buy the right thing, or they 
give you a hard time.”

I mention that an “old”-style big store 
does still exist today. It’s called Amoeba Mu-
sic, with locations in Berkeley, San Francisco, 
and Hollywood.

“Oh, I love Amoeba — even though, not 
only will they sometimes judge you, but with 
me, they know who I am, and I’m like [says 
quickly], ‘ I came here to buy crappy music 
because I can get the second-hand stuff, 
please don’t judge me! ’ Why don’t they have 
an Amoeba here in New York?”

Why, indeed. And why are formats like sur-
round music discs losing out to bad MP3s?

“But there is a movement against that,” 
McKay perks up. “I think that’s why people 
are going back to vinyl LPs. And I hope it will 
continue.”

This, after all, is the artist who labeled 
the two discs of her debut album “Side 1” 
and “Side 2” — and whose cover painting for 
Mobile Home shows a cat playing a Nellie 
McKay LP on a Victrola.

“The Doris Day album did get released on 
vinyl, and I’m hoping to put this one out 
on vinyl, too.”

Then, suddenly, McKay looks at me very 
seriously.

“I’ve just got to ask. . . . What do you think 
of . . . HD?”

I dutifully extol the benefits of high-def 
TVs, discs, and programming.

“But don’t you think it’s frightening to see 
something that literal? To me, old movies 
are the best — and they had Vaseline over 
the lens. As a performer, I’m very scared of 
high-def.”

 Such is the wonderful duality of the mod/
retro McKay. And as we finish dinner, 

we have an exchange that — beyond all our 
discussion of songs and studios — gives me 
one more clue to the makeup of this truly 
distinctive artist.

It’s just a mundane question I happen to 
have, or so I’m thinking: Since, like many oth-
er Manhattan dwellers, McKay doesn’t own a 
car, how will she get across the top of New 
Jersey to reach her then coming show at the 
Deer Head Inn?

“Oh, the bus.”
The bus? Nellie McKay has to take a bus

to a gig? There’s no one to drive her?
“Oh, um . . . oh, sometimes, I guess. But I 

quite like the bus. It’s a good place to listen 
to music. . . . I’ve taken buses around the 
country, and that’s got to be just one of the 
saddest things on Earth. . . . Buses are very 
melancholy. But they’re beautiful in that.” 

Did somebody say Home Sweet Mobile 
Home?
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