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‘Positive’ is an absolute delight 
written by D.G. Levi 

Johnny Steiner has finally recorded an album. I say ‘finally’ because it’s been a long 
time coming. For the past ten years, Johnny has performed for thousands of people 

throughout central Ohio - with big bands, with orchestras, in coffee houses, in theaters, in 
churches, community centers, in plays and musicals, in country-clubs, for retirement 

communities, and the list goes on and on. It has truly been a whirl-wind tour for Johnny
since he graduated with a degree in voice from Otterbein College in 1996. 

To kick off his year-long tenth 
anniversary celebration, Johnny went in 

to the studio with his beloved 
accompanist Eileen Huston to record an 
album of songs. The material he chose to 

record was music written by Harold 
Arlen and E.Y. Harburg – the celebrated 
composers of “The Wizard of Oz.” The 
result is charming new album entitled 

“Positive.”  

I sat down and with Johnny recently to talk about the album, singing, and a decade spent 
with the great American songbook. He arrived for the interview about fifteen minutes 

early, dressed in blue jeans, a pink dress shirt, a snappy looking black sport coat, and dark 
sunglasses. A hip and approachable blend of dressed-up and casual. As all who know him 

would commiserate – typical Johnny. Here’s what we talked about: 

Hi Johnny. It’s great to see you. 
Thanks. It’s nice to be here. 

Let me start by saying congratulations about your tenth anniversary. Being a 
musician for a living is no simple task. What’s it been like the past ten years? 

Thanks. It’s been am amazing decade, to say the least. And you’re right – it’s not easy to 
make a living this way. I juggle many jobs – performing all around, conducting a choir, 
teaching private students. I love love love what I do. There’s nothing I’d rather do. And 

I’ve met so many extraordinary people. My mother keeps telling me I should write a 
book. Maybe I’ll do that one of these days.  
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What do you mean when you say ‘extraordinary people’?  
All the folks I meet when I perform right here in central Ohio. People from all walks of 
life – doctors, lawyers, CEOs, you know. They are great. They ask questions and tell me 

stories. It’s fascinating.  

Johnny, let’s talk about the album. It is just great. Why did you call it “Positive?”
Thanks. I call the album “Positive” for a couple of reasons. One, I sort of took the title 
from one of Arlen’s tunes – Ac-cent-tchu-ate the Positive. Do you know that one? Bing 

Crosby and the Andrews Sisters did a great recording of it. Anyway, that song is all 
about looking for the good in everything around you. That’s sort of my personality in a 

nutshell. I tend to be a fairly upbeat person….newsflash!  

Why Harold Arlen and E.Y. Harburg songs? 
Somebody once said ‘find out what you do well and do it.’ I guess I just really feel drawn 

to songs by the great American songwriters – Gershwin, Kern, Cole Porter, Richard 
Rodgers. Songs from the 20s, 30s, and 40s. They are mostly all theater songs, really. I 
think they have a charm and optimism to them that is lacking in modern music. And the 

melodies are gorgeous. Besides, I was just coming off playing ‘the Scarecrow’ in a 
knockout production of The Wizard of Oz, so it seemed like a logical follow up. 

Does this mean we can expect another album like this? Maybe Gershwin? 
We’ll see. 

Rodgers and Hammerstein? 
Perhaps. 

The production on ‘Positive’ is fairly simple. I mean, it’s just you and the piano. 
Yeah. I wanted the music to speak for itself. I wanted it to be simple. Understated. Classy. 
I hope that’s what we’ve achieved. It’d be nice if it sounded like I was in your living room 

singing to you. So many singers throw in all these tricks and embellishments. Ups and 
downs. Before long you lose the melody. I don’t really do that. I tend to stick pretty true 

to the notes as written. I guess I sing the songs like a theater singer. 

I love the cartoon on the album cover. Tell me about that.�
The drawing was done by Steve Campbell, who is a great artist here in Columbus. He’s 
done artwork to promote my last two concerts at Otterbein. I like the whimsy of using a 

cartoon on the front. I wasn’t interested in putting one of those brooding ‘glamour shots’ 
on the cover like so many folks do. I saved that for the inside! 

Are you saying you are whimsical? 
Absolutely. I am pretty child-like in so many ways. Ask my friends. Not childish, mind 

you, child-like. There’s a difference. 
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Certainly. The photography on the CD is great – why the beach? 
Why the beach? Why not? I love the beach. Those photos were taken at sunset on Edisto 
Beach in South Carolina. Sunset, you know, is the most flattering lighting there is. I had 

to hide all of my flaws, you know.  

Eileen Huston is incredible on the album. How did you meet her? 
I met Eileen when I was a student at Otterbein College. She is – without a doubt – the 

finest musician I know. I am so lucky to know her, and so lucky she opened her home to 
me to record this album. We worked out all the arrangements together. 

She ‘opened her home’? 
Yes. We recorded the album in her living 
room with her Steinway. We dubbed it 

‘Chateau Huston.’ I guess we were 
feeling very French that day or 

something. We were essentially doing the 
songs in one take – that is – we recorded 
the vocals and the piano simultaneously. 
On a few tracks you can actually hear 

her turn the page of her music. 



4

Arlen and Harburg were pretty prolific. How in the world did you decide which of 
their songs to record for ‘Positive?’ 

I just made a list of my favorites and took it from there. Almost all of the songs on the 
album I have been performing for a long time. It was nice to record them. One For My 

Baby and Get Happy are classics. 

Let’s talk about Lydia, the Tattooed Lady. 
Oh, Lydia. She’s a good lady. It’s from a Marx Brothers movie. It has some great lyrics. 

One can only imagine what Miss Lydia truly looks like. I love the line about ‘Hitler.’ 

What’s your favorite song on this CD? 
That’s difficult. I do love Come Rain or 
Come Shine. I think it’s just a perfect 

love song. You actually get two versions 
of it on the album – one Eileen and I did 
in the studio and the other was recorded 

live. On the live version you’ll here a 
delightful violin solo by Mr. Daniel 

Mullins. I also love the song Down With 
Love. It has a great energy to it. And 
April in Paris. And of course Over the 

Rainbow. That song pretty much sums it 
all up. No doubt. 

All the songs you just mentioned appear twice on the album – once as studio 
recordings, and then again as live bonus tracks. Whose idea was that? 

Well, originally, the album was all going to be studio tracks. Then our recording sessions 
were pushed back for several reasons – I had a death in my family, my engineer was in 
Japan, etc. So we wound up recording the album the same week as a concert I did at 

Otterbein, which basically featured the same material, so it seemed like a neat thing to 
do. I love live recordings very much anyway. 

I am sorry to have missed your concert this year. I understand it was quite a 
success. Tell me about some things about the show. 

Ok. I called the show ‘If I Only Had a Brain,’ named after the song in The Wizard of Oz. 
We had the show in Cowan Hall, where I had not sung since I was a student. I had a trio 
with me – Eileen on piano, Eric on bass, and the incredibly talented Dave Johnston on 
drums. We had a great time. We played music, we told jokes, and had a ball. And the 

audience was so great. I could have gone on singing all night long. 
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I understand you called Barbra Streisand from the stage. 
Oh yeah. In 2005, Neil Diamond had 

performed in Columbus the same night as 
my show, and I joked how he took away 

half of my audience. Then last year 
Barbra had just announced her concert 
tour was coming through Columbus, so I 
told the audience then how I called her 
and asked her not to be here the same 

night as me. So, this year, I made 
reference to that conversation and said 

how I didn’t think half of the people 
believed me. So, I pulled my cell phone 
out of my jacket pocket and called her 
right then and there. People heard my 
side of our conversation. What a hoot. 

I’m sure a great number of folks actually 
thought it was a real conversation.  

And you danced at this performance? 
Yes indeed. In flippers. 

In flippers? 
Yes. I was singing the song Between the 
Devil And the Deep Blue Sea – which is 
also on the album – and I felt it needed a 
dance break. So, I pulled my flippers out 

of my swim-bag and did a little tap 
routine.  

Johnny, you’re known for many 
things. But I must say that you’re not 

exactly known for your dancing. 
I’ll have you know – I have moves you’ve 
never seen! The only time I really dance 
is when I’m in a musical. And around my 

house in my pajamas. But that’s a 
different story. 
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I heard that you sang How Are Things in Glocca Morra at the concert. That song is a 
high point on the album. I heard you didn’t know it before you recorded it. 

That’s true. Glocca Morra was new to me. I had always heard it, but I never sang it. It’s 
really a lovely tune. It’s for all of my Irish fans. 

So, did you sing April in Paris for all of your French fans? 
You got it. All my French fans and my friend Clare. I’m very continental, you know. 

Well, it’s obvious that you like Barbra Streisand. What other singers and 
performers do you admire? Who are you musical influences? 

There are so many. I do love Ella Fitzgerald. She had a playfulness and a sweetness to 
her voice, and it was so very flexible. She was so sincere and nice to listen to. She could 
sing very difficult passages and make it sound so easy. Of course Tony Bennett. He and I 
sing in the same key. I adore Carly Simon for her natural tone. And k.d. lang for being 
able to sing just about any style and make it work. I have spent half of my life in a voice 
studio studying. I continue to study with a man named David Price. He whips me into 

shape every week. So, I’d have to say that he is my primary musical influence right now. 

What’s next for you? 
Well, I’d really like to sell a lot of albums! And next…well…I am working on a show of 

Cole Porter songs. And a program of Frank Sinatra songs. And my tenor role in 
Handel’s Messiah is coming up. My holiday tour in December will be crazy. And my 
involvement with Shooting Stars Youth Theatre starts up after the first of the year.  
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That sounds like enough. Do you ever take any time off? 
Sometimes. Like my father, my career is also my hobby. So I love it. I am planning on 
taking next summer off, though. I am going to Europe for a few weeks in June. When I 

come back, who knows? Maybe I’ll spend the summer of ’08 being a lifeguard. 

A lifeguard? Really? So you weren’t joking about being a swimmer? 
Not at all. I learned to swim just a few years ago, and it’s one of my favorite things... 

So, ten years as a musician. Where do you see yourself ten years from now? 
Oh boy. Hopefully happy and healthy. And looking 29. I’d like to record more albums. 
I’d like to travel more. I’d like to learn to paint. I’d like to do more musicals. Maybe go 

back to school and get my masters degree. Who knows?! 

Wow. Well, it’s been delightful speaking with you, Johnny. Best of luck with your 
charming new album. I’m sure it will be a success. 

Thanks so much. I do need to run – I have a gig in about an hour. See ya.  

for all things Johnny, visit www.johnnysteiner.com 


