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MMake no bones about it: The release of “The Heartbeat” — the brand-
new album by Lil’ John Roberts — is a really big deal. 
   
   And before you even have a chance to ask “why?” we’ll give you four 
reasons: 1.) “The Heartbeat” shines a spotlight on the jazz-meets-
funk/soul/hip-hop+more style that Roberts — an acclaimed drummer, 
bandleader and one of the architects of Atlanta’s contemporary soul 
scene — has perfected over his decades-long career; 2.) the album 
features heavyweight guest stars like Eric Roberson, Musiq Soulchild, 
Sa-Roc, James Poyser, Stokely Williams, Anthony David and more; 3.) 
it’s actually his first-ever solo project; and 4.) it sounds damn good. 
   
  All that said, it’s pretty obvious we here at Slo*Mo are sincerely 
hyped about this new record — and so is the man himself … excited 
and, he confessed, a tad nervous.
   “I’m used to sitting behind the drums and accompanying somebody. 
Now the spotlight is on me. And [while] I’m used to the spotlight 
… it’s different when everything is focused on you,” said the Philly 
native, who’s enjoyed long-running stints playing with big-time 
artists like Janet Jackson, Ne-Yo and many more. “Not that [it’s] all 
about watching me, but it’s up to me to set the tone … that I want 
to present to people. That’s a little bit of pressure, but I think I can 
pull it off.” 
   
   Along with that candid admission, Roberts opened up with us and 
shared a few more tidbits about the making of “The Heartbeat”:
   
   Why he decided to record the album
   “The reason why I finally broke down and did it now was because 
it’s 20 years later and I hadn’t done any of my own records. A friend 
of mine sat me down one day and said: ‘John, you need to invest in 
yourself. The world needs to hear your own voice. You’ve played on 
so many other people’s records. You need to do one now. NOW.’” And 
when she told me that … I just started recording some things, to get 
the ball rolling. A year later, this is where we’re at now.”
   
   How he was able to snag such an all-star lineup of guest vocalists

“I reached out to my crew of friends — the ones in the industry that 
are my boys and girls. [For instance] reaching out to Musiq, that’s 
my little brother. I’ve been working with Musiq since 2000; I was 
his music director. So we’ve created a bond from so many years of 
working together and being friends. Same thing with Stokely and Eric 
Roberson … we all know each other from way back. Anthony David: 
That’s the homie from when I moved to Atlanta. The relationships 
that I’ve had through the years is what really prompted people to 
get down with me and give back. Because a lot of them said: ‘John, 
you’ve done so much for all of us, we want to help you.’ And that’s a 
gift that comes from giving.” 
   
   Vocalists he wanted but didn’t make it on the album
  “Lalah Hathaway! Me and Lalah have been friends for a long time, 
since our Berklee [College of Music] days in ’91. We’ve always talked 
about working together. … When this record project started, I tried 
to find a way to include her, but I didn’t have any songs I felt fit her. I 
just didn’t have enough time because I did this record while I was on 
the road with Ne-Yo the whole year. So I never got around to getting 
a song that I felt fit Lalah. But the next record, that’s the first person 
in my mind.”    
   
   What the writing process was like
   “It started mainly from the band first — the cats that I decided to 
use in the studio. We went in, and I had some ideas and then some 
stuff we made up together while we were [in the studio]. And then 
from there, I would send those ideas out to the vocalists and they 
would write to it. And that’s how we formed the songs …  just by 
[sending tracks] back and forth … via the Internet.”   
   
    On handling the business side of the project
    “It’s been a hole in my pocket every since I started this project! But 
it’s been a sacrifice that’s well worth it because I know in the long run 
it’s all gonna add up to something good.” 

For more info on Lil’ John and “The Heartbeat,” visit: liljohnroberts.
com. M
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THE CREATOR HAS A
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The new monthly soul/jazz-centric
podcast hosted by ATL radio

legend Jamal Ahmad!

 

Listen up at: thejaproject.com

SLO*MO APPROVED EVENTS of the month
Yep, it’s officially hot in the ATL — and with the warm weather comes a ton of great shows. June, 
in particular, is packed with some stellar soul events, starring local artists and out-of-town acts, 
too. Here’s a list of our top picks for choice stuff to catch this month:

June 13: The Foreign Exchange — Everyone’s favorite hip-hop/soul group, The Foreign 
Exchange, is back in Atlanta to share more tunes from its latest album, “Love in Flying Colors,” 
and other choice tracks from the FE catalog … and beyond. Joined by Atlanta-based singer 
Carmen Rodgers, the dynamic duo of Phonte and Nicolay always put on a can’t-miss show, so 
don’t expect anything less this time around. $25. 9 p.m. Terminal West, 887 West Marietta St., 
Studio C. www.terminalwestatl.com.

June 14: Kameron Corvet — Singer/musician Kameron Corvet has been on a roll lately, treating 
audiences across the country to material from his new project, “Darker Than Gray.” With a live 
show that features mellow, solo acoustic numbers and brash songs backed by a full band, Corvet 
is an artist on the rise and well worth your cash. Buy a ticket. $10-$15. 8 p.m. Apache Café, 64 
3rd St. NW. www.apachecafe.info.

June 14: Little Dragon — If 
you dig Little Dragon, then 
you know the Swedish 
foursome just dropped 
“Nabuma Rubberband,” 
its acclaimed new album. 
You may also know that it’s 
been a minute since the 
crew has been on the road 
… and, goodness, have 
they been missed. Be sure 
to get off your ass and give 
Yukimi and the boys a big 
ATL welcome when they 
hit town. $25-$27. 7:30 
p.m. Variety Playhouse, 
1099 Euclid Ave. NE. www.
variety-playhouse.com.

June 15: ATL Greenhouse — House music meets hot weather with ATL Greenhouse, the DJ-
focused outing at Atlanta’s largest park. This go round, host Kweitha Bolden and DJs Stan Zeff, 
Yusef, BE and more combine their talents with singers Cortney LaFloy, Miranda Nicole and Mona 
Bode for a day of dancing and sweating. Free. Piedmont Park. www.tambormusic.com.

June 18: Lira — South African singer and model Lira is new on the scene, but the songs on her 
new album, “Rise” — blending jazz and R&B with textures from the Motherland — brand her as 
an artist to watch. And honestly, she’s traveled across the world to be in the A … the least you 
can do is drive across town to see her. Bring your rump. $10. 7 p.m. Vinyl, 1374 West Peachtree 
St NW. www.centerstage-atlanta.com. 

June 19: Spread Love Presents: Tony Momrelle — Aishah Rashied Hyman and DJ Kemit’s 
beloved nightlife event, Spread Love, is celebrating its nine-year anniversary, and to help them 
mark the occasion, singer Tony Momrelle (who’s performed with acts like Reel People, Incognito, 
Sade, Chaka Khan and more) is taking the stage. Bassist Khari Simmons is also set to be in the 
house along with, of course, Kemit himself with a trademarked dope set. Highly recommended. 
$20. 8 p.m. Vinyl, 1374 West Peachtree St NW. www.centerstage-atlanta.com. 

June 20: Roy Ayers at “Hallelujah Under the Stars” — Roy Ayers is back in Atlanta? Wow. 
Really? Seriously. Wow. And it’s free?! Y’all better go. Free ($5 parking). 7 p.m. Ray Of Hope 
Christian Church, 2778 Snapfinger Road, Decatur. www.rayofhope.org.

June 22: PJ Morton & Tweet — Tweet is performing? Wow. Really? Seriously. Wow. And PJ?! 
Y’all better go. $25-$30. 7 p.m. Center Stage, 1374 West Peachtree St NW. www.centerstage-
atlanta.com.   

June 26: Mandatory Auditory featuring Chantae Cann, Cleveland P. Jones and Alexis 
Glenn — They had me at Chantae Cann. $15. 8 p.m. Vinyl, 1374 West Peachtree St NW. www.
centerstage-atlanta.com.

June 28: José James — His last Atlanta show got canceled, but the deep-voiced jazz/soul 
singer José James is back in town for a make-up show. We’re thinking he’ll be dropping a few 
gems from his brand-new album, “While You Were Sleeping,” but he’ll probably treat folks to a 
ton of good sounds from over the years. $32.50-$37.50. 7 p.m. Variety Playhouse, 1099 Euclid 
Ave. NE. www.variety-playhouse.com. M

Recommended sounds
New music from Dionne and 
the legendary Incognito 

Dionne: “Helium” — Blending jazz with 1970s-era funk and more, 
Dallas-based vocalist Dionne is making noise in the international 
soul scene with the release of her new album, “Helium,” which 
hits stores June 27. The vibey 15-track project features production 
by underground heavyweights like Ty Macklin (India Arie, Noel 
Gourdin and Erykah Badu), Maurice “MoDigga” Randolph 
(Raheem DeVaughn and Cheryl Pepsii Riley), and Ahmed Sirour 
(Eric Roberson and DJ Spinna), among others. More info: www.
dionnemusic.com.

Incognito: “Amplified Soul” — At this point in their career, this 
musical outfit fronted by the man known only as Bluey could 
really just be resting on their laurels and never record a minute 
of new music. But, thankfully, they are still cranking out instant 
classics like “Amplified Soul.” The new album, which is already in 
stores and stars vocalists like Tony Momrelle (who’ll be performing 
in Atlanta on June 19), reincarnates everything you love about 
Incognito’s sound and delivers it in a modern package. More info: 
www.incognito.org.uk. M
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