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10 potential make-or-break performance moments
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In the days leading up to Sunday's Grammy Awards, which Pop & Hiss will be

covering live, this blog will tackle various Grammy artists, personalities, categories

and just plain oddities. For even more Grammy info, check Awards Tracker and The

Envelope.

There’s plenty of suspense sealed up in the envelopes at the 53rd annual Grammy Awards, but the

true winners and losers on Sunday night will be determined during the performances — the show’s

global stage can create a pivot point in the life of an artist.

“To perform at the Grammys is a relief because you know you’ve finally made it to the summit after

running so hard, so fast and so long,” said will.i.am of the Black Eyed Peas as he watched rehearsals

on Thursday at Staples Center. “But then there’s a whole new set of anxieties: ‘I hope my performance

goes off well, this is going to define me as an artist and a performer.’”
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The Peas aren’t on this year’s show — the six-time Grammy winners had their world-is-watching

moment last weekend at the Super Bowl halftime show — so they can sit back and watch other acts

look for the risk and reward of plugging into the amplifier of pop culture during the CBS broadcast.

There are plenty of storylines to keep track of this year, here’s a look at some burning questions that

follow some key performers into the glare of this year’s Grammy spotlight.

Will Rihanna call in sick? The singer has been fighting a nasty flu bug and there’s been

considerable anxiety that she might not be ready for her microphone moment — which would only

qualify as the second-worst Grammy weekend of her life considering her horrific 2009 night when

she was assaulted by then-boyfriend Chris Brown on the eve of the show. On Friday, though, she

soldiered through her (literally) fiery performance of “What's My Name” with Drake and looked

determined beneath an especially impressive explosion of red curls.

Does Christina Aguilera know the words to “Respect”? OK, that’s a bit harsh but Aguilera is

on the spot after flubbing a line in “The Star Spangled Banner” last week at the Super Bowl. On

Sunday night she is part of a diva brigade (Yolanda Adams, Jennifer Hudson, Martina McBride and

Florence Welch) that will open the show with a medley tribute to Aretha Franklin. At Thursday night

rehearsals, Aguilera nailed every word and melismatic note on her very first run-through (we’re not

saying which song she sang, but it’s not “Respect,” just for the record) and without teleprompter

assist.

Could anyone ever really forget about Dre? There’s some major mojo going on this year with

first-time Grammy performer Mick Jagger on the schedule as well as a relatively rare Grammy

appearance by Bob Dylan and his mandolin. But at rehearsals there was no performer stirring more

interest than hip-hop elder Dr. Dre, who hasn’t performed on live television in more than a decade.

“That’s the one,” said Jimmy Jam, who dropped by rehearsals on Thursday. “It’s also a sign that Dre

is actually going to put an album out. It’s a chance for the world to say to him, ‘OK Dre, you up? Let’s

do this.’”

Will Miranda Lambert regret her lack of pyro? The country singer-songwriter admits her

impulse was to “rock out” during her performance but she is wisely going a different route for “The

House That Built Me,” which is nominated for song of the year. “I'm sure there are a ton of people

who don't know who I am and who have never heard this song,” she said, [but] this song didn't need

a lot of bells and whistles... I wanted to showcase what the song means to me and have pictures of a

lot of the people who built this industry over time in the houses that built them. I think it's better this

way and I'm very excited to perform it.”

How will Cee Lo Green bring a song to network television whose original title is
unprintable in a family newspaper? With Muppets, naturally. Well, Muppet cousins anyway.

“We asked around about the availability of the Muppets,” Green said Friday, “but we kind of missed

connecting with the Disney people [who own the rights to the original Muppets]. And then we ran out

of time. So we won't have Kermie and Miss Piggy.” Cee Lo will instead perform with Jim Henson

Company puppets. (We suspect that Disney is just fine with missing that phone call, by the way.)

Will the Grammys give Arcade Fire a mainstream spark? The indie-rock collective

Ann Powers
Randall Roberts  
Margaret Wappler
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More in: Geoff Boucher, GRAMMY AWARDS
2011, Randy Lewis

Will the Grammys give Arcade Fire a mainstream spark? The indie-rock collective

delivered a roof-raising rehearsal Thursday that channeled the youthful spirit of their critically

acclaimed album, “The Suburbs,” — and there’s some highflying production touches that will add

some unexpected kinetic energy to the staging. The band seemed enthused about the integrity of the

show’s team, led by executive producer Ken Ehrlich but they still have punk souls — they blanched at

the suggestion that they talk to a TV crew that was looking for chipper promotional sound bites.

Will Barbra Streisand ever relax? The notorious perfectionist lived up to her reputation by

shutting down the Staples Center during her rehearsal on Thursday, and her camp said that for her

stage time at the MusiCares fundraiser dinner on Friday night that news photographers would be

escorted out. We are all allowed to watch during the CBS broadcast though, right?

Can Esperanza Spalding carry the jazz world on her shoulders? The Portland, Ore., singer

and bassist is the lone jazz performer booked on a show jammed with pop, country, hip-hop and

rock. She was sanguine about the singular pressure. “If you want to feel burdened you can always find

someone’s expectation to respond to,” Spalding said at Thursday rehearsals. “B.B. King once said ‘You

can’t serve two masters,’ and to me, that means you have to decide if music is something that

expresses that inner voice and the divine connection that is music, or that it’s something created to

meet other people’s expectations. I’ve chosen the path of serving that muse, and for me that’s the

most fulfilling way to go. But as long as people keep inviting me to events like this, I’ll keep coming.”

-- Randy Lewis and Geoff Boucher

RELATED:

- Grammys 2011: The year Eminem, Drake, Jay-Z and hip-hop win big?

- Grammy Awards: Nominated producers sound off on pop music

- Taking a census of Grammy nominees, winners: A study of Grammy data for the top three

performance categories over more than 50 years shows that white men have dominated over the

years, as have natives of California and New York. 

- Bruno Mars' astronomical success

Photos: Arcade Fire rehearse for the Grammy Awards; A look at Grammy seating arrangements;

Jazz nominee Esperanza Spalding at Grammy rehearsals. Credits: Luis Sinco / Los Angeles Times
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which is ironic. Lady Gaga will perform her cover of Madonna's Express Yourself which will be a

spectacle. She's too busy to be even a bit original these days which is too bad cause she is the real deal.

What's Barbara Striesand doing there? Oh yeah, she's there to remind people how singers with talent

actually sound. Christina is also amongst that group and I can only thank our maker that Celine Dion

is too busy with raising her lab raised kids to be a part of this.

Posted by: Rick K | February 12, 2011 at 08:53 AM

We know Christina Aguilera's singing "Ain't No Way". :)

Posted by: Lord | February 12, 2011 at 10:19 AM

At the height of her fame, Aretha Franklin forgot the words to the "Star Spangled Banner" at a major

event. I believe she started humming it. I'm surprised no one has mentioned this.

Posted by: danw | February 12, 2011 at 01:02 PM

Rick K. - The idea that the entire musical ecosystem now is any less healthy or less valuable than

music used to be is a ridiculous myth that's cropped up in every generation since Thag first bashed

two rocks together to impress the hot chick from two caves over. Mainstream music coverage is

lamer, sure - but there are plenty of exciting bands out there worth hearing, and the idea that under

25s don't value or make great music is preposterous in the MP3/ Garageband age.

There's some extraordinary stuff out there, you just have to have a bit of patience and look for it now

for yourself. God knows, TV and radio have more or less given up.

Even then though,all is not entirely lost - if the Arcade Fire can finally do for a TV performance what

they do every night onstage, you might just get a glimpse of what you've been missing out on for the

last few years.

Posted by: Names | February 12, 2011 at 04:06 PM

I keep seeing comments about how much the new Lady Gaga song is so controversial, but it just

recycles and re packages something that already existed. This is hardly noteworthy or different to

countless musicians and artists before her and no doubt plenty more in the future.

The costumes may stand out but the behaviour doesn't

Posted by: Mark | February 13, 2011 at 12:17 AM

I am excited 2 learn Bob Dylan will be performing. It brought a smile 2 my face just as the brilliant

hot sun rose out of the big phat cold ocean. . . he will blow everyone out of the water! it is always a

treat feeling the blood rush thru my veins again at the thought of hearing him one more time. :)

a' ce soir, Heart of Mine, Be Still!

Posted by: kate farrell | February 13, 2011 at 04:40 AM

P.S. Happy Valentine's Day, Bobby! kissssssssssssssssssssssssssssss.......

Posted by: kate farrell | February 13, 2011 at 04:42 AM

To Names, I'll say that at Thursday's rehearsal the Arcade Fire number packed quite a wallop. We'll

see soon how well it translates on TV. If it's anything clsoe to what I saw, it should open a lot of eyes,

and ears, to this riveting band.

Posted by: Randy Lewis | February 13, 2011 at 02:51 PM

EVERYONE, including all Staples Center employees, had to clear out at the Staples Center for Barbra
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EVERYONE, including all Staples Center employees, had to clear out at the Staples Center for Barbra

Steisand's rehearsal!! -- Amazing!! Still such a Prima Donna.

Posted by: Thomas Byrnes | February 13, 2011 at 11:05 PM
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