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Esperanza Spalding's Grammy hasn't changed her
low-key style
By Chris Richards

Esperanza Spalding, shown here performing in Washington last October, will perform in
Frederick, Md. on March 4. (Kyle Gustafson/FTWP)

After shocking the universe by winning a Grammy for best new artist
two weeks ago - besting the likes of Justin Bieber and Drake -
Esperanza Spalding spent a week touring Japan. Then she
boomeranged back to the West Coast to recharge alongside family and
friends in her native Portland, Ore. This week, she jets off on a world
tour that stops in Barcelona, Paris, Cape Town and . . . Frederick, Md.
(She was booked to play Frederick's Weinberg Center on March 4 long
before her name was ripped out of that envelope on Grammy night. The
show is sold out.)

But here's one place the globe-trotting jazz bassist with the chirpy
singing voice hasn't been since her big Grammy win: on the Internet,
where overzealous Bieber fans, who thought the teen pop sensation
should have won best new artist, have been talking all kinds of digital
smack on Twitter, Facebook, even on Spalding's Wikipedia page.

The 26-year-old shrugs it off with the kind of freon cool you can feel
through the telephone.

"I've heard about it, but I haven't seen any of it, and I don't want to," she
says, making green tea at her mom's house in Portland. "Just to be
totally crude, my reaction, honestly, is, 'So what?' "

Spalding has other pressures to cheerfully ignore, too, like becoming the
poster child for 21st-century jazz. She's the first jazz musician to win a
best new artist Grammy, and many in the genre see her upset as a
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huge stamp of validation from the greater music industry.

Others say the award might not mean much for jazz in the long run.
"Whether her victory means that more mainstream attention will be paid
to the jazz community around her, and not just to her own career, is
doubtful," wrote Patrick Jarenwattananon on NPR's A Blog Supreme the
morning after the Grammys. Spalding says she doesn't feel responsible
for carrying any torches, anyway. She feels responsible only for her own
music.

"I want to get better, because it's fun to be good," she says. "It's fun to
be able to express yourself through this medium, but the medium
demands a lot of time and attention. So that's where I feel the
responsibility."

And while she may be completely new to the masses, Spalding's music
has been widely celebrated - and frequently debated - in jazz circles for
years. She studied at Berklee College of Music in Boston, became an
instructor there at the age of 20, and soon began playing with esteemed
artists, including Stanley Clarke, Pat Metheny and Joe Lovano. She
released solo albums in rapid-fire succession: "Junjo" in 2006,
"Esperanza" in 2008 and "Chamber Music Society" just last summer -
each incorporating elements of chamber music, bossa nova and R&B
that rankled jazz purists.

The road to her Grammy victory wasn't always easy. Spalding grew up
in in a single parent household in a tough Portland neighborhood. She
was first drawn to music after seeing Yo-Yo Ma play cello on "Mister
Rogers' Neighborhood," took up the violin, joined a local community
orchestra open to adults and kids, earned her GED at 16 and headed
off to study music at Portland State University before landing at Berklee.

After school, her national profile rose quickly. She made a fan of
President Obama, who after inviting her to perform twice at the White
House in 2009, asked her to play at the Nobel Peace Prize concert in
Oslo in December of that year when he received the award.

Spalding says she hasn't heard from the first family since her Grammy
win - "I think he has bigger things on his plate," she says - but she
admits that the recognition has helped motivate her.

"Those little boosts from outside are like Red Bull for your creative
discipline," she says.

By that measure, a Grammy feels like two dozen espresso shots.
Spalding draws clear lines between making her music and promoting it
and says accepting that little gramophone statue has encouraged her to
keep pushing her work to a wider audience.

"With that Grammy, being invited onto a larger playing field and being
invited there as my self, I actually feel more free to do exactly what I
want to do," she says. "I feel like I can be received as myself."

After completing her tour in April, she'll spend the hot months chipping
away at "Radio Music Society," an ambitious new recording that
Spalding says will aim to capture the spontaneity of improvisation and
frame it in the sonics of contemporary pop. The album is being
produced by Q-Tip from A Tribe Called Quest, and Spalding hopes it
will help bring jazz back to the mainstream U.S. airwaves.

"I don't know if that will really happen," Spalding says. "But it's an
inspiring objective."

Until then, her tour schedule is booked solid, with little room for the
television appearance requests she's been getting since Grammy night.
To make more time to be on television, she'll have to cut back watching
it.

"Maybe I'll sacrifice a few episodes of '30 Rock' for more practicing," she
says.

By Chris Richards  | February 25, 2011; 2:00 PM ET 
Categories:  In today's Post  | Tags:  Esperanza Spalding

 

Save & Share:                            
Previous: Lists: The Academy Awards' worst-ever musical numbers

Login You need to be logged into Facebook to see
your friends' activity

Last World War I veteran Frank W. Buckles
dies at 110
1,684 people shared this.

Chinese police face down Middle East-style
protests
469 people shared this.

GOP governors gambling on challenge to
public-employee unions
1,033 people shared this.

Bill Gates - How teacher development could
revolutionize our schools
161 people shared this.

Thomas Boswell - Can Jayson Werth bring
swagger to the Washington Nationals?
388 people shared this.

Teach for America: Letting the cream rise
315 people shared this.

Facebook social plugin

On air
Play favorites
Please explain to me
Polls
Quick spins
Quoted
Really quick spins
Riffs
SXSW
Singles file
Speculation
Taking sides
Talkies
Full Category Archive

Entries By Date
Full Weekly Archive

SUBSCRIBE

 Select ...

TWITTER

BLOG ROLL

L.A. Times Pop & Hiss
New York Times
ArtsBeat

New York Magazine
Vulture

Washington City Paper
Arts Desk

Village Voice Sound of
the City

Slate Arts
The New Yorker Sasha
Frere-Jones

NPR Monitor Mix
Recommend 32 people recommend this.

Album review:
Radiohead, "The
King of Limbs"
http://wapo.st/fsJYCh
6 days ago |
Reply

Henry Rollins
celebrated his
50th birthday in
D.C. at National
Geographic last
night. He has not
mellowed much
http://wapo.st/hQSdg1
13 days ago |
Reply

Chat with pop
music critic Chris
Richards about last
night's Grammys
... right now!
http://wapo.st/gXjXwz
13 days ago |
Reply

New Radiohead
album ... on
Saturday?!
http://wapo.st/gRfrE5
13 days ago |
Reply

Another upset:
Arcade Fire win
#Grammy for
Album of the Year.
Wow.
http://wapo.st/ekCXnG
14 days ago |
Reply

http://www.washingtonpost.com/ac2/wp-dyn?node=admin/registration/manage&destination=hpPref&nextstep=update
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/network-news/
http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/2011/02/esperanza_spaldings_grammy_has.html#freinds-likes-rr
javascript:void(0);
javascript:void(0);
http://washingtonpost.adsonar.com/admin/advertisers/indexPl.jsp
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/network-news/
http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/in_todays_post/
http://blog.washingtonpost.com/cgi-bin/mt/mt-search.cgi?blog_id=523&tag=Esperanza%20Spalding&limit=20
http://www.washingtonpost.com/ac2/wp-dyn/emailalink?sent=no&link=http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/2011/02/esperanza_spaldings_grammy_has.html&title=Esperanza%20Spalding's%20Grammy%20hasn't%20changed%20her%20low-key%20style
http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/2011/02/esperanza_spaldings_grammy_has.html&t=Esperanza%20Spalding's%20Grammy%20hasn't%20changed%20her%20low-key%20style
http://twitter.com/home?status=Esperanza%20Spalding's%20Grammy%20hasn't%20changed%20her%20low-key%20style%20-%20http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/2011/02/esperanza_spaldings_grammy_has.html
http://digg.com/submit?phase=2&url=http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/2011/02/esperanza_spaldings_grammy_has.html&title=Esperanza%20Spalding's%20Grammy%20hasn't%20changed%20her%20low-key%20style
http://buzz.yahoo.com/buzz?publisherurn=washington_po284&guid=washington_po284:http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/2011/02/esperanza_spaldings_grammy_has.html
http://del.icio.us/post?url=http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/2011/02/esperanza_spaldings_grammy_has.html;&title=Esperanza%20Spalding's%20Grammy%20hasn't%20changed%20her%20low-key%20style%20-%20Click%20Track;
http://www.stumbleupon.com/submit?url=http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/2011/02/esperanza_spaldings_grammy_has.html
http://technorati.com/search/http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/2011/02/esperanza_spaldings_grammy_has.html
http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/2011/02/esperanza_spaldings_grammy_has.html#
http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/2011/02/lists_the_academy_awards_worst.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2011/02/28/AR2011022800165.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2011/02/27/AR2011022700606.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2011/02/26/AR2011022603971.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2011/02/27/AR2011022702876.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2011/02/26/AR2011022603376.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2011/02/25/AR2011022506991.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2011/02/28/AR2011022800165.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2011/02/27/AR2011022700606.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2011/02/26/AR2011022603971.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2011/02/27/AR2011022702876.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2011/02/26/AR2011022603376.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2011/02/25/AR2011022506991.html
http://developers.facebook.com/plugins/?footer=3
http://developers.facebook.com/plugins/?footer=3
http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/on_air/
http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/play_favorites/
http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/please_explain_to_me/
http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/polls/
http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/quick_spins/
http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/quoted/
http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/really_quick_spins/
http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/riffs/
http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/sxsw/
http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/singles_file/
http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/speculation/
http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/taking_sides/
http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/talkies/
http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/archives.htm#categories
http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/archives.htm
http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/2011/02/esperanza_spaldings_grammy_has.html#
http://blog.washingtonpost.com/clicktrack/2011/02/esperanza_spaldings_grammy_has.html#
http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/music_blog/
http://artsbeat.blogs.nytimes.com/
http://nymag.com/daily/entertainment/
http://www.washingtoncitypaper.com/blogs/artsdesk/
http://blogs.villagevoice.com/music/
http://www.slate.com/id/2065896/view/2116427/
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/sashafrerejones/
http://www.npr.org/blogs/monitormix/
http://wapo.st/fsJYCh
http://twitter.com/ClickTrack_Blog/status/39756460607025150
http://twitter.com/?status=@ClickTrack_Blog%20&in_reply_to_status_id=39756460607025150&in_reply_to=ClickTrack_Blog
http://wapo.st/hQSdg1
http://twitter.com/ClickTrack_Blog/status/37239678927257600
http://twitter.com/?status=@ClickTrack_Blog%20&in_reply_to_status_id=37239678927257600&in_reply_to=ClickTrack_Blog
http://wapo.st/gXjXwz
http://twitter.com/ClickTrack_Blog/status/37179863823683580
http://twitter.com/?status=@ClickTrack_Blog%20&in_reply_to_status_id=37179863823683580&in_reply_to=ClickTrack_Blog
http://wapo.st/gRfrE5
http://twitter.com/ClickTrack_Blog/status/37172185932115970
http://twitter.com/?status=@ClickTrack_Blog%20&in_reply_to_status_id=37172185932115970&in_reply_to=ClickTrack_Blog
http://twitter.com/search?q=%23Grammy
http://wapo.st/ekCXnG
http://twitter.com/ClickTrack_Blog/status/37005714543218690
http://twitter.com/?status=@ClickTrack_Blog%20&in_reply_to_status_id=37005714543218690&in_reply_to=ClickTrack_Blog

