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“Isn’t she terrific? I love listening to Esperanza, she is wonderful.”
President Barack Obama

“She was such a series of contradictions; this little-bitty woman with an Afro and a bass with that angelic voice
playing jazz. You know, I love that...”
Michelle Obama

“Since the 2008 release of Esperanza (Heads Up), Ms. Spalding has been the recipient of a truly unusual amount of
goodwill. A smart, surefooted bassist and a frolicsome, irrepressible singer, she does her part to justify the
acclaim.”

The New York Times

“Spalding's original compositions sound like standards already.”
BBC

“Needless to say, any genre-based view of jazz as something that should be hemmed in by any stylistic rules does
not apply in her world.”
The LA Times

“Esperanza Spalding has quickly demonstrated that she’s an artist of great beauty, grace and daring...she’s become
one of the most exciting artists on the music scene.”
DownBeat

“A breath of fresh air within the contemporary jazz establishment...an artist who harbors no qualms about following
wherever her muse leads.”
Billboard

“[Spalding’s] more than pleasant or agreeable: She’s legitimately great at music, period. My happiness is in seeing
that a creative musician can reach lots of people with a genuine message. And I think her upcoming album,
Chamber Music Society, proves it better than anything she’s put out on disc to date.”

NPR

“The versatile 25-year-old bassist/singer — who has played with The Roots and Stevie Wonder and for Prince and
President Obama — delivers a sophisticated fusion of classical music and jazz flavored with R&B, pop and Brazilian
music. The intimate small-group setting and her warm vocals make Music an experience worth savoring.”
USA Today

“There’s no doubt about her striking stage presence, versatile feminine voice, expertise on standup and electric
basses, and the unusual joy and passion she radiates.”
Variety

“[Spalding’s] fusion of jazz, contemporary classical and other sources, including some understated funk, is as lively
as it is original.”
Washington Post

“With Chamber Music Society Esperanza Spalding serves notice that she’s not about to be pigeonholed, nor is she
one to take the easy route. Success may have found her early on, but she will not kiss its ass.”
JazzTimes

“This ‘prodigiously talented’ bassist and chanteuse has already garnered critical praise for her inventive approach
to contemporary jazz.”
PBS

“Spalding’s effort is brazenly heart-melting...as satisfying to listen to as its composer is to watch.”
The New Republic

“The coolest person we’ve ever had on the show.”
David Letterman






prospects of her present and future that | won
dered if she would flame and crash, a victim of
flying too close to the jazz sun. But her willing
ness 10 play the nonconformuty card won her
She reveled m that freedom
the Portland, Ore., native, then

out “I've .'.'.\\.l_.\
been that way,
Boston-based upstart sand. “So many people are
asleep, but I'm awake.”

Indeod, Spaldng's jazz ascent has been me
teonc, based on the small but substantive body of
work she's developed so far and her buzz-worthy
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Five) and McCoy Tyner

Whale in the studio she may be percerved as
demanding, she s decdedly not a spotled diva
mtent on stcamrollenng what hies ahead. In
Spalding s remarkably humble in front of the
monmental gz legney that she's tppung to -
form her next sieps

Four years ago, cvervthing was “fucking
on the exuberance

amazing.” She ranged high

meter. Today she continues to marvel, but in a
much more mature manner, taking it all in stride
She’s stll spunky, quick to joke and giggle, and
utters little squeaks and oohs, whether it's about
the brunch that's being served to her at Café
Regwio in the West Village or the confirmation
she receives by oell phone for getting tickets to
the Carclusion New Yok Jazz Festuval show
celebruting Herbie Hancock™s 70th berthday ot
Camegie Hall. Her trademark retro-Afro is ;-u“u!
back and tucked up in a bun, and she stll exudes
a huy
hood eating space not for the sake of upscale vibe
but for its funkiness of pipad-in opera and clas-
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SICA Musac, busts of famous musicians, and its
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in the Village
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ight to Stankey's studio at his house,” she said
“We met and he
had written and asked me to wnile Iyngs 1o ot
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gave me a piece of music he
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wrode, and then sang the lynes.” The song, “All
Over Again,” showed up on Clarke's Heads Up
CD The Torvs OF Men
After telling the story, she exclaamed, “This 1s
way better than Superman and Speder-Man. I'm
playing with musicians [ admure, and that’s been
amazing. Everything’s happening nght now. It's
not been hike a big super bang-up, but more what
I see as a natural evolution of a musxcian working
hard on her cralt and going places as a result”
The remauning three names on her list of six
were Wayne Shorter (check), Stevic Wonde
(check: he asked her to perform his song “1 Know
You Know™ and accompamed her on her tune
Fall In” &t a Los Angeles benefit he puts on an
nually) and Chack Corea, The last collaboration

has yet to happen, but today that doesa’t matie
as much as it dd three years ago

“I've modified my concept of the list,” she
says. “Now, | realize that you can't want 1o be
with someone. It's bke wanting to many some
one you've never met. Music 15 50 mtimade, so
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Ponta De Arcia™ on Esperanza. They continued
1 short correspondence of mutual admiration, and
that was it — until Spalding amived in Brazil

“I dxdn’t know he was in the anchence, but he
saw us perform i S50 Paulo,” she says. “He
came backstage and we met. And he invited us o
s ietle party at hus house when we got 10 Rio. We
thought it was just a get-together, but he had o
ually thrown the party in our honor because we
were vissting, All these musicians came and we

played, drank and hung together. Milton said

0 me, ‘Let’s make some music together somy
time.” That was super heavy. It was the ultimeate
10 have that offer come from a hero of mine, not
through some management plan.”
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2 bind over how 1o sing one of her

\P“:& Blossom '

man who laments the death of

ng Was n

the stony

O On P sILONS.,
A0 On agme
)

s wite, 1 wrote the song, but | had never ex-
penenced loss like that” she Says “I neoded
Womeone clse 10 sing 1t with me. That's when
I thor { Milton. I love the way he phrases



English on his version of “Norwegian Wiod
b woulkd

It's so dark and melancholy, | thoug
be perfect fo

Spald
okl be

agrood b oome

W

ng e mathed him, and he replied that he

n the Uniied States m MNovember and

the recording ses

Anpekes. She showed im the roug

s, i the two nimiled thetr
It all happened so

ng. “You can feel

G kTl duet
Spald

lly,” ey

the love between us wh

i o with [ the notion of] hay

sing. [t o nothing
ng b0 gl this big noume o ihe albun

The same held roe with Spakding’s ¢

TR

on (0 Tvoer, who the night before our brunch
al Cal .ilfr_'_'_.l cormumanded SummerSuge n
Cenirad Park a5 a part of the Cancluson Pew
Yook fest. [t was a free show on a double bl with
5 funng Hiromi, Tyner

was an all-siar quariel ichading Spalding, sauo-

thand

ey Clark, e

mne and drommer Francison

jud.r\: R Ca
Mela
on Jin

ol Froemd of

Smuling thooughowt, Spakding kept a

e bmsasd who appead

lime eve om Tyvner, watchir ¥ the dymamscs-

wisne pranist o wind down and rev up again. She
'I,-._I.u_'.1 1 ey P ETOOVE maile sure b
ul

WHch &

woid Tymer s

ol hard and lulled with ballsdic Enes
oiiTered the
2 s o lobbying 0 perfonm
d Decomber winn
shee joinead his guariet for a week s sty ot Yomba s i
Oraclund. The all
Spalch
pearance was the quar

[t

e o sansich

Apmin, Spakdie

with Tymer. That bo

g cand came bopother outsiche of
This M York ap
1 simce carly January

a's sptiere ol influence

W i

They jelled agzin. Afier the show backstape, Tyner
prused the vou
She™s gifiexd, She's sodid

A i il lant
and dhepend ahle . She Bis-
lens bt 1
dho Plus, oy firsd ieypnessaon Of hor was thal she's a
ol it all.”

onsiage o

hasaa

what's poing on and compements W

Yoy

T T N D

As fow her
Wi have to d

Eia Jn

mess, TYIET says,

re booking for s

direction—not only the noles bul how

VOl e pRTYE You listem o the

ol weatch the bix
The next m
b ’u.:.. ning 1 could sy v

* she savs when sked what o

MW

Spaldeng s sprochicos
o jur

like no pelay
|

’
151

i

with Tymer. But  ever ol a | of worths
Spalding savs that it wasn't a case of intimsds-
oo the first me she played with 1,k

self-oomssiotsness and cven a sense of msscani

She pocalls thal the summer befone the Yosd

i wns chreamcd up, she and hor kngtim
Leo Genovese had gotien into a wotal Tyner rone
over Lhe course of two month-long gigs

o Mol "

*We histened 1o hours

wins alresdy in the air,” she L

TR

and hours of his

-

lo roooedings, live albums, quanets. We'd be
ing for sy hours through laly el takins
in McCoy the whole way. So, when the Yoshi's
e up, | knew all of his e so | didn

ch. Bur, a8 a bass player, |

y be difficult becanse MoCoy

WOLK ¢

have b prop as «

knew it wizs ol

plays the bass and the pms il the same Lime on
the piano. Al first that was a challen for
fipuring how | could offer him the most wath my

2 DOWMDEAT DEPTEMRSER 31

s, b by the enad o thee week af Yoshi's, | fel

s, adbotae. Wie were all iodally engagod.”

love affair with msi
she

waled for a stretch afler a childhood illnes

I WAR Ve Young Wil hl'!:l"

o pod cRventl

wik her GIED

scha]

o pRarsue misk . She
ed in the music o m al Portland State
wered Rerklee

% b b s e

n & scholarship

en s busy, panly becuuse wd g

the classes the schon] administraton wanted her

By that time, she had establshed horsell as a

side plover with such notables as Lee Ronatz
and Paiti Austim as well 85 2 bandleader m el
rdng a de

by Agva. A vear

at which

CRATE I LR e

nght, which lad o her ree
Apr

] 2005 that was packed up

P wom pomiex] (n e SEIUCS,

tme Spalding sasd. “My muosic has come 50 fu
frown when we pecorded i, Bt's all been o tmp. b
coms like every an months my s evdves
A | mect different pmisacians i new rcles, they

:"|| KETRCE e andl COERge mry s ||'\||

A ninc-sng collection of buowvant onginals

covers, Jisio feanmrad Cuban pranis
ul Mdela 1 et noles, Spakding
You are my people, and [ bope 10 meke
eether

il o

Ao (

e (U Ds with wou o we gros |
and persaon |:.' As il fur J ot ol
ful thinking. By the tme
wally ww the I|_|.| ol .'|..:\. n the Sanies, she
1, “Al

had the chance o

unically

arm proved B0 Be Wik

W hiners and & sady we™ve all

o by, I'm glad we

sl | hoype o takoe rove. Bt they're

HinCT Uil

on oot i

T, Uk ative director Carlo I

modta cauphi ber ol Inrr Siandand in New York
AT 1 @ o compnsing puitansts Komern
Luks il Bussell Malone. ~1 wanied 1o have

rba with them,” Pagnotta said

tedd on bnging her owi bad

be a rev-

catyval, Spakiing proved



was writing her own songs on the
piano. When she had a completed mel-
ody, her mother said, “she’d arrange it
in every style of music you could imag-
ine, from bluegrass to classical to jazz.
She’d call me over, and say, ‘Look, I can
play it this way. And I can play it this
way, and then I can play it #Ais way and
this way.”

At the age of five, she saw Yo-Yo
Ma play cello on “Mister Rogers’
Neighborhood” and told her mother
she wanted to do that. Her mother had
enrolled her in a free community-band
program that oftered loans of donated
used instruments, but there were no
cellos available. There was a violin,
which Spalding took up. Though lax
about practicing (for several years, she
teigned sight-reading and learned her
parts by ear), she earned a spot in an
advanced youth orchestra, the Cham-
ber Music Society of Oregon, and by
fifteen was the orchestra’s concertmas-
ter. She also earned a full scholarship to
the Northwest Academy, a private arts
high school in downtown Portland.
There she caught the attention of Brian
Rose, who taught jazz-improv classes
and electronic music. Rose recalls once
coming upon her when she was writing
out a symphonic score for strings and
horns while listening, on headphones,
to Latin music. “I said, ‘You can’t do
that!”” Rose recalls. “She said, ‘Oh, the
stuft I'm writing is all in my head. I
don’t need to hear it—I already know
what to write.””

By this time, Spalding was playing
an array of instruments—piano, oboe,
clarinet, guitar, violin—but Rose urged
her to pick one and concentrate on it.
One day, he heard her play a few notes
on a cheap plywood standup bass in his
classroom. “I could just tell: O.K,,
that's the instrument,” Rose told me.
“She just had that look in her eye. The
connection was obvious.” Rose taught
her a simple blues progression, and
Spalding was fascinated. She returned
daily to fool around on the bass. “It’s
like waking up one day and realizing
you're in love with a co-worker,” she
once said.

Rose put together a jazz group with
a few Northwest Academy students,
including Spalding on bass, and they
began gigging around the city. Within
ayear, she was playing jazz, blues, pop,

funk, and hip-hop on the local club cir-
cuit, absorbing knowledge from some
of the most seasoned players in the
city—often men three times her age.
One important early mentor was Thara
Memory, a jazz trumpeter who had
played with Natalie Cole, Joe Wil-
liams, and James Brown. Memory
taught classical music in Portland’s
community-band program, and had
begun teaching Spalding when she was
eight years old. “You've got to learn
what is music and what is not music—
what is cacophony,” Memory told
me about his teaching method. “She
learned at a very young age what is and
what ain’t.”

In the course of a year, Spalding plays
a hundred and fifty concert dates
around the world; in 2009, she played
three times for President Obama, in-
cluding, at his request, at the Nobel
Peace Prize ceremony, in Oslo. The
schedule has constrained her private
life (she says that she is now too busy
to have romantic relationships), and it
sharply limits the time she has for
writing new material and practicing.
She moved to Texas last fall in part be-
cause it offers seclusion for working
and writing.

She lives in what she calls the “rich
hippie” neighborhood of southwest
Austin, where she rents a large one-
bedroom apartment in the house of
a musician friend, Lian Amber. Spal-
ding’s apartment is a quiet, comfort-
able place with Japanese fans as lamp-
shades, papier-méché masks on the
wall, a divan draped in exotically pat-
terned African fabric, and shelves
crammed with books and CDs. A
drum set is assembled in one corner; a
fabric-draped upright piano that Spal-
ding bought for two hundred dollars
on Craigslist sits in another. On a
nearby music stand was a two-page
handwritten list of “T'o Do” items,
which included the injunctions “When
I do practice bass, practice things di-
rectly related to my show”; “Little lyric
writing everyday”; “Voice work and
agility technique.”

I sat with Spalding one day in early
January. She was on a tight deadline to
finish the string arrangements for a
song she had written for a new record
to be released this summer, which she

THE NEW YORKER, MARCH 15, 2010

35



calls “Chamber Music Society.” The
song, “Apple Blossom,” was a ballad,
sung with the Brazilian musician Mil-
ton Nascimento. Using her Mac lap-
top and the GarageBand application,
she played it back—a spare, melan-
choly tune featuring just her voice and
Nascimento’s over a Spanish-inflected
guitar. Spalding had written the lyrics
to fit precisely into the rhythm, but
Nascimento had sung his part ru-
bato—a speechlike tempo, slowing
slightly and speeding up—and Spal-
ding, in singing her part, had followed
his lead. She now decided that the
song could use something to tie down
the rhythm. “I thought it would be
nice—since it's kind of unpredictable
where things are going to land—to just
spice the song with these inhales and
exhales with the strings,” she said. She
had written out string parts on staff
paper, but the lines had seemed too
emphatic. She decided to try improvis-
ing them with her voice. She replayed
the song on her computer, and, in the
pauses between her and Nascimento’s
singing, she leaned toward the Mac’s
built-in microphone and sang a series
of notes—“La leee-laa-laaaa”—then
fell silent when the melody returned.
She made five or six passes through
the song, overdubbing, creating un-
expected harmonies that tugged the
mood into deeper melancholy. “What
I'll do is continually go back and listen
to the ideas I threw out so far,” she
said. “Tll go ‘Mmm, that’s exactly the
kind of thing I need.” Or “That’s almost
it, maybe I'll try another pass at that
one section—try to sing toward it until
I nail the idea I want.”

When I asked Spalding about the
rarity of female instrumentalists in
jazz, she said, “It’s tricky. It's program-
ming. Jazz is kind of like a boys’ play-
ground.” She pointed out that women
began to be accepted into orchestras
only a few decades ago, and believes it
is only a matter of time until the jazz
world is as integrated. “When a woman
musician can really play, people are,
like, ‘Man, she’s a monster, she sounds
like a dude!” Something is wrong
in the mind right there. Because actu-
ally that quality of power and strength
and quickness—and a wittiness that’s
necessary—that’s not a masculine trait.
It’s just that it’s such a boys’ club that
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when a woman comes in and exhib-
its those qualities it’s automatically
associated with her having more
testosterone.”

She picked up a fretless five-string
electric, sat on the edge of the divan,
and set an alarm on her watch to go off
in half an hour. Then she hit the play
button on her iPod, and the Stevie
Wonder song “Boogie On Reggae
Woman” began to play, its compul-
sively funky rhythms filling the room.
The bass line, which on the original re-
cording was played on a Moog synthe-
sizer, is baroque in its complications. It
begins with a series of slipping, grunt-
ing notes that Spalding reproduced by
repeatedly sliding her finger on the
neck, before exploding into a finger-
tangling series of speedy turns and rifs.
Her head bobbed, and the fingers of
her left hand fluttered and moved on
the neck in synchrony with the record-
ing—until about thirty seconds in,
when she encountered a passage that
repeatedly stumped her. “Aacch!” she
screamed. She poked the iPod button,

—FEdward Hirsch

reversed the song a few seconds, and
tried it again.

From the time she started playing
bass, teachers have enjoined her to
learn by transcribing bass lines from
classic jazz recordings, but Spalding has
resisted. “Ideally, they were made in the
moment for what was most appropri-
ate for that music, for that groove and
that group of musicians making that
music,” she said. “I'm trying to come at
the bass from every other angle.” Ac-
cordingly, she has spent hours tran-
scribing horn solos, and lately has taken
up drumming. “Listening to drum-
mers, I heard how percussive it is, it
sounds so natural,” she said. “They’re
toying with this natural bounce and in-
terplay of movement and momentum
with the tension of the skin on the
drum and the inertia they've put into
the drumstick—and I wanted to be
able to emulate that natural rhythmic
sound on the instrument.” She says that
practicing simple drum patterns on the
set in her living room has evened out

her bass playing. She has also taken to



adapting piano inventions by Bach,
playing one of the melodies on the bass
and singing the other with her voice,
working to produce divergent melodic
and rhythmic lines with the voice and
fingers.

Her watch alarm went off. She hit
the iPod stop button and shook the
cramp out of her left hand. “I just love
everything about that bass line,” she
said. “It’s super-funky—they're playing
really interesting notes of the chord
scale. I'm kind of training my hand
to make those kinds of shapes—
and training my ear. If 'm hearing a
kind of groove like that, and I'm hear-
ing those shapes like that, my hand
knows how to find it.” She laughed.
“You won’t learn that from playing
scales.”

She reset her watch timer and began
again.

here are eleven thousand eight

hundred and fifty-seven songs
on Spalding’s iPod, ranging from clas-
sical music to Jimi Hendrix, from Joni
Mitchell to Deee-Lite, from Stevie
Wonder to Nirvana. After her practice
session, she played me a song that she
wrote and recorded when she was six-
teen, as a member of a Portland indie
band called Noise for Pretend. The
song featured churning fuzz-distorted
electric guitars over which Spalding, in
a low, deadpan voice distinct from her
current style, sang about a children’s go-
cart race. When it ended, she checked
her laptop, then said, “On iTunes, the
category is ‘Rock—so I guess I used to
be in a rock band!”

She joined Noise for Pretend dur-
ing her final year at the Northwest
Academy. She was introduced to the
band’s founding members, Ben Work-
man, a guitarist and singer, and Chris-
tian Cochran, a drummer, by her
teacher Brian Rose, who had recorded
a CD of their material in his home stu-
dio. “They needed a bass player,” Rose
told me, “and I said, ‘There’s this girl
you ought to try out.”” At her audition,
Spalding was asked if she could play
bass and also sing background vocals.
Though she sang casually at home,
Spalding did not consider herself a
professional vocalist and had never
sung along to the bass. She told Work-

man and Cochran that she could do it.

“And then I had to figure it out,” she
said.

Once hired, Spalding showed her
new bandmates some songs she’d writ-
ten. Influenced in part by such indie
rock bands as Cibo Matto, the songs
had twisty, unexpected melodies and
spare arrangements that lent a haunt-
ing edge to Spalding’s lyrics about
childhood and the recurring theme of
escape through art and imagination.
The band promptly incorporated her
songs into their live set.

“We really kind of took off quickly
once that happened,” Workman told
me. “We were getting a lot of attention
and getting really good shows.” But
there was a downside to playing with a
bassist and singer who was only sixteen.
“Most of the press we got at that time
was really focussed on her age, which re-
ally took away from what we were do-
ing—like a novelty thing,” Workman
said. Nevertheless, Chad Crouch, the
owner of a small independent record
label, Hush, saw one of Noise for Pre-
tend’s shows and the next day offered
them a record deal, but he suggested
that Spalding, and not Workman, fill
the role of lead singer on most songs. “It
must have been really painful for him in
away,” Spalding said, “though he never
took it out on me or anything.”

The band released its only full-
length LP, “Happy You Near,” in
2002, but broke up soon thereafter.
Thara Memory had told Spalding that
in order to reach her potential she
needed to get out of Portland, so in the
fall of 2002 she moved to Boston to at-
tend Berklee College of Music, where
she had been accepted on full scholar-
ship. She drove herself hard, graduat-
ing in just three years while gigging
constantly, first with the singer Patti
Austin’s band and later with the saxo-
phonist Joe Lovano. In her second
year, she was chosen to play a concert
with the guitarist Pat Metheny; later,
he said that Spalding was “unlike any
musician I had ever run across before.
Her unique quality is something that
goes beyond her pretty amazing musi-
cal skills; she has that rare X factor of
being able to transmit a certain per-
sonal kind of vision and energy that is
all her own.” Berklee hired Spalding
after she graduated from the school at
the age of twenty, making her one of
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“T'd like to see you do this online.”

the youngest instructors in the college’s
history.

That year, she wrote and recorded a
jazz album, “Junjo.” Though released by
a tiny label in Spain, the record caught
the ear of aficionados. In the hope of
wider distribution for her next album,
she submitted a new demo to Blue Note
Records, home of many top jazz musi-
cians, including Cassandra Wilson and
Bobby McFerrin, as well as another ra-
cially mixed female singer, songwriter,
and instrumentalist with jazz roots—
Norah Jones. But Bruce Lundvall, then
the president of the label, passed on
signing Spalding. “They wanted the
next Norah Jones,” Spalding told me.
“And he decided I wasn't the next Norah
Jones.” Lundvall says that he “goofed” in
not signing her, but says, “I really try to
look for original artists. I'm looking for
someone that’s not another Norah Jones
or asound-alike.” He added, “The demo
just wasn't good—but what a mistake I
made, that’s for sure.”

She signed, instead, with Heads
Up, a label based in Cleveland, and in
late 2007 began recording “Esperanza.”
From the opening seconds of the rec-
ord, it is clear that this is the product of
an omnivorous sensibility. A chorus of
women'’s voices lightly chanting over a
syncopated percussion section of cro-
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tales and hadgini drums gives way to
Spalding’s swinging bass and Leo Gen-
ovese’s piano, before Spalding breaks
into singing, in Portuguese, the Milton
Nascimento number “Ponta de Areia.”
Later, “I Know You Know,” an origi-
nal, begins with a stuttering funk bass
line that would not sound out of place
on a James Brown record. “She Got to
You” starts with what sounds like a
rock drum fill, before morphing into a
samba in which Spalding dresses down
a lover who spurned her, singing,
“Damn—that’s cold!” Some critics
thought the record was an almost too
exuberant display of Spalding’s gifts. A
reviewer for the Web site All About
Jazz wrote, “There is a lot of ground
covered here; and while she’s brim-
ming with ideas, this album is crying
out for some judicious editing.” Others
specifically praised the eclecticism of
Spalding’s approach.

“She is one of the most pure and
more sterling representations of what
jazz should have developed toward,”
Greg Osby, a jazz saxophonist who has
toured through Europe sharing a bill
with Spalding, said. “She’s saying, Tm
a young person, I'm coming up in the
so-called “post hip-hop” generation.’
She’s informed by music videos, the In-
ternet, and digital immediate global ac-

cess. Her music is representative of
that, as opposed to somebody her age
trying to sound like they were at their
peak in 1945 or 1959.”

ennett Studios, in Englewood,

New Jersey, is a state-of-the-art
recording facility housed in an aban-
doned train station just off the town’s
main strip. In mid-January, Spalding
spent a few days there, overseeing the
recording of the string arrangements
that I had watched her sketch out a
couple of weeks earlier. Present at the
sessions was Gil Goldstein, a jazz ac-
cordion player and Grammy-winning
arranger and producer who has worked
with Paul Simon and Bobby McFer-
rin. Hired as an arranger for Spalding’s
“Chamber Music Society” album,
Goldstein had tweaked Spalding’s
string parts for “Apple Blossom,” the
tricky Nascimento duet. Although the
two had worked smoothly through
most of the session, Spalding balked at
the changes to the song.

“Your string parts are too busy,”
Spalding told him, as they sat on a sofa
in the studio’s control room.

“Busy?” Goldstein echoed, laugh-
ing. “No way!”

“It’s so delicate—I don’t want it to
get too dense.”

Spalding insisted on reverting
to her earlier, simpler arrangement.
Goldstein assented, then went into the
soundproofed studio and began con-
ducting the trio of violin, cello, and
viola. But Spalding was not hearing
what she wanted. She took the baton
from Goldstein, who surrendered it
without complaint. (He later told me
that he likes it when a musician knows
what he or she wants, and that it makes
for a better recording.) She put on
headphones and, following the sheet
music spread out in front of her on the
conductor’s podium, guided the musi-
cians through the session. At one point,
she demanded a retake when she
wanted the violinist to play a certain
note with an upward bow motion,
rather than a downstroke. Later, she
asked the violinist to play a series of
notes by plucking the strings. She was
unsatisfied with the sound.

“Maybe make that plucking more
like bells—+ing, ting, ting,” she said.

The violinist mimicked the motion



she had mimed at the podium and
brought out a bell-like sound.
“Yes!” Spalding said.

few weeks later, at the end of Janu-

ary, she played a show with her
band at the Grand Opera House, an or-
nate theatre in downtown Wilmington,
Delaware. Nothing seemed to be going
right. Spalding’s regular drummer had
broken his arm, and she was using a sub,
her friend Terri Lyne Carrington. Also, a
few days earlier, one of Spalding’s wisdom
teeth had erupted through the gum and
become infected. She had not had time to
see a dentist, and it was excruciating for
her to open her mouth to sing.

Onstage, though, she projected an al-
most incandescent joy in playing and sing-
ing. With her Afro teased out to a giant
nimbus and wearing a halter top, high-
waisted gray pants, and high heels, she
wielded her big-bellied acoustic bass like a
dance partner, swaying, eyes closed, as she
plucked out rhythms and melodies on the

strings and threw open her mouth to sing

ecstatic high notes. Between songs, she
kept up a steady, intimate patter, at one
point telling the audience, “This is a tran-
sitional period for me. I'm going to gain a
lot of insight—I'm getting my wisdom
teeth pulled.” Musically, the set was like a
declaration of Spalding’s new-jazz philos-
ophy: along with her own songs, she played
the chestnut “Body and Soul,” but rendered
it nearly unrecognizable by stretching the
melody over a Latin 5/4 rhythm. At one
point, she announced to the audience that
she was going to play “Endangered Spe-
cies,” a Wayne Shorter song—“probably
my favorite song in the world.” When
the crowd failed to respond with suffi-
ciently vigorous clapping, Spalding mock-
admonished them, “That’s not nearly
enough applause for Wayne Shorter!” For
one of her two encores, she strapped on
her electric bass and played “I Can’t Help
It,” the Stevie Wonder song made famous
by Michael Jackson on his 1979 album
“Off the Wall.” The crowd roared.

After the show, in the hall's basement
greenroom, Spalding looked drawn and

tired. She used a microwave to warm up a
plate of food, then sat at a table with her
bandmates, eating gingerly, barely able to
open her mouth to insert the forkfuls of
food. Talk turned to the large group of fans
who had greeted Spalding when she got
offstage.

“What did you think of Wynton’s
manager?” Carrington asked.

“What?” Spalding said. “Marsalis’s
manager?”

“Yeah,” Carrington said. “That guy who
just left—that was Wynton’s manager.”

“Don’t fuck with me,” Spalding said,
chewing carefully.

“Yeah,” Carrington went on. “Wynton’s
manager drove two hours to hear you play.”

“Whoa,” Spalding said. “He say why?”

“I asked him,” Carrington said. “He
told me, ‘Hey, I'm still a music lover.””

Spalding thought about this for a mo-

ment, then said, “That’s cool.” ¢
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Wiatch and listen to Esperanza Spalding.
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