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GrAcE iN ThE SpOTliGhT
By Fred Bouchard // Photo by Eddy Westveer

E speranza Spalding has her eye on the sky, her feet on the ground, her fingers on the bass and her ear to the street. She works 
hard, and she relishes collaborating with her impressive family of fellow musicians.

Toward the end of a frantic set with Us 
Five at Scullers Jazz Club in Boston, the 
band is wailing through “Viva Caruso,” 
a raw street samba by leader Joe Lovano. 
Things simmer down for Spalding’s bass 
solo. Breathtaking angular lines rise and 
fall with grace; between the chattering 
drums of Francisco Mela and Otis Brown 
III, she punctuates the fray with strong 
plucked notes. She’ll flash a fleeting, beam-
ing smile, or guffaw audibly, and you know 
she’s in the pinnacle of the moment. Those 
smiles convey candor, confidence and 
unbridled joy. 

Backstage, saxophonist Lovano recalls 
Spalding at age 19: “She was placed in my 
top ensemble at Berklee [College of Music] 
in 2004. From the first tune, she contrib-
uted beautiful ideas, interacting within the 
band in her lyrical way of creating melod-
ic bass lines.” Lovano’s student jams with 
Mela and Spalding evolved into the core 
of Us Five. “She’s a free-flowing, expres-
sive musician, not trying to tell someone 
else’s story, who maneuvers spontaneously 
between the drummers and relates to musi-
cians—the essence of jazz,” Lovano says.

Spalding exudes grace in the spotlight 
of her recent Grammy win and the consis-
tent critical acclaim she’s received for her 

four CDs as a leader, most recently Radio 
Music Society (Heads Up/Concord), which 
was voted Jazz Album of the Year by 
DownBeat readers. The 28-year-old bassist 
and vocalist, also named Jazz Artist of the 
Year, is pretty good at deflecting attention 
from herself. She’d rather acknowledge 
other musicians and educators who have 
influenced and inspired her. They include 
trumpeter/arranger Greg Hopkins, who did 
all the charts for the Radio Music Society 
tour (“He’s beyond all category and reason; 
his musicianship and playing are off the 
scale!”), and veteran Boston-area bassist 
John Lockwood, an associate professor at 
Berklee who is in The Fringe and has per-
formed with Gary Burton, Dave Liebman, 
Danilo Pérez, Kenny Werner and numer-
ous other heavy-hitters (“He should be Jazz 
Artist of the Year, not me!). Her modesty is 
an asset that seems permanently ingrained 
into her personality, a trait that goes hand-
in-hand with her dedication to her craft and 
doesn’t go unnoticed by fellow musicians.

“Her head’s on straight: health con-
scious, in tune with the world, aware of 
multi-generations around her, with a beau-
tiful outlook about the planet and art,” 
Lovano says. “She’s a daring, serious 
young lady, always discovering and finding 

herself as a woman, and seeks to develop 
her music all the time.”  

The day after the Sculler’s gig, at the 
Indian restaurant Tanjore in Harvard 
Square, the conversation with Spalding 
was peppered with her lightning leaps of 
logic and complex skeins of ideas. 

DownBeat: What is your reac-
tion to being named DownBeat’s 
Jazz Artist of the Year and win-
ning Jazz Album of the Year?

Esperanza Spalding: I want to say 
something that sounds mature and grateful 
to all the people who participated in that 
voting process. The fact that all these peo-
ple were paying attention, I really appreci-
ate that.

I guess I have a problem with all the 
changing shifts, riffs and sand drifts of 
popularity. The spectrum of what we pay 
attention to in the music business in any 
given year [has no bearing] on who’s mak-
ing the music.

What I honestly feel is, “Boy, for all the 
music that was made this last year, it seems 
like the power of publicity and good adver-
tising got all those people to see my face 
everywhere …” It’s not fair! But in an art 
form like this—any art form—the name of 
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the game is diversity and people having space 
to do this and that. That’s why I live in New 
York; it’s so diverse. I can go hear gnawans 
[and] danseros in Queens and Fred Hersch 
at the [Village] Vanguard, like I’m going to 
do Saturday. 

Competition is a driving force for ath-
letes. If a gymnast falls off the balance 
bar, OK, you deduct points. That’s clear. 
(Entering the Monk competition was great 
for six months because it gave real structure 
and purpose to my practice. I’d get up every 
day and say, “Wow, there’s the goal! I’m play-
ing this!” Even though I dropped out because 
of the two-year commitment, it was like a 
blessing to my practice routine.) At least in 
sports, it doesn’t matter who’s most popular. 
Even if you’re not pretty, nobody likes you, 
and you have no publicist, if you perform, 
you’re bad-ass.

If I see Tom Harrell’s Chamber Project 
with Billy Hart on drums one night and Jeff 
“Tain” Watts the next, I’d never say that one 
is better than the other—that’s not how we 
work! It’s like that with the Grammys, too: 
The acknowledgement is valuable, but the 
drag is who doesn’t get acknowledged. 

I say, “Well, this dude, did you hear what 
he wrote? But nobody is signing him, or he 
doesn’t have a manager or publicist—so 
nobody hears about him.”

But it’s nice to get the awards! I’m trying 
to dance a delicate dance, without seeming 
critical or ungrateful. I’m speaking on behalf 
of a whole art form.

how do you keep your perspective 
with all these accolades?

Let’s compare the polls to an ant farm. 
No matter how many people pay attention to 
or analyze what goes on in an ant farm, they 
don’t affect what goes on. People can say, 
“Great queen! Best tunnel! Hard workers!” 
But ultimately the ants have their own pre-
rogatives. And no matter what infinite analy-
sis or awards go on outside the glass, the ants 
know what they’re doing inside the glass. 
One variable may just be whether they’re 
being seen or not.  

Polls are a way to engage people. 
Competition may be used as a convoluted 
way of bringing out the best in people, and 
it’s a unique aspect of our culture. But it’s not 
the way people organize ways of dealing with 
what they’re passionate about.

In [Christopher McDougall’s book] Born 
To Run, a guy teaches kids how to play soc-
cer; what they can’t fathom is the idea of win-
ning and losing. It’s a joyful activity in and of 
itself, without victory or loss. That mind-set 
is foreign to their way of thinking.

Everything we do is in a cultural para-
digm. It’s become an important aspect of 
who we are: If I work hard, I’ll be better, and 
I’ll win! 

Let’s not be too obsessive with this idea 

in art, which has to do with diversity, and 
individual expression, and group interpreta-
tion, and having room for there to be many 
versions of what is the best, most beautiful, 
most valuable.

let’s talk about touring. how do 
you mitigate amplification issues 
in concerts?

When you’re on the road, you do your 
best to control the amplification onstage, 
because the sound guy’s version of what 
sounds good may not match your own. Us 
Five toured with Bill Lynn, who has a great 
conception. I got the stage sound OK, and 
don’t worry too much about the monitors, 
because the audience doesn’t hear that. But 
you must have clarity with the two-drum 
sound. I need volume to cut through, and I’m 
really at the mercy of front-of-house guy. 

Last night I was struggling with an extra 
cabinet that made the music sound boomy 
and muddy—to me. The stage is hollow and I 
have an SWR natural blonde connector with 
the 4100 cabinet to get more presence. But I 
borrowed this bass, and it didn’t have a lot of 
forward presence. I had to the fake low end 
on it with the amp. All I heard was “moom-
moom-moom.” But if it sounded good to you, 
then kudos to Chris [Kovick, Scullers’ sound 
man since 2002], ’cause what I was sending 
him wasn’t happening.

From where do you draw artistic 
inspiration?

You don’t have to look very hard. The 
real challenge is working on the ideas. At this 
point in my [busy] life, it’s finding the time. 
I stayed in bed this morning reading Rifftide, 
Papa Jo Jones’ autobiography. [Saxophonist] 
Bob Mover gave it to me. [Jones ends by 
saying] he leaves the house in the morning 
with a card in his pocket. On one side it says, 
“There’s no problem in the music business 
or our personal lives that we can’t solve our-
selves.” And [when] you turn it over, it says, 
“Did you help somebody today?” I’m going 
to give it to Joe Lovano—it’s so beautiful: 
just a transcription of him talking [to Albert 
Murray], with editor’s notes.”

You write songs about apple blos-
soms, cinnamon tree, a fly. how 
do you see yourself in the natural 
world around you?

I’m from Portland, Oregon. That says it 
all: a place of granola eaters and hip-
pies! [laughs] I don’t like to rely on pic-
tures or accounts of places. I actually read 
[Henry David Thoreau’s] Walden living 
in Cambridge. He’s such an eloquent writ-
er that even [when I was] living in a city I 
appreciated his subtle descriptions. But noth-
ing compares to spending time in wild plac-
es. In Oregon there are places that don’t feel 
contaminated by progress, logging, develop-
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ment. Last time I was there, I was determined 
to drive to the ocean, through patches of old-
growth evergreens; right near the sea, it just 
drops off into a cliff. I stopped the car and 
ran out. It’s not based on something intelligi-
ble or cerebral, but you get a distinct sensation 
of silence—away from city sounds—and you 
feel a coolness take hold of you and you feel 
peaceful. I didn’t want to get back in the car! 
It was a calling. Our minds and bodies need 
this. I’ve had that experience in many beauti-
ful wild places. 

how do you perceive yourself as a 
role model for kids?

I don’t think I show confidence, but defi-
nitely joy. That’s why I try to talk about the 
actual craft, the master musicians … and 
what can be done with a lifetime of commit-
ted study and passion for the music. If music 
serves a function of any role in young person’s 
life, it’s good. 

What about lifestyle lessons?
[Some] people don’t focus on my work. It’s 

the other stuff that’s excites the media, and 
that’s an incorrect philosophy. If it helps high 
school teachers get kids to play hard music, 
more power to them! But when they turn 19, 
they’ll ask, “What was I practicing for, again?” 
It’s not about fame or notoriety. Anybody could 
be a role model for what they’ve achieved.

At the end of the day, I don’t get anything 
for being well-known, not for my level of hap-
piness, or peace in my home, or fun that I have. 
What makes my life awesome is like the expe-
rience of hearing something out there on a 
record or in the club, and you want to do that. 
And you can’t do it, and you ask, and you try. 
It’s the process of doing something over and 
over until you finally get it right! That’s the 
cerebral part … .

The point is not the four-minute mile. The 
point is that you practice and say, “This is the 
best that I can do.” And somebody says, “No, 
it’s not.” So you’re seeking something that 
only grows by diligent cultivation. You can’t 
buy it or inherit it. It’s that force that makes 
you sit down when you’re bored, and you hate 
it, and you want to do something else … but 
you’re whacking away at it anyway, in minus-
cule steps. You don’t get any credit, and noth-
ing happens. But after a month, something 
happens. Then you realize, “Oh shit! I’ve 
improved!” It’s hard to cultivate in other areas 
of our life because we expect results to be 
immediate … .

The accumulation of those moments in my 
life allows me to do things with and for other 
people—not altruistically, but for my enjoy-
ment—like playing with Us Five.

My classical bass teacher [Judy Sugarman] 
now makes me practice the vibrato between 
the notes! You’re working on vibrato, finger-
by-finger exercises—eighth notes, triplets, 
16th notes—at all different widths and speeds. 

Then she says, “Now practice the vibrato 
between the notes.” There’s not much happen-
ing there; you’re just moving from note to note. 
Very abstract!

Then there are the big-deal moments, like 
playing at The White House or winning the 
Grammy. But they are really like, poof!—and 
it’s that in-between stuff that makes it all seem 
worthwhile.

Do you have any advice for today’s 
youth?

When young people ask me, “What’s 

important in your career?” I reiterate: Do any 
gig that comes your way. Do anything that 
may seem lame or hard or not your ball of 
wax. We all have a long way to go. We are not 
deciding what we are. We need to remain open 
to stretching in directions we hadn’t foreseen. 
Because directions are infinite, and you take 
the gig not just as a paid job, but as a challenge.

All of that is what it’s really about. The 
people we look at as legends—they all did 
that! Papa Jo Jones! He honed his specialty by 
[accruing] a breadth of experience.   DB


