Shawnn Monteiro to sing tribute to Carmen McRae in Cranston
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Jazz singer Shawnn Monteiro says that this young year has been “a crazy time,” but she’s not complaining. And in her home town of Cranston this weekend, she’ll sing in tribute to her idol, the underrated jazz giant Carmen McRae.

Monteiro came to know and love McRae’s music through her father, the bassist Jimmy Woode, who gave Monteiro the album “November Girl,” on which Woode had written most of the songs. (Woode also gave Monteiro his charts from that album, two of which Monteiro used in her McRae tribute show.)

Since then, Monteiro says, “She’s always been my idol. She sang the tune so straight, and she always served the melody.”

And she picked up on that ethos, to the point where she often would be advertised as “Little Carmen” in European concert advertisements.

The McRae show isn’t the only thing Monteiro’s excited about this year; indeed, it’s not even the only tribute show she’s been doing. Last week, she was in Asbury Park, N.J., with the Nelson Riddle Orchestra performing a tribute to Ella Fitzgerald, using Riddle’s original charts.

And she’s now rehearsing with the Hartford Symphony on an Ella-sings-Gershwin program. “I had 50 pieces behind me; I had never had that happen to me before. It was the most uplifting, magical thing in my life. You work with a piano player and a trio all of your life . . .”

But she calls the McRae show “my dream for the last 20 years.”

Monteiro admires McRae’s straight-up style: “That’s more important than scatting or anything — just giving that melody to the people,” and adds that McRae is and always has been an influence, but she doesn’t try to copy her during a tribute: “I sing my songs the way I sound.”

What she does do is pick the songs that McRae had the greatest love for, and follow one of McRae’s principles in her own recording career.

“You put one song on a CD that you’ve done before,” Monteiro says, adding that while looking through the 40 Carmen McRae recordings she owns, she noticed that “at least one tune resurfaces every five CDs.”

And several years ago, Monteiro’s former drummer gave her a DVD of McRae’s last performance, from 1986. “All the tunes that I loved were on that DVD,” she says, and she puts McRae’s favorites into the show — “Old Devil Moon,” “Old Black Magic,” “Lamp Is Low” and more. “She had a love in her heart for them, obviously.”

She also noticed that McRae was singing with a trio on a bare black stage, just as Monteiro had recently done on a live recording. “It was meant to be,” she says.

Monteiro met McRae once, in the late ’70s — “It was scary; I couldn’t talk” — and says she was “offended” that McRae didn’t make it into filmmaker Ken Burns’ jazz documentary series. McRae, who died in 1994, has been underrated for decades, Monteiro says, and it’s not because of the music: “She didn’t have pyrotechnics in her voice; she didn’t scat all over the place. She didn’t have the worrisome life of Billie Holiday. She was just a normal singer who sang her butt off. There was no tragedy, no bliss, no headlines to tag her. And she got left by the wayside.”

This is the second performance for Monteiro’s McRae tribute, and she says she’s going to make it an ongoing thing. “I plan to take this on the road with me, because I want Carmen to be heard. She was just a great entertainer, a great singer. I turn my students on to her, and they say ‘Oh my God! We’ve never heard this!’ And I say, ‘Yeah, well . . .’ ”

Along with gigs, Monteiro teaches at Rhode Island College and at the Hartt School of Music at the University of Hartford, and gives master classes all over the world — in Italy, France, Croatia, Spain and more. All while based in Cranston (“All I need is an airport to get to work,” she says). She takes teaching as seriously as her own singing.

“I teach them about this thing we call jazz. It’s our American art form. Unless you pass it on, it’s going to die.”

The rigors of the road had taken their toll, Monteiro says, and she decided, “This is going to be my last year of touring and singing unless somebody gets this.”

And?

“This has been the best year of my life so far.”

Shawnn Monteiro sings at the Rhode Island Center for the Performing Arts, 848 Park Ave., Cranston (the former Park Cinema), Saturday at 8. Call (401) 467-7275 or go to tickets.ricpa.net for tickets ($24 and $36).

Jazz, funk, French music, Eastern European music, Italian music — Cory Pesaturo’s got it covered. He’s taken the accordion places you didn’t know it could go, and when he takes it to the Blackstone River Theatre Saturday night he’ll have the monster jazz drummer Bob Gullotti with him. And you know that can’t be bad.

Pesaturo plays at the Blackstone River Theatre, 549 Broad St., Cumberland, Saturday at 8. Tickets are $12.00 in advance, $14.00 the day of the show. Call (401) 725-9272 or go to www.riverfolk.org.

Y’all only THINK St. Patrick’s Day is over. It ain’t over until The Gnomes say it is. And The Gnomes — Phil Edmonds, Cathy Clasper-Torch, Otis Read, Peter Breen and Ron Schmitt — ain’t saying it until they’ve played pedal-to-the-metal Celtic and world acoustic music at The Mediator, 50 Rounds Ave., Providence, Saturday at 7:30. 

Admission is $10. Call (401) 461-3683.

rmassimo@projo.com
