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Abstract  
 
 

This paper investigates the way acclaimed bassist, vocalist, composer, lyricist, and educator 

Esperanza Spalding (1984-) asserts her autonomy, and the influence that has over her creative 

process.  

 

The critical theories from consistent figures in music literature Adorno, Horkheimer, 

Bourdieu, and Foucault continue to this day to gnaw at the artists’ conscience, challenging 

and questioning their ability to make authentic and genuine art. The artist can find themselves 

struggling to find their uniqueness. However, the subject of autonomy has revealed a critical 

attitude of which may be useful to the artist aiming to be authentic. Hinchman’s work 

encapsulates the notion of autonomy (1996). He writes that remarks made by modern 

philosophers such as Feinberg and Benn “suggest that it no longer matters what rules one 

chooses to follow: the main requirement is that the choices be truly one’s own, that one must 

not have been manipulated, gulled, brainwashed, or conditioned into making them” (2019, p. 

384). This and other arguments will be used in this thesis to define the kind of autonomy that 

encompasses a critical attitude, an attitude that will shine a light on the authenticity the artist 

seeks.  

 

This thesis will argue that in the search for creative autonomy the artist can create genuine 

and authentic art. Although the nature of one’s autonomy can be questioned, it is the value in 

the pursuit of one’s autonomy that is central to their artistic endeavours. In order to do this, I 

have highlighted specific examples from Spalding’s performance career and their relationship 

to creative autonomy and innovation.  
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To demonstrate and link her autonomous behaviour to her innovativeness, musical examples 

are used with a focus on her use of genre hybridity and her lyrical content. The occurrences of 

genre hybridity in Spalding’s music are utilised to further elaborate on the arguments put 

forward by Nicholas Baham. Utilising Spalding’s career, Baham builds a theory off the notion 

of “recontextualization” which was initially defined by Jason Moran as “infinite possibilities 

of jazz as an umbrella aesthetic for the radical hybridization of all musical genres and the 

endless intertextual relationships of music and other art forms'' (2012, p.2).  Spalding’s lyrical 

content plays a crucial role in understanding how she is challenging social, political, and 

economic practices since she tackles complex subjects such as feminism and classism. A 

focus on feminism is imperative as Spalding’s position as a bandleader and composer 

challenges gender stereotypes. Valerie T Simuro’s (2018) work is utilised to elaborate further 

on the relationship between Spalding and feminism. This thesis will elaborate further on these 

ideas posed by Baham and Simuro to further exemplify Spalding’s autonomous behaviour and 

how it gives her art authenticity, stretching from the jazz idiom and into the wider context of 

contemporary music.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



iv 
 

Table of Contents  
 
List of Figures  
 
Acknowledgments  
 
Chapter One: Introduction  
 
Chapter Two: Literature Review  
 

x Creativity  
x Autonomy  
x Alter Ego  
x Feminism  

 
Chapter Three: Methodology 
 
Chapter Four: Analysis  
 

x Lyrics  
o Challenging Gender Stereotypes in “Good 

Lava” 
o “Judas” - An Idea or a Person?  

 
x Music  

o Instrumentation  
o The Genre Hybridisation of “Judas”  

 
x Summary 

 
Chapter Five: Discussion: Foucault, Spalding, and Emily  
 
Chapter Six: Conclusion  
 
References  
 
Appendix A: Links to Music  
 
Appendix B: Lyrics in “Good Lava” 
 
Appendix C: Lyrics in “Judas” 
 
Appendix D: The bass sheet music for “Judas” 
 
Appendix E: The vocal sheet music for “Judas” 

 
v 
 
1 
 
2 
 
4 
 
4 
6 
9 
11 
 
14 
 
15 
 
15 
15 
 
19 
 
21 
22 
22 
 
29 
 
30 
 
34 
 
35 
 
39 
 
40 
 
41 
 
43 
 
49

 
 
 
 
 



ii 
 

List of Figures:  
 
Figure 1: The bass line in the chorus of “Judas” 
 
Figure 2: The piece “Blue Monk” by Thelonious Monk 
 
Figure 3: The bass riff played by Bootsy Collins in the song “Give It Up Or Turnit A Loose” 
 
Figure 4: The vocal melody and lyrics in the chorus of “Judas” 
 
Figure 5: The vocal melody and lyrics, as well as the bass accompaniment in the song “Get 
Up (I Feel Like Being A Sex Machine)”  
 
Figure 6: The vocal melody and lyrics in the first two bars of the verse of “Judas” 
 
Figure 7: The vocal melody and lyrics, as well as the bass accompaniment in the first verse of 
“Judas”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sarah Homeh

Sarah Homeh
v



1 
 

Acknowledgements  
 
I would like to thank my mentor Alister Spence for his input and advice, and my friends and 
family for letting me explain my ideas a million times until I could understand what I was 
trying to say.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2 
 

Chapter One: Introduction  

 

The critical theories from consistent figures in music literature Adorno, Horkheimer, 

Bourdieu, and Foucault have long reigned over several disciplines, in particular 

ethnomusicology. Their work uncovers, or rather reveals the many dilemmas an artist can 

face. Adorno and Horkheimer’s work in ‘The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass 

Deception’ continues to this day to gnaw at the artists’ conscience, challenging and 

questioning their ability to make authentic and genuine art. In striving for authenticity in an 

industry that - as Adorno and Horkheimer (1945, p.11) put it - “does not sublimate; it 

represses,” the artist can find themselves struggling to find their uniqueness, since there may 

be so many external and internal factors influencing their artistic motivations. However, the 

subject of autonomy has revealed a critical attitude of which may be useful to the artist aiming 

to be authentic. Hinchman’s work encapsulates the notion of autonomy (2019). Hinchman 

writes that remarks made by modern philosophers such as Feinberg and Benn “suggest that it 

no longer matters what rules one chooses to follow: the main requirement is that the choices 

be truly one’s own, that one must not have been manipulated, gulled, brainwashed, or 

conditioned into making them” (2019, p. 384). This and other arguments will be used in this 

thesis to define the kind of autonomy that encompasses a critical attitude, an attitude that will 

shine a light on the authenticity the artist seeks. This sense of truth can lead to innovation 

within the artists’ career as they find the confidence to forge their own path.  

 

As of 2020 Spalding has released seven studio albums of her original work. Radio Music 

Society (2013), and 12 Little Spells (2020) were awarded ‘Best Jazz Vocal Album’ at the 

Grammy Awards (2013, 2020). She has also been featured on several albums with notable 

artists such as Joe Lovano for his album Bird Songs (2012), which was also nominated for a 



3 
 

Grammy Award (2012). As recognition of her notable musical ability Spalding was appointed 

as the youngest instructor to date at the Berklee College of Music in 2005, upon graduation 

(Esperanza Spalding, n.d). In 2017 she was appointed as honorary Professor of the Practice of 

Music at Harvard University (Esperanza Spalding, n.d). Spalding is also a philanthropist, 

donating a portion of proceeds from merchandise to FreeTheSlaves.net and regularly 

performing at benefit concerts for a variety of charities (Gardner, 2012).  

 

In 2016 Spalding released the album Emily’s D+Evolution, this is considered to be a pivotal 

moment in Spalding’s career (Moore, 2016, Waterman, 2020, Layman, 2016). In this album 

she has created an alter ego called ‘Emily.’ My research uncovers the creative space she 

enables for herself by doing this, to compose and perform in an autonomous environment. 

Compared to her previous work, this album was very different as the music crosses further 

into the rock, pop, soul, and funk genres while still retaining links to jazz, which was a feature 

of the earlier recordings. Nicholas Baham states that Spalding’s music signals ‘possibilities 

for new directions and a “re-contextualization” of the jazz aesthetic’ (2012, p.1). During 

interviews she talks about her alter ego ‘Emily’ that was at play during the compositional 

process. According to Spalding this enabled her “to get into another spirit space while writing 

and creating [it] has been a really incredible experience. Since nobody knows her [Emily], I 

felt really uninhibited to go for things musically and lyrically and vocally” (Spanos, 2016).  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review  

 

In order to identify creative autonomy in Spalding’s music career, this research has drawn on 

many diverse topics and ideas. Creativity, autonomy, the alter ego, and feminism, are 

discussed and used as a means to illuminate Spalding’s work and creative process. In 

interviews Spalding has often spoken of her jazz influences, but also her general influences 

when it comes to her compositional process. In an interview with BUILD she states that “I’ve 

always borrowed certain aesthetic truths, tools to build the things that I make” (BUILD 

Series, 2019). In a speech she gave at the Berklee Commencement Address for the graduating 

class of 2018 the overall theme was ‘truth’. Spalding stated “I just wanted to tell the truth... 

And you know what? You cannot prepare or control the truth. And as I understand it, we are 

artists, so everything that we live, practice, and study prepares us to share and tell the truth” 

(Berklee College of Music, 2018). At the core of her compositional and performance style is 

an aim to create music that is her ‘truth’: work that is genuine and authentic for her.  

 

Creativity 

Runco states that in order to be original “the individual needs to resist pressures to conform in 

his or her thinking, to stand up for his or her own ideas” (Runco, 2003, p. 3). Therefore, the 

autonomous stance is an important factor in innovation since it is “without a doubt required 

for creativity” (2003, p.7).  

 

Martindale states that “when analysed, a creative idea is almost always found to consist of a 

combination of old ideas previously thought to be unrelated to one another” (2009, p.109). 

The findings of Csikszentmihalyi (2014), and Runco (2007) in particular shine a light on 

where creativity might come from, and how it is shaped, and by extension how it might be 
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seen to be present in the work of Esperanza Spalding. Csikszentmihalyi’s theories on 

creativity are explained under a system model that references the way in which society, 

culture and person correlate. The model illustrates that “creativity is a process that can be 

observed only at the intersection where individuals, domains, and fields interact.” The domain 

is the “cultural or symbolic aspect,” the field is the “social system,” and the individual 

contributes by producing “some variation in the information inherited from the culture,” thus 

making a change in the domain (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014, p.103, 51). However, it is up to the 

field to “select promising variations and to incorporate them into the domain”, and this system 

can cause constraints to “growth and development by being too conservative” 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 2014, p. 52,128).  

 

Runco takes the ideas of Csikszentmihalyi and others to propose a hierarchical framework for 

the study of creativity that “distinguishes between [the individuals] performance and 

potential” (2007, p.2). In the system model “creativity is not an attribute of individuals, but of 

social systems making judgements about individuals” (Csikszentmihalyi 2014, p.127). By 

examining the various “interactions and intersections” proposed by Runco, such as the 

individual's personality, ideas, systems, etc, a theory of creativity and thus its origination can 

come to light. (Runco, 2007, p. 3). The system model approach is nevertheless still useful in 

justifying how the social system contributes to the way in which individuals perceive their 

world and their aim to create variants within it. Runco’s framework utilises the concept of 

‘press’ proposed by Murray. Press refers to the “pressures (or influences) on our behaviour,” 

(2007, p.2). Runco recognises “an important interplay between the person category and the 

press category of creative research, at least if we wish to predict actual creative behaviour” 

(2007, p.3).  
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Autonomy  

The way in which someone asserts or defines their autonomy differs. The subject of autonomy 

in philosophy is complex, and Lewis Hinchman’s (2019) chapter ‘Autonomy, Individuality, 

and Self-Determination’ gives an outline of its evolution. Hinchman includes a variety of 

philosophers, beginning with the Kantian writings that were grounded in the idea that 

autonomy was the “obedience to a self-imposed law” (p. 384). This led to the “expressivist 

movement”, then to the “counter-enlightenment” phase, which was then further critiqued by 

“Rawlsian autonomy”. The various works vary with time, but it always seems to come back 

to romantic-individualistic critiques of autonomy, with an emphasis on the individual. The 

only resistant force was Foucault whose objection “in the equation ‘autonomy = authenticity’ 

was the assumption that, however inchoate it may be, we have a ‘true self’ to be discovered. 

Following Nietzsche, he wanted to claim that the self must be created: ‘From the idea that the 

self is not given to us, I think there is only one practical consequence: we have to create 

ourselves as a work of art”’ (2019, p. 399). However, to deliberate whether this Foucauldian 

view of autonomy is in some way linked to the romantic ideals of individuality is highly 

debatable.  

 

Examples of autonomous behaviour within the music industry can be found with every new 

genre. This was the case for jazz as it undertook a revolution when bebop’s revolutionaries 

Thelonious Monk, Dizzy Gillespie and so forth, “virtually overnight changed the musical 

model in jazz from a dance-based and essentially melodious swing era big-band sound, to a 

listening-based unprecedented level of small-group musical abstraction” (Evans, 2019, p. 10). 

Lee Evans identified the “important shift” was “an attitude change” as “bop musicians 

became less concerned with the commercial appeal of their music than with its artistic value” 

(2019, p. 10). This is even in agreement with Adorno who (as Luke Windsor describes it) 
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claims that “the ability of the art work to separate itself from social forces through its 

autonomous, even monadic character is of central importance to aesthetics” (Windsor 1996, p. 

141).  

 

This “attitude change” can be discerned in Spalding’s character as she managed to internalise 

belief in her creative choices. For instance, during an interview she remarked on the negative 

criticism she received for her album Emily’s D+Evolution saying: 

 

Sometimes musicians come to see the show and say they're not impressed 

musically. It's like this pang of, Oh God, they are not feeling this or maybe 

wondering 'Why would Esperanza [do this]?' You don't want to feel like you're 

betraying somebody's invested belief, time and energy in you. On the other 

hand, I never signed any contracts, fortunately, with anybody of what I was 

going to do or not do. That's just some bullshit ego stuff of wanting to be liked 

all the time. I like to be liked. With this, there's a lot of false starts where 

people go like, ‘Huh? Why?’ I guess that's difficult when you're doing 

something for the first time and there are not very many affirmations along the 

way. You just keep going because it's important to you. (Spanos 2016).  

 

In order to obtain a sense of autonomy a supportive environment is necessary to facilitate 

autonomy in the individual as its function has been proven to positively affect one’s 

psychology. Deci and Ryan’s research covers various life domains such as schools, health 

clinics, the workplace, and relationships to assess the outcomes of supporting a sense of 

autonomy in the individual. A study in schools found that “in classrooms in which teachers 

were autonomy supportive, students were more intrinsically motivated - being curious, 



8 
 

preferring challenged, and making independent mastery attempts” (2008, p.18). A music 

pedagogy study focused on the relationship between teacher and student have found that “the 

transmission of passion toward music and the provision of choice are related to the most 

beneficial well-being outcomes of students, whereas controlling behaviours from teachers 

hinder students’ well-being” (Bonneville-Roussy, Hruska, Trower 2020, p. 115). In a study 

focused on art students during their tertiary education, Thomas and Chan found that art 

students “may be intrinsically motivated to be creative, but the organisational structure and 

culture of the institution could potentially block or reorient their creative practice over time” 

(2013, p.262).  

 

In order to resist pressures a sense of autonomy is necessary to create an environment in 

which an individual is able to operate freely. Deci and Ryan’s work proposes a self-

determination theory and its use in differentiating between autonomous and controlled 

motivations in various sociocultural conditions (2008). They found that “autonomous 

regulation has been associated with greater persistence; more positive affect; enhanced 

performance, especially on heuristic activities; and greater psychological well-being” (p.17). 

More importantly, “autonomous motivation has been found to promote conceptual 

understanding [and] more creativity” (p.17). Autonomous motivation is associated with 

intrinsic goals which can include “personal growth, building relationships, and being 

generative for the community […] These goals are more directly linked to satisfaction of the 

basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness.” Whereas controlled 

motivation is associated with extrinsic goals, which can include “amassing wealth, becoming 

famous, and projecting an attractive image” (Deci and Ryan, 2008, p.17-18).  
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From a young age Spalding was developing her self-efficacy, a trait that would become very 

beneficial as an artist. Spalding’s home-schooling demonstrated signs of intrinsic motivation 

and she has stated that: 

 

 I do think that maybe learning how to self-study, maybe especially at a 

younger age, provides a degree of self-sufficiency...Theorising how to get 

resources I need and extract that information in an orderly manner, so that I 

know it. That’s not abstract to you or I now, but it is a skill that you have to 

cultivate and learn and I guess I like the way that I came to learn that. 

(Wissmuller 2010, p.26).  

 

In an environment that supported her autonomy Spalding became self-sufficient, and 

subsequently manifested self-efficacy. This is clearly apparent in her decision to move from 

violin to double bass, she stated “I just saw an upright bass and started noodling on it...Then 

this teacher at the school explained basic blues progression and explained the basic premise 

behind improvised music - blues, jazz… it was just immediately accessible to me” 

(Wissmuller 2010, p.26). The accessibility she felt gave her the freedom to make decisions 

and be a part of the music in a way that encouraged her creative autonomy. After learning 

some basics on double bass, she had a realisation; “I realised that I was being given 

permission to play by ear and in response to what's happening in real time, which is what I 

was getting in trouble for in the classical pedagogy” (Amanpour and Company 2020).  

 

Alter Ego  

The Oxford dictionary defines the alter ego as: “A person’s secondary or alternative 

personality; a persona” (“alter ego”, 2020).  
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Psychiatrist Mario Berta and professor Mario Saiz (1999) explains the development of the 

alter ego in psychiatry. Initially, the alter ego causes discomfort and “fear, because it implies 

the loss of personal identity, it causes dissociation and entry into madness” (p.55). However, 

while the “psychotic person falls victim to the power of being “other”, the creative person 

uses his [or hers] alter ego skill fully for his [or hers] creativity” (p.55). In psychiatry the 

change of attitude towards the alter ego has become useful in helping patients, because “little 

by little the person ‘possessed by the devil’ is perceived as a sick human being who needs 

care and treatment” (p.55). Also, with the shift in attitude towards the alter ego, “humans 

begin to understand that partial souls [aka, the alter ego] are part of themselves and that it is 

impossible to live to their full potential without them” (p.55). Berta and Saiz conclude with;  

 

The altered attitude towards objective and subjective difference has caused and 

continues to cause a radical transformation of the awareness of personal 

identity. Along this path mankind heads toward a real and full unity in a 

transcendental sense, to the interface of reason and madness. (p.55).  

 

Among performers in the creative arts the alter ego has been used to describe the distinction 

between the celebrity, or rather the persona the audience are aware of, and the person behind 

that. An article by Beller-McKenna analysed various pieces by the Beatles, with a particular 

interest in John Lennon. The article discussed the various alter egos at play during Lennon’s 

career; the “alter Beatle-ego”, the “aggressive alter ego behind the wit and the affability of 

Beatle-John,” and the article briefly touches on the “John Lennon the Hero” persona, which 

came after the Beatles as a “reborn version of his rebellious teenage self… a symbol of the 

1960s counter-culture” (1999, p.254-255).  
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Runco’s work on creativity provides insight into how the ego and creativity interact. He 

employed the idea of an ‘ego’ to elaborate further on his argument regarding increased 

creativity within the classroom. Runco’s theory of personal creativity states that “the 

definition of creativity as construction of personal meaning is also consistent with the notion 

that creativity is a kind of self-expression and self-actualisation” (Runco 2003, p.318). He 

further adds that individuals can sometimes use “interpretative capacities to construct original 

insights. These may remain personal and simply help the individual to understand or 

appreciate his or her experience, or they may be shared, applied, elaborated and so on, in 

which case they may eventually become an objectively creative product or performance” 

(Runco 2003, p.321). Runco suggests that educators promote originality in children by 

encouraging an “extracognetive requirement” called “ego strength” (Runco 2003, p.322). As 

previously mentioned, in order to maintain originality, the “individual needs to resist 

pressures to conform in his or her thinking, to stand up for his or her own ideas” (Runco 2003, 

p. 3, 7). 

 

Feminism:  

Feminist Bell Hooks stated that “To be truly visionary we have to root our imagination in our 

concrete reality while simultaneously imagining possibilities beyond reality” (2000, p.110). 

Spalding utilises her creative potential by affirming her feminist stance in order to engage and 

enlighten her audience. She challenges gender stereotypes in way that does not undermine the 

fundamental reasons behind the feminist movement as proposed by Hooks and several other 

feminist thinkers.  

 

Valerie Simuro dissertation ‘A Woman’s Place in Jazz in the 21st Century’ utilises Spalding’s 

place within the contemporary jazz cultural lexicon to support the idea that Spalding is 
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reshaping the way society sees women in music. Spalding’s choices rather play a crucial role 

in expressing her self-identity because she does not succumb to white standards of beauty. For 

example, the fact that she wears her natural afro hairstyle “can be viewed as a political 

statement of resistance to the white standard of beauty, an expression of pride in her African-

American heritage, or a marketing strategy to give her a unique signature recognizable to her 

audience” (Simuro 2018, p.6). Simuro elaborates with further examples that support 

Spalding’s feminist attitude including her decision to groom in order to show her 

professionalism, the way she does not hide her calloused hands, and the use of wearing 

vintage clothing as she “patronizes designers that use sustainable materials” (2018, p.12). 

Hooks’ chapter on beauty emphasises the way feminism should “challenge the industry of 

sexist-defined fashion” and “up the space for females to examine [...] the pathological, life-

threatening aspects of appearance obsession” (2000, p.33). Simuro also argues that the way 

Spalding performs challenges society’s view of gender roles. According to Simuro, Spalding 

challenges gender stereotypes as she holds a male-dominated instrument - her double bass - in 

a “seemingly aggressive, masculine position” as the band leader (Simuro 2018, p.15). 

Spalding “communicates her confidence and leadership to the audience” through her stance 

(2018, p.15). Spalding is challenging what it means to be a successful jazz musician without 

the long-established “masculine qualities” such as “aggressiveness, self-confidence, and 

competitiveness” (Simuro 2018, p.18). She does this by portraying “coolness, strength, 

competence, and confidence without a display of arrogance…[As well as] qualities of 

leadership, strength, and self-confidence without alienating the other musicians or audience 

members'' (Simuro 2019, p. 18).  

 

Bell Hooks writes “In white supremacist capitlist patriarchial Western culture neocolonial 

thinking sets the tone for many cultural practices” (2000, p.44).  
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A feminist must aim to possess a critical attitude to the modern social, political, and economic 

conditions in order to see past their own “internalized sexism” (p.12).  

By raising their consciousness, a feminist can bring to light the inequalities people face, and 

hopefully find the courage and confidence to defy the conventions that have and continue to 

cause an injustice to many. Hooks writes; “to ensure the continues relevance of feminist 

movement in our lives visionary feminist theory must be constantly made and re-made so that 

it addresses us where we live, in our present” (2000, p.117).  

 

In the early twenty-first century feminist thought has had a clear influence by Hooks due to 

the new term “intersectionality”, which adopts Hooks’ thoughts on inclusiveness in feminism. 

Collins and Bilge define “intersectionality” as:  

 

A way of understanding and analysing the complexity in the world, in people, 

and in human experiences. The events and conditions of social and political 

life and the self can seldom be understood as shaped by one factor. They are 

generally shaped by many factors in diverse and mutually influencing ways. 

(2016, p. 11).  

 

This shift towards inclusivity in feminist theory channels the reason for advocating for 

feminism to begin with. Hooks’ definition of feminism is: “a movement to end sexism, sexist 

exploitation, and oppression” (2000, p.xii). More importantly, it addresses the many 

complexities of the human experience, and takes into account all possible factors that have 

caused inequality. This modern take on feminist theory aims to prove what Hooks was trying 

to prove all along, that “feminism is for everybody” (p. 118).  
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Chapter Three: Methodology  

 

In this thesis I analyse two works, both songs and their arrangements are composed and 

performed by Spalding from her album Emily’s D+Evolution (2016). The works investigated 

are “Judas” and “Good Lava”. The analysis will be aspects of Spalding’s distinct musical 

processes and socio-political stance. A focus on her works will draw out possible 

characteristics of her creative process,  

 

In the first analysis chapter the lyrics to both songs are investigated to demonstrate the way 

that Spalding challenges social constructs, gender stereotypes, and classism. To support this 

notion Valerie T. Simuro’s work on Spalding and feminism is further elaborated on, as well 

as Spalding’s own words during interviews or speeches. The second analysis chapter is 

focused on the musical composition and arrangement of the song “Judas”. The analysis 

examples are compared to other existing musical examples to identify such things as genre 

hybridity, and innovativeness within her music.  

 

The findings from the analysis are linked to the theoretical frameworks outlined in the 

literature review. The use of interview and peer reviewed material helps to provide context for 

these musical works and a deeper understanding of the relationship between theory and 

Spalding’s practice. As indicated by Monson interview material can provide a more nuanced 

perspective (1996, p.212). However, this view is cautioned by Beller-McKenna who states 

“we should be wary of adopting an artist’s own view of himself, especially after he has gone 

to great lengths to promote that view through his music and his public utterances” (1999, 

p.255).  
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Chapter Four: Analysis  

 

During the time Esperanza Spalding was performing material from her latest recorded work 

Emily’s D+Evolution, she spoke freely in interviews about her creative choices and 

compositional and performance process. Spalding elaborated on the title of the album 

‘D+Evolution’ as referring to “the space where devolution and evolution are mutually 

informative” (Rawls 2016). The Oxford Dictionary defines ‘Devolution’ as: “The passing of 

the power or authority of one person or body to another” (“Devolution”, 2020). On this 

recording Spalding gives authority to her alter ego ‘Emily’ in order to have the freedom to 

explore personally and creatively. Spalding performed the entirety of the album as “Emily”, 

and she describes her as a: 

 

Less cultivated, structured, and solidly identified part of my performing self. 

D+Evolution is the process of dismantling established forms and rebuilding 

with the pieces. So, I think of Emily as an un-assembled phase of this 

transition. She's like my tabula rasa, where all the previously present layers of 

content have been shaken off, then get freshly re-composed onto a blank slate. 

(Rawls 2016).  

 

Lyrics  

Challenging Gender Stereotypes in ‘Good Lava’ 

 

Lyrics to the song ‘Good Lava’  

[See the complete lyrics in Appendix B] 

See this pretty girl? 
Watch this pretty girl flow 
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Lone ranger 
I see you like the view 
Wandering from a distance with my pretty peak can do 
Come break me 
Don't march up 
In your discerning shoes 
I see right through the cooler all around your blowing fuse 
So let loose 
The mountain 
… 
You stranger 
One day I gonna be 
Planting your own flattered, conquered fear and fantasy 
Right on me 
With this pretty girl flow 
Promise not to linger and I’ll even let you climb 
Inside 
My mountain…  

 

The song ‘Good Lava’ appears to be about acknowledging, accepting, and embracing the full 

force of one’s imagination. The lyrics can be interpreted as challenging gender stereotypes. 

Through the use of satire, the lyrics use language that supports popularised ideals of women 

in music. During the introduction and choruses of the song ‘Good Lava’ Spalding (or rather 

“Emily”) sings ‘watch this pretty girl flow’, which is then juxtaposed against the line ‘good 

lava’. The word ‘lava’ is metaphorically synonymous with experiences of eruption and 

destruction, or rather the force that can’t be contained or controlled, whether from within 

oneself, or as a female performing artist. However, lava is also symbolic of change within a 

particular environment, in this case lava could be understood as the effects of empowering 

women. Spalding elaborates on her use of lava stating that: 

 

It definitely did feel like if I'm the mountain and Emily's the lava. She was 

trying to tell me sometimes lava is necessary and good and it needs to erupt 

and it needs to do what it does. Sometimes it might burn something away, or 

the next year it might be nourishment for seeds. (Spanos 2016).  
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Lava can also be understood as an expression of autonomy, Spalding appears to be stating that 

she is seeking not to allow herself to be governed by restricting and limiting forces, from 

external and ultimate internal pressures. In the use of the metaphor ‘lava’ Spalding challenges 

the pressure to adhere to stereotypical feminine behaviours, thereby cultivating a gender 

identity that breaks away from, and redefines, traditional standards of femininity.  

 

In her thesis titled A Woman’s Place in Jazz in the 21st Century, Simuro dedicates a chapter 

to the way in which Spalding challenges and resists the patriarchal ideology by means of her 

music performance. Even though she exhibits stereotypically masculine traits such as risk 

taking in the fact that she improvises or has confidence as a band leader, her femininity is 

never undermined as she still portrays stereotypical feminine traits, such as a consideration of 

other band members (rather than it being a competition), or in the way she conveys emotion in 

her voice (Simuro 2018, p.15, 21). Essentially Simuro’s arguments about Spalding’s physical 

appearance and performance are questioning what it means to be feminine or masculine in the 

music industry. The song ‘Good Lava’ demonstrates a change of perspective by using 

patriarchal ideologies against itself. An example of this is shown by the lyrics in the second 

verse “you stranger, one day you’re gonna be, planting your own flattered conquered fear and 

fantasy, right on me.” This lyric can be interpreted as a reference to the way in which people 

in power, or rather conglomerates adopt practices that they would typically be against or 

unaware of in order to maintain their sovereignty. For example, according to Hooks during 

the 70s and 80s feminism was only getting positive traction in the mainstream media as long 

as it kept the patriarchy intact (2000, p. 37-40). The sharp increase in western culture 

supporting women within their desired field is a new example. Although it has a seemingly 

positive impact, it is still important to consider the effect of its potential as what one does now 
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faced with these new opportunities can call into question their morals, values, and ethics. 

Spalding gives an example of her awareness of these competing forces: “how do we not 

become the characters that we have been so repressed by when we get a little power, and a 

little opportunity?” (The Women’s International Music Network 2017).  

 

Spalding’s lyrics in ‘Good Lava’ can also be interpreted as describing a range of different 

respective experiences that tangle together in the same way that the feminist concept of 

intersectionality acknowledges the complexity of the human experience. For instance, in verse 

one “lone ranger, I see you like the view, wondering from a distance what my pretty peak can 

do” can be understood to signify the objectification women face (Hooks, 2000, p. 31). Here 

the ‘lone ranger’ is juxtaposed by character and through distance against the female 

protagonist.  

 

A “lone ranger” is defined by the Merriam-Webster dictionary as “one who acts alone and 

without consultation or the approval of others” (n.d). This definition could also describe an 

autonomous character. The autonomy ascribed to the “lone ranger” can be viewed as a 

characteristic that is being used rather exploitatively, and in this case, to take advantage of the 

female protagonist. Against the well-documented background of the sexual objectification 

that women face and the ambivalent sexism that is often difficult to recognise, it is reasonable 

to doubt this lone ranger and/or the new found opportunities the protagonist may have. The 

use of the lyric “wondering from a distance” could also illustrate a possibility of a class 

struggle since the difference between these two people is not just their characteristics, but 

possibly how far they are away from each other in class.  
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Also “what my pretty peak can do,” may not necessarily refer to the notion of feeling sexually 

objectified. To say “pretty peak” could be referring to a variety of things such as the 

protagonist’s voice, her message, and her opinions. This offers the possibility that what the 

female protagonist could now be facing is a new dilemma, one in which she is taken seriously 

as an artist. This dilemma may raise other questions, similar to the one Spalding herself asks 

in her above acceptance speech “what does it mean to be a woman, treading that path that’s 

been open by these courageous pioneers?”  (The Women’s International Music Network 

2017). By using lava as a metaphor, Spalding illustrates the positive potential in allowing 

what is within to be expressed. In this song and also in interviews and speeches Spalding 

recognises that with empowerment comes responsibility, and it is important to remain faithful 

to the cause of striving to live in a world free from inequality.  

 

“Judas” - an idea or a person?  

Lyrics to the song “Judas”:  

[See the complete lyrics in Appendix C] 

Judas, you know the lonesome road, don't you? 
Collecting bottle caps of rum 
Honest sinning to chase the blues 
Blurrier till kingdom comes 
 
Take a little girl who gets to see her mama broke down 
Now she's a lady made for the modern world, my life 
But if you ask my advice us raging girls  
Are china dolls fed up with all that follows 
All the way down 
Digging up holy scriptures to shame her while she drowns 
But if you ask my advice that's shallow gets a bargain next to Judgment Day 
It's only a matter of time, honey 
Good money 
Sinks through her teeth 
She's not evil 
 
Forgive this innocent wrecking ball (man-made) 
 
Judas, you know the lonesome road, don't you? 
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Collecting bottle caps of rum 
Honest sinning to chase the blues 
Blurrier till kingdom comes 
 
Take a little boy who gets to see his papa broke down 
Now he's a shadow made for the modern world, my life 
But if you ask my advice, 
Us raging boys are Indian cowboy's high on toys, that follow 
All the way down 
Locking up holy figures to shame the whole damn town 
But if you ask my advice 
Their island cage 
Can't hold the rising sea, of rage 
It's only a matter of time, honey 
Good money 
Made on the street 
He's not evil 

 

The lyrics to “Judas” seem to be about the expectations we place on individuals and how 

society acts towards them when they are not met. It reconsiders traditional ideals of ethics and 

morals as people who are seen to “betray” or “rebel” are possibly just struggling to deal with 

making tough decisions under tough circumstances.  

 

Much like Spalding uses her alter ego Emily to explore ideas, concepts pertaining to guilt are 

manifested in this song in the character of Judas. The Bible uses the character of Judas to 

demonstrate betrayal and greed, and his story is taught to remind “us that nothing good can 

come from giving up on Jesus Christ” (Smith, 2018). However, Spalding (as Emily) uses 

Judas to highlight the misconceptions associated with stereotypes that judge people based on 

their ‘sins’ and not on their circumstances. By sympathising with Judas’ characteristics, she is 

accepting that the circumstances influencing the decision to “sin” can be a product of a 

capitalist, unequal class system society: as expressed in the lyric “forgive this innocent 

wrecking ball (man-made).” 
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In an interview with Clevescene (2016), Spalding discusses the reason she wrote the song. 

After hearing that Bob Dylan was called Judas when he played an electric guitar instead of an 

acoustic, she realised that even in this seemingly petty situation “we’re all Judas to somebody 

and it doesn’t take much to become a Judas.” This awareness of an unjust world and the 

empathy she shares with individuals “whose circumstances have funneled them into a position 

where they are constantly thought of as a Judas,” is clearly apparent in the lyrics (Niesel, 

2016). In the first verse that talks of a girl in third person, she sings “Digging up holy 

scriptures to shame her while she drowns,” and the second verse she does the same but about 

a boy, “Locking up holy figures to shame the whole damn town.” Also, the repeat at the end 

of each verse “she’s not evil”, and “he’s not evil” affirms Spalding’s advocacy for people in 

difficult circumstances. She states “I thought it must feel really shitty to be considered a Judas 

in your culture and how you receive that appendage in your life” (Niesel, 2016).  

 

Music 

The piece analysed, “Judas”, is the third song on Spalding's fifth studio album Emily’s 

D+Evolution. As previously mentioned, Spalding is the composer, lyricist, bassist, and singer 

on all of the songs recorded on this album. The instrumentation of the band consists of a rock 

power trio (electric guitar, bass and drums), as well as backing vocalists. The song’s duration 

is four minutes and ten seconds. The beats per minute are approximately 118, and stylistically 

it could be described as a cross between jazz and funk. The song structure is as follows:  

 

Chorus  
Verse 1  
Chorus  
Verse 2  
Chorus 
Bridge  
Chorus.  
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Instrumentation  

Before analysing Spalding’s music, it is important to consider Spalding’s unique 

circumstances seeing as she is both the bass player and the vocalist.  

 

Monson illustrates the role of the bass player in jazz; “The bass player balances the recurrent 

demand of keeping good time and harmony with the inventiveness of responding to particular 

musical occurrences in the band in a manner that creates (or failures to create) musical 

climaxes” (2009, p.43). Regarding jazz vocal improvisation Richardson writes that “In order 

to grasp theoretical and aesthetic components necessary for fluency, the vocal jazz improviser 

must understand what is going on inside the landscape: the harmony, progressions, cadences, 

resolutions, guide tones, extensions” (Bermejo, 2017, p. vii).  

 

Spalding says of combining these two roles: 

 

Voice and bass are to me like the two streams in music. You have the bass 

which is the bottom, the meat, the potatoes of music, and the voice which is 

always the top layer, usually, typically… when I'm playing my brain is always 

equally divided between okay I am the voice on the top that's delivering what's 

the message in this song, or this melody… but at the same time I'm still 

connected with the foundation and the bottom… those are all you need… it’s a 

beautiful thing to kind of live in those two tiers all the time [...] I know that I’m 

supporting myself... (Universal Music Brazil, 2008).  

 

Genre Hybridisation of “Judas” 

From the first sounds of “Judas” it is clear that Spalding has a unique compositional style.  
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In “Judas” the central bass-line motif (Figure 1) is striking due to its excessive chromaticism, 

syncopation, the accents, and where it finds its moments of rest. 

 

 

Figure 1: The bass line in the chorus of “Judas” 

 

The piece starts with bass and drums and they follow the same rhythmic structure. For the 

first 2 bars all notes are played staccato by the bass. For the last 2 bars of the 8 bar sequence, 

the bass notes and drum rhythmic accents are held longer and over the bar line, creating a 

floating effect. The displacement prepares the return to the beginning of the sequence as both 

players hit the accents in the first 2 bars together.  

 

The harmony in “Judas” is clearly informed by jazz rather than funk, or rock music practices. 

The piece modulates between three tonal centres; D minor, Db major, and Gb major.  The use 

of extended chords such as the dominant sevenths, minor ninths, sharp ninths, and thirteenths 

are clearly jazz influenced (Rawlins, Bahha, 2005, p.13). 

 

What makes the chord progressions particularly interesting is Spalding’s placement of the 

chords within the central bass-line motif (Figure 1). The bass line starts on the strongest beat 

(beat 1), but the guitarist does not play the chord until the up beats on the second, fourth beat 

and in the 4th bar, the third beat of the bar. These chords coincide with Spalding’s bass note 

as she plays the root note on these up beats as well. This creates a ‘fluidness’ due to the 
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unpredictability of the motif since the chords are not played on the strong beats of the bar. 

Therefore, the spacings in between the occurrences of the chords create a highly individual 

expression of tension and release. This is a clear deviation from traditional jazz chord 

progressions that would typically hit the strong beats of the bar.  

 

Another interesting device in the construction of the central bass-line motif is the consistent 

use of semitone movements over a minor or major third range. This is directly related to jazz 

composition and melody techniques that been used since the 1930’s, as seen, for example, in 

the tune “Blue Monk” written by Thelonious Monk (1954) (Figure 2):  

 

 

Figure 2: The piece “Blue Monk” by Thelonious Monk 

 

The similarities and differences between “Blue Monk” and “Judas” demonstrate the song’s 

genre hybridity. In “Blue Monk” the melody moves down a minor third chromatically in the 
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first two bars, this also happens in the bass line of “Judas”. However, stylistically Monk’s 

piece requires the player to swing the quavers which completely changes the way the tune is 

perceived since the groove is a lot looser. In “Judas” Spalding plays straight quavers as a funk 

bass line player would. An example of this in funk can be heard in the way William “Bootsy” 

Collins played on the recording of James Brown’s “Give It Up Or Turnit A Loose” (Figure 3). 

In funk music these types of bass lines provide energy and momentum to the music while 

maintaining a solid rhythmic foundation (Jisi 2007). Like “Blue Monk” the central bass-line 

motif could be considered very melodic, and could be interpreted as an alternative melody. 

Considering this possibility, the vocal line could possibly be heard as the counter melody. 

This switch in musical roles is an example of Spalding’s unique compositional approach.  

 

Figure 3: The bass riff played by Bootsy Collins in the song “Give It Up Or Turnit A Loose” 

 

The bass line and vocal melody complement each other rhythmically and harmonically. 

Spalding’s vocal melody in the chorus (Figure 4) appears to float in time over the top of the 

steady groove provided by the bass player (Spalding) and drummer. It is sung with a relaxed 

sense of tempo slightly ‘behind’ the beat. The vocal melody phrases do not begin on the 

downbeats, but rather anticipate them. This is made apparent through the use of bends in her 

vocal line, which is a typical jazz technique. Vocal bending can be described as: “The 

inflection of pitch [which] is a normal technique of ornamentation: the ‘blues’ notes of jazz, 

for example, may vary in pitch by more than a semitone” (Frere, Jander, Cooke, 2001). In 

Spalding’s case, the use of vocal bends make it seem like she is singing just behind the beat as 

she slides into the beginning of every phrase. The phrases begin on the second half of beat 
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two in the first, third, fifth, and seventh bar. The fact that the vocal line and chords start on the 

same upbeat of the bar, while the bass begins on the first strong beat of the bar creates a push 

and pull effect. The two lines fall into place well to complement each other, however the 

rhythmic differences serve to anticipate each other's lines.  

 

 

Figure 4: The vocal melody and lyrics in the chorus of “Judas” 

 

The influence of jazz is clear in the use of bending, but there are definitive moments of funk. 

For example, there are similarities with Spalding’s vocal delivery and James Browns in his 

song “Get Up (I Feel Like Being A Sex Machine)”, see Figure 5 for the example.  

 

Brown does not use vocal bends so much, but the small inflections of pitch are similar in 

effect to Spalding’s, especially in the way they act to anticipate the strong beats of the bar. 

Danielsen writes of Brown’s vocal percussiveness as being integral to the rhythmic 

propulsion of his band’s music, as it “provides the downbeats in anticipation” (2006,  p.82). 

Spalding develops this idea further: she starts her vocal melody for the chorus line, and the 
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subsequent third, fifth and seventh bar phrases on the second half of beat two, and in doing so 

this displaces the listeners perceived feeling of the strong beat (Figure 4). This helps further to 

create rhythmic tension as the bass plays on the downbeat of the bar, while the vocal line 

starts on the and of two.  

 

 

Figure 5: The vocal melody and lyrics, as well as the bass accompaniment in the song “Get 

Up (I Feel Like Being A Sex Machine)”  

 

The melodic material in the verse is quite complex, and various phrases could be considered 

as phrases derived from jazz bebop (Figure 6).  
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Figure 6: The vocal melody and lyrics in the first two bars of the verse of “Judas” 

 

Bebop melodic ‘lines’ typically place the chord tones - which in this case would be Bb, Eb, F 

and Ab - on the strong beats of the bar as Spalding does (Goldsby 2002, p. 12).  

Additionally, the first three notes in the bar is an example of an enclosure, which is another 

bebop jazz melodic device. An enclosure is a melodic device that outlines the chord by 

approaching them from above and below before the chord tone is heard (Vaartstra, 2019). 

Spalding’s line adds another level of complexity by starting the phrase with a Gb, which 

could be considered the extension of the Bb chord, the flattened 13th. Also, the grace note F 

leading into the Eb on the strong beat masks the harmonic tension she creates briefly. The 

phrase ends on the seventh of the Eb chord, which is also a typical convention in the jazz 

genre. In the second half of the phrase Spalding starts her phrase on the ninth of that chord, 

the pitch C, another example of a passing note, creating a cascading melody that eventually 

resolves. Phrases such as this demonstrate Spalding’s sophisticated understanding or harmony 

and melodic construction. The influence of funk is evident of her use of vocal semiquavers, 

and also in the way she varies the melodic and bass material in the verses. See Figure 7 for 

both the verse and bass accompaniment style, and Appendix D and E for the full vocal and 

bass sheet music.  
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Figure 7: The vocal melody and lyrics, as well as the bass accompaniment in the first verse of 

“Judas”  

 

Danielsen argues that “even though [James Brown's] vocal line is varied all the way through, 

it is in no way free improvisation. The voice is so [rhythmically] integrated into the rest of the 

fabric that it has to be perceived within the fixed patterns of the accompaniment” (2006, 

p.83). The same can be said of the verses for “Judas”. The sparsity of the phrases and the 

intricacy of the melodic material in both its harmony and rhythm are a counterpoint to the 

bass and integral to the overall musical effect. Even though the bass and the vocal part are 

seemingly independent, they work as one unit as the two parts are rhythmically and 

melodically complementary.  

 

Summary 

Monson's interviews with jazz instrumentalists reinforces the notion that good bass playing is 

recognised when the bass line abides by its supportive responsibilities. Even though Emily’s 

D+Evolution is an album featuring very prominent and active bass playing it maintains a 
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supportive role. This and the many other factors considered above such as rhythmic 

displacement, and the interaction between voice and bass indicate Spalding’s unique style as a 

bassist, vocalist, composer, and lyricist. The complexity of each part is a clear indication of 

her training in jazz. However, the use of genre hybridity in her music shows that Spalding has 

integrated a variety of influences in order to create distinctive original music. Spalding’s skill 

in manipulating the bass and vocals as two separate but interwoven lines demonstrates the 

influence and control she has over the music making process. Spalding’s statements about the 

voice as the “the message” and the bass as “the carrier of that message,” are supported by this 

analysis (Universal Music Brazil, 2008).  

 

Chapter Five: Discussion: Foucault, Spalding, and Emily 

 

By aiming for autonomy by means of her alter ego ‘Emily’, Spalding is critiquing and 

essentially challenging the artists’ role. Foucault proposed that the critical attitude started with 

‘a perpetual question’ which would be: “how not to be governed like that, by that, in the name 

of those principles, with such and such as an objective in mind and by means of such 

procedures, not like that, not for that, not by them” (2007, p.45). Foucault’s three anchoring 

points of the critical attitude can be summarised as follows: (1) not wanting to be governed by 

“way of refusing, challenging, (and) limiting” in order to question a common truth, (2) “not to 

want to be governed” by laws that “hide a fundamental illegitimacy”, and (3) “to not to want 

to be governed” by a common truth unless there is valid reason to (2007, p.45-46). By placing 

Spalding’s alter ego against the three anchoring points there may be reason to suggest that the 

alter ego ‘Emily’ has altered the compositional process.  
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Beginning with the first anchoring point; Esperanza Spalding’s alter ego ‘Emily’ refuses, 

challenges, and limits the conventional processes that Spalding herself has established. 

Spalding spoke of Emily as an internal entity stating that “it really does feel like another 

character that is expressing itself through me” (Spanos 2016). Ultimately though, the music 

still has its origins in Spalding’s identity, and this is evident in her response to the question 

“Could you have made this music without a persona as the focal point?” where Spalding 

replied, “I can't say absolutely. The music was always tied with Emily as the performer, but 

obviously it comes from me [Esperanza]” (Rawls 2016). In this sense Emily can be thought of 

as an extension of Spalding, and thus an influence over Spalding’s creative decisions during 

the compositional process; “I was working for this being called Emily, and I really felt like 

my job was to honour her philosophy, or her sound, or her art, or her moment. So, it kind of 

didn’t feel like it was me” (Frank 2016). Emily ultimately inherits Spalding’s compositional 

processes and utilises them to influence the musical outcome. In conjunction with Emily’s 

limiting qualities, the alter ego also encourages and simultaneously challenges Spalding to go 

against what she would initially doubt in herself;  

 

That's also part of the motto, I would say, of Emily. That's part of what she 

comes to say: "It is okay to explore this." Creativity is a magic ingredient you 

can find to harness whatever it is that's bursting out of you. You can't push that 

back inside. The energy is there. Creativity is the tool that we all are endowed 

with. It's like a muscle that you can practice. That lava has to come out. The 

question is, What do you do with it? (Spanos 2016).  

 

Recalling the first anchoring point from Foucault, the ‘common truth’ in question is not 

conventional approaches to composition, but is rather a matter involving internal 
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psychological debate, and the external elements that influence them. This prompts the second 

anchoring point: to “not to want to be governed” by laws that “hide a fundamental 

illegitimacy.” In Spalding’s case the laws in question could be those concerning labels that 

define, or rather delegate a means to critique Spalding’s compositions. Critics attempting to 

categorise a genre or style for the album Emily’s D+Evolution based on her previous work are 

often left with a conundrum; ‘though Spalding is often branded a “jazz musician” (a label she 

humbly rejects), few would call Emily’s D+Evolution “jazz” (Waterman 2020). This 

conundrum was only made possible due to her alter ego Emily, as due to Emily’s influence 

Spalding was able to refuse and simultaneously challenge preconceived labels and 

expectations through her music. Spalding states that the lack of inhibition that Emily 

embodies derailed Spalding’s own as she has stated that “since nobody knows her, I felt really 

uninhibited to go for things musically, and lyrically, and vocally” (Spanos 2016). If 

Spalding’s musical skills/tools are taken advantage of for the purpose of Emily’s vision, it 

would seem Spalding also appears to state that Emily has compositional authority. She says 

“It's really been a great journey to offer my services so to speak to this character and music 

that wants to be, or the project that wants to be expressed through her” (Spanos 2016). 

Spalding is allowing this entity to overpower her for the purpose of creating a sense of 

autonomy, a valid enough reason in order to compose without external influences. This 

concurs with the third anchoring point: “to not to want to be governed” by a common truth 

unless there is a valid reason to. Through the use of her alter ego Spalding is able to create 

with a sense of autonomy, which challenges not only her compositional processes, but also 

her sense of self. When explaining the alter ego Spalding stated: “I think that’s universal, you 

know, we all have facades, that we operate from within, and um, this is a space where we get 

to pretend to be a new part of ourselves, so it’s the concept of pretending to be more yourself” 

(Bloodworks Live Studio).  
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Foucault wrote: “critique will be the art of voluntary insubordination, that of reflected 

intractability” (2007, p.47). Spalding’s critical attitude towards her pre-existing compositional 

processes conjured an alter ego. When an interviewer asked “are you trying to throw a wrench 

in those [beauty] expectations with this album, because your voice sounds less outright pretty 

here than your past releases?” She replied stating “No. But I am insubordinate by nature. I 

can't help it. And I don’t know if I was trying to sing pretty before, I think it was just a 

coincidence. With this record, I had no goal for the sound, no goal for the way I was gonna do 

it” (Frank, 2016). As mentioned earlier, Spalding’s philosophical approach to composition is 

to aim to create art that has ‘truth’, her ‘truth’. She embraces the courage to be vulnerable 

(Beuttler 2019, p.233). She encourages artists to do the same, to not see mistakes as failures, 

but to confront them and see them as potential for growth. She states; “I don’t advocate 

escaping shit. I advocate running into it with your chest bared, and trusting your training and 

your creative capacity to transform the poison in the medicine" (Beuttler 2019 p.240). The 

purpose of her alter ego ‘Emily’ was to turn into herself and discover a part of her psyche that 

needed addressing. She took a risk in creating Emily’s D+Evolution, but it was a risk that she 

felt necessary to uncover her ‘truth’. Her open-minded but critical attitude enables art that is 

genuine and unique, music that challenges popular conventions. 

 

“I mean I’m thirty-three… This will all probably - I’ll change my mind in ten years” (Beuttler 

2019, p.241).  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion  

 

This thesis aimed to identify traces of creative autonomy on the musical work of Esperanza 

Spalding. Based on the theoretical framework set out in the literature review, and the 

interview material with Spalding, two musical analysis chapters have uncovered various 

means by which Spalding demonstrates this autonomy. The results of this analysis and the 

discussion that follows indicate that this is crucial to Spalding during the compositional 

process as it enables a sense of her personal “truth”. In her practice Spalding demonstrates a 

critical attitude that questions the social, political, and economic conditions that structure her 

personal and professional life. Spalding’s consistent search for her “truth” has led her to be 

innovative within her career path as she allows her evolution as both a human being and an 

artist to be a part of her creative process. The work that she creates cannot be pigeon-holed by 

genre, and the persona that she presents to her audience does not conform to stereotypes. 

Spalding’s challenging of the status-quo demonstrates her uniqueness and strength.  
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Appendix A: Links to music  
 
Judas: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h58EsOQvDIc  
 
Good Lava: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l4y3Gc07p5s  
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Appendix B: Lyrics to ‘Good Lava’  
 

See this pretty girl? 
Watch this pretty girl flow 

 
Lone ranger 

I see you like the view 
Wandering from a distance with my pretty peak can do 

Come break me 
Don't march up 

In your discerning shoes 
I see right through the cooler all around your blowing fuse 

So let loose 
That mountain 

 
Good lava we all know you wanna 

See this pretty girl flow 
You wanna 

With this pretty girl flow 
Good lava 

 
You stranger 

One day ya gonna be 
Planting your own flattered, conquered fear and fantasy 

Right on me 
With this pretty girl flow 

Promise not to linger and I’ll even let you climb 
Inside 

My mountain 
 

Good lava 
We all know you wanna 
See this pretty girl flow 

You wanna 
With this pretty girl flow 

You wanna 
See this pretty girl flow 

You wanna 
With this pretty girl flow 

Good lava 
How we dance 

Good lava 
We all know you wanna 

 
Lyrics transcribed by Sarah Angel Homeh 
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Appendix C: Lyrics to ‘Judas’  
 

Judas, you know the lonesome road, don't you? 
Collecting bottle caps of rum 

Honest sinning to chase the blues 
Blurrier till kingdom comes 

 
Take a little girl who gets to see her mama broke down 
Now she's a lady made for the modern world, my life 

But if you ask my advice us raging girls  
Are china dolls fed up with all that follows 

All the way down 
Digging up holy scriptures to shame her while she drowns 

But if you ask my advice that's shallow gets a bargain next to Judgment Day 
It's only a matter of time, honey 

Good money 
Sinks through her teeth 

She's not evil 
 

Forgive this innocent wrecking ball (man-made) 
 

Judas, you know the lonesome road, don't you? 
Collecting bottle caps of rum 

Honest sinning to chase the blues 
Blurrier till kingdom comes 

 
Take a little boy who gets to see his papa broke down 

Now he's a shadow made for the modern world, my life 
But if you ask my advice, 

Us raging boys are Indian cowboy's high on toys, that follow 
All the way down 

Locking up holy figures to shame the whole damn town 
But if you ask my advice 

Their island cage 
Can't hold the rising sea, of rage 
It's only a matter of time, honey 

Good money 
Made on the street 

He's not evil 
 

Forgive this innocent wrecking ball (man-made) 
 

Judas, you know the lonesome road, don't you? 
Collecting bottle caps of rum 

Honest sinning to chase the blues 
Blurrier till kingdom comes 
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You either love him or you leave him 
Are you the lover or a chain? 
Are you a lover or a chain? 

A matter of time, honey 
Good money 

Made in defeat 
It's not evil 

 
Forgive this innocent wrecking ball (manmade) 
Judas, you know the lonesome road, don't you? 

Collecting bottle caps of rum 
Honest sinning to chase the blues 

Blurrier till kingdom comes 
 

Lyrics transcribed by Sarah Angel Homeh 
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Appendix D: The bass sheet music for “Judas” 
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Appendix E: The vocal sheet music for “Judas” 
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