In Praise of Eva Cassidy

Eva Cassidy passed away a little over two years ago on a Friday, November 1, 1996, from cancer.  She was only 33 years old and had produced only one studio recording titled Eva By Heart.  Given Cassidy’s short life and tragic ending it is very easy to wonder if you are being moved by her voice or by her story. Well, when I first received and played her compilation album, titled Eva Cassidy - Songbird I did not know of her tragic short life.  I simply assumed that she was a wonderful new talent. The magic was all in her haunting voice, in her impeccable intonation and in her control.  It was the most extraordinary and singular voice I had heard in a very, very long time, distinctive not only for its power but also for its timbre when she sings quietly.

Duke Ellington, who reveled in diversity, often employed the phrase “beyond category” when referring to individuals that rose above the labels that we so often place on our artists.  Eva Cassidy is truly beyond category and she is without genre.  She resides where the lines between folk, country, blues, rock and jazz are blurred to the point of erasure.  For example, the Grammy-winning music writer Joel E Siegel said that Cassidy “is a folk singer, she is a jazz singer and she is most certainly a blues singer, she is an unclassifiable and inspiring musician.”  The Washington Post said “she could sing anything—folk, blues, pop, jazz, R&B, gospel—and make it sound like it was the only music that mattered,” which may explain why the Washington Area Music Association (WAMA) honored her as Best Female Vocalist in four separate categories: blues, jazz-contemporary, jazz-traditional, and roots rock/traditional R&B.

But, of course, such an eclectic repertoire confused shortsighted and label-oriented recording personnel.  Music booker Al Dale noted, “Eva was a pure artist.  She chose songs that moved her, that allowed her to express her feelings. Record companies wanted to dictate her material, to fit her into a certain mold so they could target a specific market.  But she wouldn’t go along with that.  She refused to compromise her music to make it more commercial.”  Bless you, Miss Cassidy for your musicianship and for your integrity.

Various writers have noted that Cassidy was demure, almost painfully shy and with virtually no pretensions to stardom. Nonetheless, she still made a huge impact on the music scene in her tragically short life.  Cassidy possessed an “aw shucks” attitude toward her own talent but, as she appeared in clubs around her Washington D.C. home, soon realized that her singing touched people very deeply.  Musical insiders say that she was on the verge of breaking through to a national audience at the time of her death.  Less than three weeks after her passing, her locally released recording, Live At Blues Alley, was honored by WAMA with nine awards, including the overall Artist of the Year and Album of the Year awards.  Cassidy has also been inducted into the WAMA Hall of Fame.  Thankfully, she may be even better known today than in 1996.

How would she have handled success?  To paraphrase Mr. Siegel she would probably ignore it by hopping on her bicycle with a bag of Cheetos and pedal down some country road.  Eva produced only four recordings.  Some were posthumously released.  Eva Cassidy, Songbird, reviewed by Jim Santella in the December L.A. Jazz Scene, is a compilation of songs from the other three.  Of the four a typical jazz fan might enjoy the Live at Blues Alley CD the most.  Listen, for example, to her tender rendition of the Johnny Mercer standard, “Autumn Leaves.”  Is that not the definitive version?  She totally recasts the melody, creating a most breathtaking rendition.  This is jazz singing at its very best.  But then Cassidy can turn around and swing very hard on such songs as Irving Berlin’s “Cheek to Cheek” and “Blue Skies.”

For some reason, few post-rock singers can mine the meaning of pre-rock songs.  Perhaps it is the often literary and metaphorical language that is alien to them or the rhythms on which the songs are dependent or the required subtlety in phrasing?  Thankfully, Eva Cassidy has no problem at all.  She sings and swings those Berlin lyrics as naturally as talking.  Jazz is an art in which whispers often convey much more than shouts.  So, listen please to Cassidy as she almost whispers on the lovely folk song “Tall Trees in Georgia,” or “Fields of Gold.”  When appropriate, however, she can also shout and on Pete Seeger’s “Oh, Had I a Golden Thread” Cassidy shows her passion and soul in a performance that is drenched in the blues.

Truly each song on each of her four CDs is perfectly delivered -- thoughtful, graceful, exciting and peerless singing, whatever the genre.  Cassidy is in absolute charge of her lovely voice.  She transforms familiar songs into intensely personal statements.  And no one has ever sung with more conviction.  The previously mentioned Joel E Siegel, writing in the liner notes for Eva By Heart states that Eva Cassidy’s music “is the treasure she has bequeathed to us. [It] commemorates an extraordinary spirit and marks the beginning of an inspiring musical legend.”  I totally agree.
Roger Crane
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