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The night was calm and the crowd was relaxed at Zeb’s, a second-

But on stage, singer Roseanna Vitro was kicking up a storm. The 
occasion was an early set in December, and as she worked her way through 
material that ranged from Irving Berlin’s “Reaching For The Moon” to 
Randy Newman’s “Political Science,” Vitro was a kinetic presence, every 
bit the whirlwind she must have been more than 30 years ago when, nick-

Since then, much about the jazz scene has 
changed around her. For one thing, unassum-
ing spots like Zeb’s, which sits atop a plumbing-
supply store, are less common throughout New 
York, where soaring rents have pushed artists to 
the fringes of the outer boroughs and beyond. For 
another, the “old media” infrastructure is being 
supplanted by a system in which the tools of pro-
motion are less certain and the fruits of an artist’s 
labor may, to the enterprising consumer, be had 
for a pittance. Artists like Vitro, 61, are adjusting. 

an analog environment, Vitro has entered the 
digital realm. She has started to develop a smart-
phone app—a virtual location where, with a few 

access all manner of personal material, includ-
ing Vitro’s pictures, a biography and an itinerary. 
The goal is to boost her presence in the corner 
of cyberspace frequented by the jazz public. The 
reality, she is quick to point out, is that the app is 
still very much an “experiment.”

“I’m just at the beginning of making this app 
relevant—of making this a tool that could make a 
difference for fans of mine,” she explained.

There have been stumbles. She has learned 
the hard way that brevity pays: Her app’s name—
Roseanna Vitro & the Randy Newman Project—

she has found that her choice of platform can 
exclude as well as include. When she opted for 
Google’s Android, she discovered that many of 
her fans owned iPhones. That prompted a move 
to Apple, a change that has itself been a source 
of frustration because she was told that it would 
take two months for the app to go live.

But some of her other digital ventures have 
already proved their worth, including a Facebook 
page—JVOICE, or Jazz Vocalists Offering 
Instructional Curriculum for Education—that 
has attracted a virtual community of more than 
2,400 singers, teachers and students. While advo-
cacy for singers is perhaps the site’s main objec-

tive, it has, as a by-product, helped Vitro main-

The site is just one of Vitro’s educational 
efforts. For 15 years, she has been building a 
career as a college teacher, most prominently 
at New Jersey City University in Jersey City. In 
addition, she mentors inner-city schoolchildren 
through the Jazz for Teens program at Newark’s 
New Jersey Performing Arts Center (NJPAC). 

Vitro said her success as a teacher has been 
something of a surprise, given that the arc of 
her early career did not necessarily prepare her 
for such a role. By her own account, a lack of 
focus marked her as she moved to New York 

with Hollywood fame under the guidance of TV 
heavyweight and jazz enthusiast Steve Allen.

“I sowed some oats,” she said, “and ate and 
drank them, too.”

But she is hardly quibbling with her success 
in teaching. Among other things, she said, it has 

when some cash-squeezed club owners are aban-
doning all-jazz policies and becoming less for-
giving in general. Despite Vitro’s standing in the 
jazz community, she said she struggled to over-
come the stigma of a single slow night at a major 
club back in 2011.

Teaching also has provided a cushion as dig-
itization has upended the record business. Vitro’s 
latest album is 2011’s The Music Of Randy 
Newman (Motéma), which earned a 4!-star 
review in DownBeat. The Newman songs she 
interprets include the gems “Baltimore” and 
“In Germany Before The War.” But not even a 
Grammy nomination for Best Vocal Jazz Album 
could push sales for that disc to the levels reg-
istered by some of her previous releases—nota-
bly Passion Dance (Telarc), the acclaimed 1996 
CD that counted Elvin Jones among the person-
nel and included a striking turn of vocalese on 
McCoy Tyner’s title tune.

of new offers, a situation to which Vitro acknowl-
edged she has contributed. After the nomination, 
she said, “I sat on my derriere” instead of act-
ing swiftly to parlay the nomination into great-
er opportunities. As of late 2012, she still had 
not been signed by a booking agent—which can 
be a precondition to being considered by major 
festivals.

But nowadays Vitro’s complacency is a thing 
of the past. She is communicating as strongly as 
ever with bookers and audiences in clubs and at 
house concerts. And she has dived headlong into 
activities with young people beyond the class-
room—judging contests, like last year’s inau-
gural Sarah Vaughan International Jazz Vocal 
Competition at NJPAC, and ushering promising 
performers onto concert stages. 

At Zeb’s in December, four of Vitro’s best 
students took turns at the microphone after she 

savvy onstage that they have demonstrated with 
digital technology offstage, they left Vitro opti-
mistic that today’s crop of performers will have 
as much to teach her as she does them about sur-
viving as an independent artist.

“One of the hopes,” she said, “is that the 
younger generation will love the music as much 

alive.”  DB
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