
Admitting she was “overwhelmed,” vocalist 
�ana Alexa waited until she had �nished 
her �rst number—a snappy, scat-�lled invi-

tation to “Take Five” via Paul Desmond and lyr-
icists Iola and Dave Brubeck—before welcoming 
the capacity crowd to the CD release concert for her 
remarkable debut, Ode To Heroes (Jazz Village). 

More than 200 fans, friends and family members 
�lled Subculture, a Greenwich Village performance 
space, for the March 23 concert. A�er enthusiastically 
introducing the four core members of her band, with 
special emphasis on superstar drummer (and her �an-
cé) Antonio Sánchez, Alexa invited tenor saxophonist 
Donny McCaslin, a special guest, to the stage. 

Her open, giddy-with-joy demeanor quickly 
shi�ed as she counted out the beat for the album’s 
title track, one of eight original compositions on Ode 
To Heroes. Suddenly she was all business, hop-scotch-
ing with Sánchez and bassist Jorge Roeder through a 
tricky, syncopated intro. A�er delivering her inspi-
rational lyrics (“Invigorating visions �ow / Be open, 
challenge all you know”) in a radiant voice, Alexa 
stepped aside as McCaslin delivered a long, bravura 
solo that multiplied the energy in the room. 

Alexa followed McCaslin with a solo of her own 
that encompassed unbridled swoops and yelps, see-
sawing dynamics, startling sounds and percussive 
tones. When she returned to singing the song’s lyr-
ics—matched on the melody by McCaslin and fel-
low New School alum Ben Flocks also on tenor sax—it 
became obvious that Alexa’s combination of sparkling 
artistry and unerring con�dence make her far more 
than just another rookie with a debut album.

�e unveiling of Ode To Heroes was accom-
plished with patience and planning. With help from a 
$17,000 Kickstarter campaign, the recording sessions 
took place in May 2012—just a few months a�er Alexa 
contributed vocals to the title track and centerpiece of 
Sánchez’s 2013 album, New Life (CAM Jazz). A�er all 
of her album tracks were complete, she meticulously 
hunted for a label. 

 “I wanted to be ready to present the music in a 
professional, �ne-tuned way when the album came 
out,” said Alexa. “�at required a lot of practice, plus 
moving out of my comfort zone to focus on soloing 

and scatting. Also, I worked on developing a show, 
putting together set lists and maintaining a level of fun 
through my performances.”

Born �ana Alexa Paveli� (the “h” in �ana is 
silent) in New York City, she grew up in Connecticut, 
studying violin while also digging into the jazz 
and r&b records in her father’s collection. In 2000, 
when she was 13, her family moved to Croatia, 
where she began playing guitar and composing her 
own songs, taking voice lessons later at the Rock  
Academy of Zagreb. 

A return to the States to study psychology at 
Northeastern University in Massachusetts le� Alexa 
frustrated and unhappy. So she transferred to the New 
School in New York and �nished her bachelor’s degree 
in psychology while also earning a bachelor of �ne arts 
degree in jazz performance. 

Alexa became friends with Sánchez in 2008 a�er 
seeing him perform at Carnegie Hall with Croatian 
pop star Oliver Dragojevi�. She credits the drum-
mer—her co-producer on Ode To Heroes—with help-
ing her to progress artistically: “Antonio has seen me 
perform this music over the years, and the structur-
al criticism he has o�ered to me has made a huge dif-
ference. We’ve spent a lot of time talking about put-
ting together solos that say something, and about the 
rhythmic aspects of what I can do with my voice.”

Alexa is featured on Sánchez’s forthcoming 
album, �e Meridian Suite (CAM Jazz), recorded with 
his working band Migration, and she is currently writ-
ing material for her next album. “In the studio you can 
take your time and produce a record that showcas-
es your talents, but playing music in front of people is 
something entirely di�erent,” Sánchez said. “When I 
�rst heard �ana sing, I recognized her raw talent, but 
her growth as an artist has been unbelievable.”

�e last song of Alexa’s set at Subculture was 
“Ghost Hawk,” written as a tribute to her brother Niki, 
who died in a motorcycle accident in 2010. Looping 
her vocals a�er a piano solo, Alexa created a poly-
phonic swell that reached a stirring crescendo, and 
then quieted the band and so�ly urged her brother to 
“have happy dreams”; it was quite a benediction for an 
emotion-�lled evening.  — �omas Staudter
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