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Biography





Award-winning songwriter Richard Middleton has been performing for over 20 years as a soloist, bandleader, and sideman. His music is uncannily difficult to categorize, with influences spanning the musical spectrum from traditional folk to pop, from blues and rock to R&B and jazz.





Richard’s musical versatility has its roots in the huge range of music he heard growing up in Seattle. His parents’ record collection ran the gamut, from Ella Fitzgerald to the Beatles, and Richard devoured it all. His mother sang and played piano, and by age 9 Richard was learning to play piano by ear. The radio was a constant companion, and his curiosity sent him roaming up and down the dial. Favorite stops were Kasey Kasem’s “American Top-40,” the Dr. Demento Show, and Seattle’s premier soul station at the time, KYAC, a mainstay of the racially mixed Capitol Hill neighborhood where he grew up.





Nourished by this musical gumbo, Richard began performing professionally when he was barely 16, playing keyboards in an otherwise all-black, twenty-to-thirty-something soul band in some of Seattle’s rougher halls and nightclubs. By this time (1981), he was also playing guitar and already beginning to write his own songs. After working in a number of different groups, he became one of the founding members of the storied rock-funk band, Paisley Sin.





But for all its excitement, the drug-infused Capitol Hill rock scene offered Richard no mentors and few opportunities to grow, so in 1985 he auditioned for the jazz department of Cornish College of the Arts, Seattle’s prestigious arts conservatory. Although he was entirely self-taught, Richard was immediately accepted, and went on to earn his BFA in jazz piano performance in 1989, graduating summa cum laude. During his Cornish years, Richard worked with some of the most respected artists in contemporary music, including Gerry Granelli, Julian Priester, Jim Knapp, Jay Clayton, Janice Giteck, and Jarrad Powell. The experience he gained in arranging, improvising, ensemble playing, electronic music, and interdisciplinary collaboration dramatically expanded his musical vocabulary and artistic range.





While jazz was a strong influence, Richard's "mother tongue" remained popular music. During his senior year, for the first time he fronted his own band, Slang, with Julie Wolf (Ani diFranco, Laura Love) on rhythm guitar, John Silverman (Toy Sun, Group Virage) on bass, and Scott Mercado (Candlebox) on drums. Richard began exploring his own stylistic synthesis, combining thoughtful lyrics with R&B grooves, rock guitar, pop hooks, and extended improvisations. But the timing wasn't yet right for Richard's literate brand of pop/rock/soul. These were the "grunge" years, dominated by the likes of Soundgarden, Mudhoney, and Alice in Chains, and though Slang earned the respect of other musicians, the band dissolved after only a year.





Following the breakup, Richard found renewed inspiration in the acoustic guitar and began performing his songs as a soloist. Since 1991, he has played the Northwest's clubs, coffeehouses, and concert halls, patiently perfecting his powerful performance style, maturing as a writer and singer, and earning a reputation as one of Seattle's most gifted and versatile independent artists. In 1998, he was a Top Five Winner in the LakeFolkFest Emerging Songwriter Competition, and went on to be a judge for that contest in 1999. His long-awaited solo debut, “WEB,” was recently released, and is already considered by many in the Seattle scene to be an underground masterpiece of songwriting craft and creative production.





In addition to his solo work, Richard is a sought-after sideman, session player, and arranger. He's played lead guitar and keyboards with many highly regarded west coast songwriters, including Erin Corday, Joanne Rand, Larry Murante, Kym Tuvim, and Brad Warren, and was lead guitarist with the legendary jam band, Tough Mama (with Living Daylights' Dale Fanning and Arne Livingston on drums and bass). He’s currently lead guitarist and keyboardist with the celebrated folk-soul trio, Reggie Garrett and the SnakeOil Peddlers, and co-producer of their recent release, "Seasons." Other recent recording work includes album projects by Kathryn Mostow and Marsha Reeves.





Richard is a respected teacher, and was chosen to teach the first songwriting course offered at his alma mater, Cornish College of the Arts. He has taught guitar, piano, and songwriting privately since 1988, and his music students have included many emerging and established Northwest songwriters. His music column, “Inside Music,” is a regular feature of the acoustic music monthly, Victory Review, and he also writes CD reviews for SingOut! magazine. In 2000, Richard banded together with other independent artists to form Seattle Performing Songwriters (SPS), a nonprofit cooperative dedicated to the mutual artistic achievement and well-being of Northwest songwriters.





Richard has also worked extensively in Seattle's dance and theater communities. He has composed original music for works by choreographer Jeff Bickford, movement theater artist Consuelo Gonzalez, and playwright/actor John Stone, and has been musical director, composer, and sound designer for several productions at Youth Theater Northwest. He has also performed his own solo dance and theatrical works, including a series of storytelling pieces in which he tells elaborate tales entirely through the use of oral sound effects. The most significant of these, "Metro.Morphosis," was commissioned by On the Boards for their Northwest New Works Festival, and later was a "best of fest" highlight of the Seattle Fringe Theater Festival.
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