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Self-made 
breakout artist 
The Weeknd 

redefines 
alternative R&B 

By Anna Cipollone
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T’S NOT THAT THE WEEKND DOESN’T 
WANT YOU TO KNOW HIS NAME OR 
RECOGNIZE HIS FACE—his secretive 
persona is part and parcel of his 
music. !e elusive artist, who 
rarely gives interviews or poses for 
publicity shots, has managed to 
do the impossible in an age where 
digital dominates and most rising 
stars quickly reach their media 
saturation point.

Canadian R&B sensation !e Weeknd, 
also known as 24-year-old Abel Tesfaye, 
gained popularity after releasing a series 
of mix tapes on YouTube in 2010. His 
mysterious debut, which catapulted him 
into the spotlight, embodied a less-is-more 
mantra focused on the singer-songwriter’s 
music and production style instead of his 
personal life. “In the beginning, I was very 
insecure,” said Tesfaye on his reluctance 
to engage with media, in a rare interview 
with Complex magazine. “At the end of the 
day, you can’t deny the music. !at was 
my whole thing: I’m going to let the music 
speak for itself.” 

His mystique is part of the draw. Details 
of his life are few and far between, but 
his music always takes centre stage. His 
songs swung into full rotation after fellow 
Toronto-native Drake showed support by 
posting the songs to his blog, launching 
a friendship that continues to boost 
both careers. Drake tapped !e Weeknd 
for the Grammy award-winning Take 
Care in 2011, where he was featured 
on the hit track “Crew Love” and also 
as a songwriter/producer for several 
songs on the album. Since then, the 
Polaris prize nominee has performed at 
two OVO fests, played Coachella, and 

continues to win critical acclaim as he 
collaborates with everyone from Ariana 
Grande to Diplo and M.I.A. Now, the 
second-generation Ethiopian has set his 
sights afar, setting out for his "rst North 
American tour, King of the Fall, with 
Schoolboy Q and singer-songwriter Jhenè 
Aiko beginning in September. 

On the heels of his self-made, semi-
anonymous debut, he signed with 
Universal Republic Records in 2012 for 
the release of his "rst major-label album 
Trilogy, a re-mastered collection of his 
three mix tapes. He formed his own 
imprint label under Universal/XO, the 
slogan used to represent his extended 
crew of fans and fellow artists. 

!e Scarborough-born vocalist took 
home two JUNO Awards last year for 
Breakthrough Artist of the Year and 
R&B/Soul Recording of the Year for 
Trilogy. As the recipient  of this year’s 
Allan Slaight Award, which recognizes 
innovative Canadian talent and the 
achievements of rising stars who inspire 
others with their drive, !e Weeknd’s 
popularity shows no sign of peaking. 

His intriguing blend of dark R&B has 
won !e Weeknd praise from !e New 
York Times and Pitchfork, touting him as 
the new force in R&B. Naming Prince, 
Michael Jackson and R. Kelly as major 
in#uencers behind his vocals, and sourcing 
inspiration from the likes of Stevie Nicks 
and Phil Collins, his music "nds its place 
somewhere between soul ballad and 
R&B slow jam. Teetering on theatrical, 
his 2013 studio album, Kiss Land, draws 
inspiration from eerie "lmmakers like 
John Carpenter and David Cronenberg. 

With lyrics that examine the fear we 
ascribe to the uncanny, !e Weeknd’s 
falsetto register highlights his sultry vocal 
style while being both raw and polished 
at the same time. His knack for dark 
lyrical storytelling, riddling his songs with 
mistakes and meanderings of the midnight 
hour, have set him apart from other artists 
by exhibiting his own very particular, 
melancholic perspective. 

!e Allan Slaight Award is presented 
to a young Canadian who is making a 
positive impact in the "eld of music, "lm, 
literature, visual or performing arts, sports, 
innovation or philanthropy. !e award is 
accompanied by a $10,000 honorarium and 
has previously been presented to four talented 
performers: Carly Rae Jepsen, Melanie 
Fiona, Drake and Nikki Yanofsky. It’s named 
for media maverick and philanthropist 
Allan Slaight, who over the course of a "ve-
decade-long career, helped forge the path for 
countless Canadian artists.

“At the end of 
the day, you 
can’t deny the 
music. That 
was my whole 
thing: I’m 
going to let the 
music speak 
for itself.”
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