INTERVIEW WITH ANNIKA WESTMAN FOR SAUTAKUNNAN KANSA (Finnish morning paper) by Tomi Nordlund
Where did you get the idea to organize this Jazzy Ladies concert in Pori Jazz? Have you done this before?

Actually it’s more than one concert. The three groups play one concert each (with 2 sets) on Saturday 18th, before the concert on Sunday afternoon.

It’s a long story actually, that goes back to the years when I was a bass player myself. (Played two festival gigs in 1976 with the Swedish group Nynningen, but my professional years were 1980 – 95.)

I got comments about being a female bass player on every concert, but for me it was a very natural thing to play music and I didn’t have much to say about it. I didn’t play because I was a woman, of course – it was the love of music that was driving me.

But when I looked at the situation after so many years, where there are still so few female instrumentalists (the girls are mostly represented as vocalists), I thought it’s time to make a statement. Both to show that there are very good female musicians, even though they are a minority, and to inspire women to pick up an instrument.
No it’s the first time. I have worked for Kristianstad Jazz Festival in Sweden for a few years, producing their international program, and when I chose to present Esperanza Spalding in 2007 (her first gig in Sweden), I felt very happy about the big interest that she got from audience and media, and this inspired me to look for more examples of good female instrumentalists. 

On what bases did you select the artists for Pori Jazz?

I wanted a broad spectrum when it comes to nationality, age and musical style, and when we decided to present all female bands (except Kim Clarke, who’s bringing some guys as well) we had to put these together in close cooperation with the three band leaders that I had selected (Pernille Bévort, Hildegunn Öiseth and Kim Clarke). 

These three – and most of the other girls as well - have more than 20 years experience, and I think they really deserve some attention, publicity etc

Do for example Copenhagen Jazzy Ladies and ISIS represent well what's happening in the female jazz scene nowadays?

Yes, I think so. Each individual in these groups is also a band leader in her home country, creating her own music, and by putting them all together in these ”all star bands”  we will get a combination of all of their creativity. And the perspective will be broad, since we have nine nationalities represented - or ten if we count Tineke Postma (NL) who I’m also working with even if she’s not presented under the Jazzy Ladies theme.

Are gender issues even more emphasised in jazz than for example in rock music?  
One interesting fact is that in classical music there are plenty of female musicians, but I have not yet figured out why. But at least it proves that this mostly has to do with tradition.

Reagarding jazz vs. rock: More women are, since a few years, starting to appear in both genres, but it seems to be going a bit slower in jazz, maybe because jazz musicians usually go through a long education whereas there are more self-taught musicians in rock music.

I also think that jazz has traditionally had more (than rock) of showing off technical skills, especially the ability to play very fast but long solos, which seems to be more of a male thing. One of the few things that female musicians have in common, the way I see it, is that they are not so interested in showing that they can play faster than others (
What do you think, which are the biggest challenges and what could we do to balance the gender situation?

It is important not to emphasize the female vs. male too much – if you close your eyes, it’s often hard to hear the difference. Music is human, and universal. So the main purpose is to inspire and encourage women, by showing that it’s possible and giving them some positive examples. When you ask musicians, male and female, what made them start playing, many will mention hearing a certain musician, usually live. So to present strong female musicians on stage, and to remember them when projects and festivals are being put together, and to give the right kind of attention from media, this will all help to creat a better balance – along with time itself, which I’m sure is on our side…
Which female jazz artists do you especially admire and why?

1.  Early, but timeless, pioneers: 

Alice Coltrane (John’s widow, who made a comeback a few years before she died, a fantastic CD called Translinear Light)

Nina Simone (unique and strong expression, still an influence for many artists)

2. Icons, still alive:

Kim Clarke, Defunkt’s bass player who I’m proud to present at Pori, a tough lady sorrounded by male musicians, and still going strong after 25+ years of professional playing

Meshell Ndegeocello, creative bass player/songwriter, going her own way

3. New stars:

Hiromi, the Japanese piano wizard

Ingrid Laubrock, avantgarde-ish sax player (German, based in London)

And then some promotion! Can you tell me why should people come and see Jazzy Ladies in Pori Jazz?

It’s a unique opportunity to hear a selection of top musicians, with long experience, and most of them in constellations especially put together for Pori, which of course makes it very unique.

And I can say, from my own experience, that it always makes people very happy and somehow proud, to see and hear a group of confident female musicians on stage!

