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She’s umber One

S0 Is Her Band

BY MARK LEVITON

I'he Los Angeles suburb of North Hol-
Ivwood. filled with fast-food outlets, dingy
dental offices and anonvmous urban archi-
tecture, seems the last place to ind anything
unique. But on a cramped North Holly wood
cul-de-sac, just around the corner from a
noisv intersection, lives a woman critics call
the brilliant and original jazz composer since
Duke Elington. loshiko Akivoshi, voted top
arranger in the latest Downbeat poll, leads the
\kivoshi-Tabackin Big Band., ranked
Number One Big Band by the same poll
\kivoshi also plays piano with the band.
while husband Lew Tabackin leads 1ts hve-
member saxophone section. She sits this al-
ternoon at a low Japanese table, drinking tea
to chase off a cold that forced her 1o cancel
rehearsal sessions

‘1 felt. in the late Sixues, that 1 hadn’
contributed anvthing. | thought | would quint
music.” Akivoshi savs. Her hands form no
gestures. but her face and eves are expressive

hen 1 be gan 1o look at the black movement
to see how i1t could relate to me. 1 reahized ]
could draw from myv Japanese hentage,
which was richer than Amencan, and bring
an infusion to benefit jazz. That was my way
to find significance.’

\kivoshi's mantelpiece is full ol
awards—Grammy nominations, dewnbeal
certificates, a I!Ir}}iu\ Irom ]‘t!r‘lu S Swing
Journal — and propped against the piano that
almost fills her living room is a half~fimshed
sheaf of music, the pencilled notes precise
and \1141};

\kivoshi is the only woman 1n history 1o
write a complete repertoire or a g
ind organize musicians to play it. Bevond

Dand

this surface novelty i1s music that veteran jazz
listeners call fresh, appealing and dramatic

Akivoshi was born in Manchurna. China,
in 1929, where her father ran a textile factory
for a large Japanese hrm before going inde-
pendent in the same business. After the
Japanese lost World War 11 the family had to
forfeit their assets and return to I\Iil‘lll. a
situation which caused much emotonal and
financial hardship

“My father wanted me to be a doctor hen
we first returned to Japan,” Akiyoshi recalls
in hesitant ]:ht.nr'x as though not quite al
home in her adopted language. “That was
really crazy because | can’t stand the sight of
blood! I was sixteen vears old at the time, and
had already been taking prano lessons for
nine vears. I was the voungest ol lour
daughters. none of whom were j;lu]rnluli.ah
s00 | decided 1o tryv medical school. We came
to Japan in August and school doesn 't start
there until spring. While I was waitng for
school to begin | saw an ad at a dancehall one
dav that said ‘Pianist Wanted.” so | went in
and got the job. 1 forgot about being a do«

Akivoshi began to build a reputation from

that point on as a sensational pranist with a

strong stvi and -Ijl[}r"..}Jiff-J- "‘\lii made a lew
records [or I.:];.:lu' s labels and becami (U Le
_;.-.!,u;.” Jut to really exXperience the jazz
world she needed to travel 1o the U.S.. which

she did in January 1956, enrolling in Boston

Berklee School of Music. There she studied

composition and piano while continuing to
work with combos when she could, and she
spent a lot of ume in nightspots secing her
idols play live. In April 1957 at John Hancock
Hall in Boston her composition "_l.—:ff Suite
for Orchestra.” wrniten as a school assign-
ment at Berklee, was performed by a student
band and was warmly received. Her stature
in the jazz community grew and i 1958 she
was named 1n Mademaotselle as one ol Amerni
a’'s top women. She had overcome the pre)-
udice in the mostly male jazz world that a
woman couldn’t handle jazz music. In 1959
she married saxophonist Charlie Manano
and they formed a l'lrmllr'{_ [;i.i\.ln: several ol
Toshiko's compositions

I'he late Sixties were a troubling time for
\kivoshi. Her marriage 1o Mariano broke up
after they had one daughter. and Toshiko had
difhiculty inding work because of the [ailure
of many New York clubs It was also the
time of black revolunon” she remembers
and some clubs were only booking black
musicians. 'here were many black organiza-
tions supporting black music, as a part ol the
whole political movement. I don’t think
that's wrong blacks had to go through so
much to make things better. But not being
black I had a '-'Hl‘;_'_h L

Akivasht met Tabackin while orgamzing a
concert for herself in Town Hall in 1967. He
was playing tenor sax with Doc Severinson's
band on The Tonight Show. In 1972, when
I-:Imu-. Carson moved to the West Coast
[abackin and Akiyoshi, by then marned, did

too. “One dav Lew came home from work

and said there was a rehearsal hall umon
members could rent lor hity cents an hour, 71
had thought of having a band in New York
but the halls were all $35 which meant an
investment of several thousand a vear, which
wasn't financially possible. But this was dif
ferent. 1 had about six charts to begin with
and Lew helped get the musicians together
v Wednesday rehear

sals.” Escalation of the band’s actuvitues has

Wi *lr'u.:ll our week

recently In'lrmlrr'fi Labackin o quit the Car
SN show and concentrate on working with

his wife and 1in smaller combos

In 1973 Akivoshi wrote an old friend at
R( \l"lrrhlxln_lfsp.nl asking il he would hke
to record her new big band. | he resulting
album, Kogun, went on to become the
largest-selling big band record in Japanese
history, It was released in the United States
at the end of 1978, For the last six years
Akivoshi has been writing challenging
robust and olten hnirru-rrm‘ s that leaves
plenty of room for the many hine soloists in
her fourteen [air'l ¢ band. lLake Ellingrion, she
enjoys writing for speciic members ol the
band, making 1t important 1o keep the per
sonnel constant, no easy leat when evervon
has other jobs too, The band is something of 4
music school as well. “There are two ways to
write,” explains Akiyvoshi “You can put the
music down so the players work at 75 per cent
capacity and the music sounds comlortable
or write music that may require more endus
ance on then part | he hirst way the writer
getting most of the benehit, having the musi

played. 1 he other way 1s more benehe 1al to

the writer and the players. But,” she adds, “1
Jwavs have to remind mysell the muse comes
irst. A lot ol bands play very we . but they
don't have a charactenistue sound. 1 want my
vand 1o have what vou call siyle

Vkivoshi is fortunate 1o have labackin as
principal sohist, for he 1s strong on tenor sax
ind Hute, an instrument she olten uses lor a
wide range ol effects and tone colors., She
WITLES UM rbly for bass trombone, which she
considers the instrument that “holds the bot
tom,” and exults in placing instruments 1in
Iresh combinations

Akivoshi often wrnites program music, jazz
1 -.I{I O a4 very \||Hl the memaoary or event
Her suite “Mimimata,” found on the Insipht
album, 1 a MW rful work with an emotonal
range that draws the maost lrom 1s lii.nv rs
he subject 1s a |.|]:,:I|l=-- hshing villags
where mercury poisoming from an industnal
plant killed fish and caused hideous delor
mities among people unlucky « nough to have

caten the catches. Ex {.','t illl--ln'._’l.l]:!nrl

Fugene Smith was beaten to near-blindness
1y COmpany Il‘lta'."- alter llln lilu umenlary
photos of the Minimata situation appeare d
Musicians are powerless, in the sense that
they are unable to change the world socally
Akivoshi wrote in notes 10 the prece, How
ever, they may feel very much concerned
about what 1s going on around them or what
has happened in the past, and thev can
cxpress their leelings through their wrniting
.|r:f1 ].J!J'\]I'l;'

Iwo albums ol new waork are already ro
corded, awaiting release in 1979, Liwe at Neu
port and March of the frnff-.-"«
\kivosht's affectionate nickname for her

1.1ll]rn|! § 18

trombone section Salted Cinko Nuls, the
band’s eighth album and first to be produced
by its leaders, will be released in Japan late in
1979. No Amernican release date has yvet been
|:|.||llilri

['he band's new music runs from the
happy shuflle of “"Son ol Road Time™ to the
pensive “Elusive Dream”™ 1o the almost
Spanish-sounding “*Notorious lournist from
Fast.” It's all rich, driving and startling jazz
I've always loved the prano and sull play solo

gigs when 1 can,” savs Akivoshi, “But | guess

the orchestra 15 my real instrument 4
Ox 4
Vark Leviton a freelance wriler —male
(.aucasian — working on a novel hatveng notinng o do
vith rock & roll. Levtton maintains - and our research
bears this oul —that there 15 absolulely nothing

excefrironal aboul him




