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Toshiko Akiyoshi is the composer, arranger, pianist, and
conductor for the Toshiko Akiyoshi/Lew Tabackin Big Band,
acclaimed as one of the top big bands in existence today.
Recently recognized as one of the leading composers and
arrangers for big band music, Toshiko Akiyoshi explains
her feelings about her career in jazz.
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The most important developmental years in anyone’s life are, I think, between 16 and
25. That is the time that your character is built, when what you are as a human being
is defined.

My whole life was jazz during those years, so I really became an adult through jazz
music. To me, jazz is mine. I can’t pretend that it’s someone else’s music, or that
I just play it because I love it - I can’t separate myself from it at all.

And yet, I realize that it is purely American music, and since I am Japanese, what
is my position in the jazz world?

I’ve heard a lot of black musicians say that white musicians took their music and
profited from it, leaving them with nothing . . . I feel I’m involved in that, too.
An I an invader, too? Am I taking from jazz and giving nothing back?

The only way I am able to resolve this dilemma is to give what I am back to jazz by
composing. If I have developed my music to the point where a listener can sense my
attitudes - that is, my history as it reflects Japan and as it reflects what I’ve
learned of America in the past 20 years - if the listener can hear my history and
my individuality, then I have accomplished the solution.
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