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FINNISH GENRE-BENDER

With stunts like playing 24 gigs in 24 hours and
trading instruments mid-song without missing a beat,
“punk jazz” trio Mopo put Finnish saxophonist Linda
Fredriksson on the map —at least among fans of scruffy
European improv —around 2012. That year, the band
released its debut after three years of raucous gigging at
rock clubs and festivals. The saxophonist also appeared
on another debut, a Blue Note Finland release by the
Afrobeat/funk band Northern Governors. A year
later, Fredriksson was blasting their baritone with the
Ricky-Tick Big Band, backing several rappers. After
a decade with Mopo, including gigs in Asia, North
Africa, Turkey and Mexico, Fredriksson released a solo
debut, the intimate, experimental Juniper (We Jazz). It
earned rave reviews and many awards, which at times
got to be a bit much for the saxophonist, who says that
“publicity feels awkward for me. I want to keep the
focus on the music.”

It has since become clear that there wouldn’t be
any pigeonholing for Frederiksson simply being a jazz
saxophonist. With various horns and bass clarinet,
guitar, keyboards and some humming vocals, they
painted tender, atmospheric pieces from a palette of
folk, ambient, electronics and even indie rock. Two
other notable bands, in which the musician’s playing
and contributions can be appreciated, have released
a pair of albums each: Superposition, a taut acoustic
jazz(ish) quartet, and Kiri Ral!, a dreamy improv trio
that touches on spiritual jazz, ambient and cinematic
scores. “I have a big interest in trying to make the
music in a fun, open space where I get to be who I am
without any labels or boxes,” says Frederiksson from
their home in Helsinki. A “big interest” goes back at
least to age nine, when they picked the saxophone at
Helsinki’s Pop & Jazz Conservatory because “other

BESSIE
SMITH

ACROSS BARRIERS OF RACE, GENDER, CLASS & IDENTITY

Known as “Empress of the Blues,” Bessie Smith (1894-
1937) is arguably one of the best known and enduring
blues singers of all time. She was among the highest-
paid Black performers at the height of her career, and
one whose legacy, unlike other female greats of the past
injazz and blues, has never been relegated to obscurity.
Smith has remained influential, an inspiration to her
collaborators (Louis Armstrong, Coleman Hawkins,
Fletcher Henderson, James P. Johnson, et al.), as well
as to vocalists who followed her, including Billie
Holiday, Mahalia Jackson, Dinah Washington, Aretha
Franklin and today’s queen of R&B and the blues,
Bettye LaVette, who notes simply and deeply, “When
I see Bessie Smith [in my mind], I cry. She is literally
the bridge upon which I came across.” Books and plays
about Smith have been written and movies made. Her
music still sells and, most significantly, her songs are

kids in the class were starting to play clarinet and I
didn’t want to do the same thing as everybody else. I
wanted something that was my own.”

Fredriksson was encouraged in that by saxophone
teacher Antti Snellman. “In my first lesson, he showed
me how to play an A, and then said, ‘now you can
start immediately; let’s improvise something with this
note.” So from the very beginning, there was a sense
that you can invent. It's not just about reading notes;
it's more about listening and creating your own stuff.
When I had students of my own, I encouraged them
to improvise from the first lesson, too.” Fredriksson
hasn’t taught formally for more than a decade, despite
holding a Master’s degree in musical education from
the Sibelius Academy. Alongside that pedagogy
major, there have been many classes in the adjacent
jazz department as well as during an exchange year in
Amsterdam. This approach suited Fredriksson: “It was
a perfect way to get the knowledge and find my own
voice without all the pressures and comparing myself
so much to others.”

At the Academy, there were studies with several
established Helsinki saxophonists, as well as Finnish-
American guitarist Raoul Bjorkenheim, who guested
on a Mopo 7”. Fredriksson’s latest release is the second
collection from Kiri Ra! (nen, We Jazz), improvised
over nearly a decade, mostly in pianist Matti Bye’s
hometown of Stockholm and at the Finnish archipelago
home of multi-instrumentalist and vocalist Lau Nau.
“In Kiri Ra!, all the structures or rules of the other
projects I've played in somehow vanish. We meet a
few times a year. It's like a music camp bubble slash
therapy group, just hanging out, drinking coffee and
not talking about music, but then somebody ends up
behind some instruments and we record. It feels so
different: liberating, safe and cozy.” Fredriksson adds
that when the tracks were selected for the release,
the members couldn’t remember exactly who played
what instruments. “It was more or less about what
instrument happened to be next to you on the couch,”
says Fredriksson, who contributed wooden flutes and
an oud-like mandolin, bringing to mind Shabaka and
Anouar Brahem.

Still, Fredriksson loves to return to the baritone,
the instrument that has earned them several DownBeat

still sung: “Downhearted Blues”, “Backwater Blues”,
“Cold in Hand Blues” and many others.

Smith was born in 1894 in Chattanooga, TN. Her
father, a Baptist minister, died soon after her birth,
followed by her mother in 1906, leaving her in the
care of an aunt. It was around this time Smith began
performing as a street singer, accompanied by a guitarist
younger brother. In 1912 she joined the Moses Stokes
minstrel show, and soon thereafter the Rabbit Foot
Minstrels, where she was discovered and mentored by
“Mother of the Blues,” Ma Rainey. After ten years of
minstrelsy, Smith settled down in Philadelphia, and in
1923 met and married Jack Gee, signed a contract with
Columbia Records and recorded “Downhearted Blues”,
which sold an estimated 800,000 copies, immediately
catapulting her to fame. Saxophonist Carol Sudhalter,
who hosts the monthly Flushing Town Hall Jazz Jam,
and who will be féting Smith this month, observes,
“What comes through [on recordings] is the power in
her delivery, the determined feeling—the tenderness,
sadness, grief. She makes the lyrics come alive.” But
Smith’s popularity and success began to decline in the
early '30s, largely due to the financial ravages of the
Great Depression and the cultural shift to swing music.

The singer’s private life behind the outer success
was decidedly notorious. She was, by nature, a free-
wheeler who greatly prized personal freedom. Bisexual,
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Rising Star honors. “Of the horns that I play, it feels
closest to me. I've always felt free with it. Especially
when I was younger, with the baritone it was easier
to remember that I'm allowed to do whatever I want,
rather than what I imagine someone expects from me.”
The particular love for the unwieldy instrument rests
in its versatility and richness, with different sounds
and textures: “I'm able to express such a wide range
of things with it. It has all the softness in the world,
while also holding the rough, hard sides of life.” On
the new Kiri Ra! album, Fredriksson plays alto on the
album’s jazziest track, “omwhere”, with the spirit of
the Coltranes hovering above. “I've listened to a lot of
Alice and John Coltrane, along with Wayne Shorter,
so that’s the feeling in my head sometimes. Before
them, the first two big names I really enjoyed were Jan
Garbarek and Maceo Parker. I've always listened to
a lot of funky rhythmic stuff.” Having also recorded
with hip hop, ska and Brazilian-style groups, now
there’s a busy concert summer ahead in Finland with
four different bands, which suits Fredriksson, whose
preference is to travel by train anyways.

They recently had to turn down an invitation
to NYC’s Winter JazzFest (which would have been
the saxophonist’s first-time playing NYC) due to the
expense and red tape. “That sounds like the kind of
festival that I love, where it's easy to hang out and
improvise with other musicians. I wish there were
more like that.” Fredriksson’s latest recording projects
are the third Superposition album and a second solo
release: “I'm between two worlds, older stuff related
to the first album and something new that’s starting to
rise, but I don’t know what it is yet...”

For more info visit lindafredrikssonmusic.com

Recommended Listening:

* Mopo — Jee! (Texicalli, 2011)

* Mopo — Mopocalypse (We Jazz, 2017)

* Superposition — Superposition (We Jazz, 2019)

* Linda Fredriksson — Juniper (We Jazz, 2019-21)

e Kerkko Koskinen, Linda Fredriksson, UMO Helsinki
Jazz Orchestra— Agatha 2 (We Jazz, 2022)

* Kiri Ra! (Lau Nau, Linda Fredriksson, Matti Bye) —
nen (We Jazz, 2018-2025)

her relationships with women were conducted in a
protected queer subculture; Smith’s female partners
included her longtime friend Ruby Walker, as well as
various chorus girls and dancers. Scholars and gender
theorists cite her lyrics—and those of her mentor Ma
Rainey —as evidence of queer leanings. But be they
male or female, Smith’s many sexual encounters and
relationships were generally, dramatically tumultuous.
“Smith was a voice of truth-telling, a movement of
radical selfhood, and the embodiment of a people, a
culture and an era,” observes vocalist Brianna Thomas.
“The Empress of the Blues refused to be confined
by society’s expectations and ‘isms,” defying every
limitation built around her. She spoke truths that
cut through human complexity with the precision of
simplicity, bridging understanding across barriers of
race, gender, class and identity...With unapologetic
authenticity, she was exactly who she believed herself
to be. That is why we are still listening to Bessie Smith
today.”

After Gee (from whom she separated in 1931), Smith
entered a long-term common-law relationship with
Richard Morgan, who was involved in Smith’s death in
1937: early on September 26, Morgan and Smith were
driving on US Route 61 near Clarksdale, MS. Morgan,
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