INTERVIEW

Kendra Shank

by Jazz Improv Staff

JI: Could you touch on your background in Se-
attle, WA, and who or what inspired you to want
to begin serious study and career in jazz?

KS: My early career as a folk musician mostly
evolved in Seattle from 1980 — 1988 (although it
had its beginnings in Paris, 1977). | performed in
folk clubs, festivals, and colleges — as a solo
singer/guitarist and also in a duo with a banjoist/
guitarist. My music was focused on folk, folk/
pop, country, bluegrass and French chanson. In
1982 1 started listening to jazz (starting with
Billie Holiday, Zoot Sims, Joe Pass, Paul Des-
mond, Sarah Vaughan) and went to Bud Shank’s
jazz workshop (where I heard Betty Carter for
the first time). | added a few jazz standards to
my folk repertoire and, in 1987-88, did a couple
of gigs with a jazz rhythm section — but it wasn’t
until I met Jay Clayton in 1989 that 1 began seri-
ously studying jazz. I had just returned to Seattle
after 5 months in Paris where | had immersed
myself in the jazz scene, listening to live music
most nights and sitting in a little bit. I had be-
come completely impassioned with jazz and
decided | wanted to be a jazz singer. Bassist Ed
Schuller, whom [ met in Paris, suggested [ study
with Jay Clayton, so I returned to Seattle to do
so (she was teaching at Cornish College of the
Arts at that time). The Seattle jazz scene pro-
vided a rich environment for me to grow as a
jazz musician, and [ collaborated with some
wonderful musicians there including Jeff John-
son, Hans Teuber, John Hansen, Dean Hodges,
and many others.

JI: Could you cite one or more things from your
studies with Jay Clayton and your association
with Shirley Horn respectively, that have signifi-
cantly impacted your artistry.

KS: Jay Clayton is the one who really put me on
the path of exploring the art of jazz — she opened
a whole world to me, and is one of my most
important musical influences. She was my first
jazz teacher and mentor (I began studying with
her in 1989), and the first to show me what being
a jazz musician is. In addition to giving me a
foundation in the basic skills of jazz singing,
starting with the standards, I'm also grateful to
her for introducing me to free improvisation very
early on, as this instilled in me a desire to ex-
plore the music creatively and openly — to take
risks and seek my own voice in the music.
Studying improvisation with Jay, and performing
her original music with her on a few occasions,
have given my music a direction I otherwise
might never have found, and I know that I
wouldn’t be the musician I am if not for her. She

taught me that expressing truth in the music is
paramount and that it’s about telling your story
(Sing Your Story is the title of her book). Jay
Clayton is one of the few true innovators in this
music, and her artistic vision is an inspiration.
She continues to inspire me to stretch myself and
to explore the limitless world of sounds and
expression of which the voice is capable.

Shirley Horn also had a big impact on me
early in my jazz development, and was an im-
portant mentor. I was deeply influenced and
inspired by her music — the slow ballad tempos,
her use of space, her ability to convey a lyric
with authenticity, her emotional immediacy yet
subtle shadings, her atmosphere of intimacy, her
dynamics. Her music taught me about space —
using silence as a color, as a “note” to play (Jay
Clayton also showed me this). Her silences were
so full of intention, presence and impact. Shirley
encouraged me in my
musical development and
was responsible for two
pivotal events in my
career: my recording
debut (she recommended
me to Mapleshade Re-
cords and co-produced
my debut album, Afrer-
glow) and my New York
debut (she invited me to
perform a short show-
case set during her en-
gagement at the Village
Vanguard in 1992). She
also introduced me to
pianist Frank Kimbrough
(he played with me on
the Vanguard showcase),
who has long been one
of my most important
collaborators and who
introduced me to the
other members of my
current band.

JI: Please talk about
your time in Paris and
how that has influenced

your musicianship,
creativity and your
outlook.

KS: Paris has been a
second home to me,
and my connection to
French language and
culture began when 1
was 15 years old, so it

has been an essential part of my evolution. Busk-
ing in Parisian subways .and street cafes when I
was 19 (as a solo folk singer/guitarist) was
where my music career began. My adopted
French “father” (I lived with a French family for
a short time) played me old 78s of Billie Holiday
and Teddy Wilson which was of my early intro-
ductions to jazz. Later, in 1988, I was living in
Paris (with my French “sister”) when I decided
to focus my music on jazz and started sitting in
at jazz clubs there. Over the next 6 years I had
dual residency in Seattle and Paris — studying
with Jay Clayton in Seattle (thanks to a sugges-
tion by bassist Ed Schuller, whom [ met in
Paris), and gigging in both cities, splitting each
vear between them. Paris had a vibrant jazz
scene then with lots of opportunities to play, so I
was able to really work on my crafi, hear a lot of
live music, and learn from some great musicians

76 V7IN4 e Jazz improv”, P.O. Box 26770, Elkins Park, PA 19027 ® tel: 215-887-8808 @ fax: 215-887-8803 @ e-mail: jazz@jazzimprov.com @ www.jazzimprov.com







