Saskia Laroo performed on Capetown Jazzfestival, South Africa  March 2007 . Hereby an article, written by Evan Milton and published 31 March 2008 in newspaper: the Weekend Argus. 
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Seductive sound of Saskia
Whether it 's the jazz of all-time greats like Miles Davis, Charlie Parker or John Coltrane, or the modern sounds of funk or techno, Saskia Laroo 's multi-talented band takes it in their stride. The innovative trumpeter is a pioneer at blending the many sounds of music.
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   pictures by Brenton Geach

Cape Town International Jazz Festival headliner Saskia Laroo is a trumpet innovator and band-leader who’s been dubbed “the lady Miles of Europe”. She co-founded Fra Fra Sound, cites playing Hugh Masekela as one of her all time highs and is a pioneer in blending jazz, hip hop, funk, reggae, salsa and “world” music.
 
“I’ve been to South Africa before, you know,” says Saskia Laroo from her hotel room, somewhat refreshed after flying in from Europe the night before. “It was in 1995 and we were here for the release of my first album, ‘It’s Like Jazz’. I was together with a rapper, Mac Maestro, and it was not so long after apartheid, and they told me it was quite uncommon at that time to have a black man rapper and a white woman trumpet player making music, so we did a lot of radio and television appearances, lots of tiny little performances.”
 
It’s pure Laroo that, a can-do attitude and happily dancing where others would fear to tread, both in terms of musical collaborations and, simply, in terms of connecting with people. “Why do I mix jazz and other music? There are two things to answer that,” she says, “I love this music so I want to perform it; I want to express the feeling that it creates to an audience. I discovered a long time ago that some people only like salsa; other people only like jazz; other people funk, and they don’t mix. I fell in love with all these styles so I want to seduce people to be less narrow-minded and to look further, to look into other musical styles. But maybe it goes further than that: I want people to get along.”
 
What, then, can local audiences expect from her two CTIJF performances? “We play a variety of hip dance grooves, combined with the rap vocals of two wonderful rappers and myself on trumpet doing jazzy solos and riffs,” says Laroo. “It is an eight-piece band; we have an African percussionist from Senegal, a guitarist from Croatia, a keyboardist from America who also sings fabulous be-bop scat vocals. The rappers, Stewlocks and Firestorm, are from Surinam and Guyana; they are also great beat-boxers, so we hope we will be able to touch that too. Then there is my drummer: he actually used to play with George Clinton’s Funkadelic band, and he can play straight ahead jazz, and funky stuff, and all the other styles. I’m very lucky to have him.”
 
Laroo is comfortable in various formations and with various styles, offering interested booking agents her Saskia Laroo Band (which is what South Africa is getting) that plays “dance jazz”, her Salsabop outfit, playing “Latin jazz” and also Jazzkia, described simply as “pure jazz”. She also plays dance jazz solo and, as a special guest soloist, is listed simply as being able to provide “various styles”. For an artist that’s actively pursuing the new edges of what the ever-morphing genre of jazz is becoming, and one who has helped promote the intersection of jazz and electronic dance music, she has an interesting take on the straight-ahead jazz idiom.
 
When I play jazz with modern dance grooves then most audiences are very happy with the dance, but when I play the jazz I is a little bit challenging for them,” she says. “When I play to a jazz audience, with be-bop and jazz standards there is so much knowledge in the audience, and so much appreciation: within the styles that they like, they know all the songs, but that kind of pure jazz is disappearing more and more – not at a concert like this weekend, of course – but outside of it. Every week in Amsterdam I have a steady club gig where I play all night long, just doing the pure jazz. It’s four and a half hours and it’s like a great workout, with Charlie Parker and John Coltrane and Miles Davis and Herbie Hancock and Duke Ellington. It’s called Café Alto, like the saxophone, and it’s a wonderful place every Sunday from 9.30 to 2am. People say, ‘Isn’t that too long?’ But the time flies.”
 
Laroo evidences a balanced poise between complete confidence in her musicians and musicianship, and a charming wonder at what the music is bringing her. She starts the interview by thanking the newspaper for its interest in her, hardly the attitude one might expect from a headlining artist. She laughs often and easily and is delighted whenever talk turns to music and where playing it takes her. “Last week we went to the Ukraine to play with my quartet,” she grins, “Recently, I also went to Italy to a women’s festival and was a guest with a local jazz trio. We were in Poland with part of my band – keyboards and the two rappers - performing with part of a Polish band, and I just went to India with a five-piece band, and we also went to Russia. It’s quite busy, but it’s great because I have always wanted to travel with music, and now my dreams are fulfilled. I have my laptop, and I can compose music on the airplane. Coming over here, I was making beats, really enjoying making a raga beat…”
 
A cheeky question must needs follow: with a schedule like this, and with so many iterations, is she a hard band-leader to work with, or under? She laughs, but is happy to answer, “If you are the boss or the leader of a company, I suppose you can say, ‘Do this,’ or ‘Just do that,’ but when you are making music, you have to create something together. Okay, I give the cues and I make the forms clear and the structure, and I guide it, so everybody accepts that leadership, but when I am playing, I want the band to accompany me. You have to feel nice about each other, and I want to create an atmosphere where the audience can feel that too,” she says, then adds. “Anyway, it’s hard for me to be mean to people. It can’t be that only I am in the spotlight; it needs to be a wonderful experience for everybody.”
 
In South Africa, the faithful will have had an opportunity to experience two versions of Laroo’s band. Their first gig, at the CTIJF community concert on Thursday, saw the band in its six-piece version, sans keyboard player and with only one rapper. Prior to the gig, Laroo was unconcerned about this: “I like the big formations and I like the small formations; with them you create other space,” she says. “It’s fine to be with six players. In late September last year, we were only a five piece and we were the opening act for Stanley Clarke at the Koktebel Festival in Switzerland, and it was amazing. We were hired to play again, and that formation could only be the four piece and we will be back there again because they have decided to re-release my albums there, based on these performances.” Her main performance, though, is as the final band on the Bassline stage, late tonight (Sat 31 March). “Sometimes if you play with pure jazz musicians, they don’t know the funk or the reggae or the hip hop, or the house and techno and drum ‘n bass,” she says, “Or if you play with the groove musicians, the don’t know how to swing into pure jazz and the can’t do be-bop, but you have to remember that that was the dance music from years ago. This band, this eight piece formation, can do all of those. Sometimes, for a small formation, we will play with a rhythm machine, but not for this concert. With eight pieces, you have more freedom if you play without the rhythm, and it is still danceable.”
 
- 
Saskia Laroo plays the third and final night of the Cape Town International Jazz Festival tonight on a bill that includes Ismael Lo, Sibongile Khumalo with Jack DeJohnette, Gino Vanelli, Stimela, Lee Konitz, Hip Hop Pantsula, Lira and many more (Cape Town International Convention Centre, tickets Computicket, details CapeTownJazzFest.com) and will have the retrospective collection of albums on her own Laroo Records label available, including “It’s Like Jazz”, the acid jazz styled follow-up “Bodymusic” and the straight-ahead “Jazzkia”.
 

by Evan Milton
Orginally appeared in the Cape Argus "Good Weekend" on Saturday, 31 March.
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