
One of Scandinavia’s strongest improvi-
sational and free Jazz performers, Lotte 

Anker [Lot-ah Ahnk-ah] is a triple threat on 
soprano, alto and tenor saxophone. Her interest 
lies not in cacophonous sessions but in spon-
taneous and expressive musical explorations 
that involve her bandmates. Anker works in 
many varied settings but her longtime trio with 
Americans Craig Taborn and Gerald Cleaver 
is especially adept at negotiating spectacularly 
colorful and breathless interaction. Born May 7, 
1958 in Copenhagen, where she remains based, 
Anker studied classical piano as a child but 
grew bored with structured sound and sought 
the “weird” sounds found in the Scandinavian 
experimental Jazz scene in the ‘80s. She got a 
late start on sax, beginning at age 22, and stud-
ied music at Copenhagen University from 1980-
84, participating in courses and workshops 
led by Joe Henderson, David Liebman, John 
Tchicai, Marilyn Mazur and David Murray. 
Although she considers herself mostly self-
taught, Anker has a degree in composition from 
Copenhagen’s Rhythmic Music Conservatory 
and had training there under Bob Brookmeyer 
and contemporary music Danish composers. 
Over the past quarter decade, she’s collaborat-
ed with an exhaustive list of Jazz greats includ-
ing Fred Frith, Tim Berne, Marilyn Crispell, 
Sylvie Courvoisier, Ikue Mori, Andrew Cyrille, 
Paul Lovens, Peter Brotzmann, Marilyn Mazur, 
Herb Robertson, , Phil Minton, Joelle Leandre, 
Craig Taborn, Gerald Cleaver and Marc Ducret, 
and also co-founded the Danish-based 12-piece 
Copenhagen Art Ensemble. This interview took 
place on February 19, 2015 in Philadelphia at 
Chris’ Jazz Café, prior to a performance with 
Taborn and Cleaver at the Philadelphia Art 
Alliance.

Cadence:  You’ve said in the past that you’d 
rather play all free improvisation. Is that still 
true?

Lotte Anker:  All free improvisation? Did I 
say that? [Laughs] Well, I’ve done a lot of free 
improvisation the last ten years but I also play 
in orchestras and bands where there might be 
written music and I’m still composing on and 
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off. I like to do both free and composed.
Cadence:  Would you talk about the creating aspect of improvisa-

tion and composition?
Anker:  For me it’s two different ways of trying to get closer to the 

same thing – the essence.  I think both improvisation and composing 
nurture each other a lot and normally when I do compose, it would 
mostly be for larger ensembles because I think it could be hard to 
deal with free improvisation as soon as you are over five members in 
a band. I also like that you are able to control a certain structure in a 
musical piece. In a lot of smaller constellations, it’s often free impro-
vised and I think as a free improviser, I get a lot of ideas for composi-
tional material and I also like when I compose, to try to incorporate a 
certain amount of freedom for the musicians. I’ve been trying to find 
new ways to combine composed structures with improvisation and 
sometimes it’s free improvisation, sometimes it can be a little more 
structured improvisation where there might be some instructions but 
still a lot of freedom.

Cadence:  What’s your relationship with Jazz? Do you feel con-
nected to the Jazz tradition?

Anker:  In a way, [Laughs] I do. I definitely did when I started 
playing saxophone because that was part of my learning to play Jazz. 
I used to play more modern Jazz in the late ‘80s, but I think I have 
removed myself from the modern Jazz scene. I still feel connected in 
the way that the individual freedom and the improvisation, for me, is 
the call and the essence of Jazz and remains the most important thing.

Cadence:  What were your early influences in the music and what 
attracted you?

Anker:  As a saxophone player it was definitely Wayne Shorter, 
and I also started on soprano sax. I was a big fan especially of early 
Weather Report, and of course, I was also listening to a lot of Miles 
Davis, especially his electric period. Also, definitely John Coltrane, 
which came a little later. When I decided that I’m gonna’ play saxo-
phone, I wanted to find out what it was to improvise in a Jazz context, 
I started going back and learning about Jazz’ history. In a way, I start-
ed with Weather Report and electric Miles and then went backwards 
through the ‘70s, ‘60s, ‘50s, and so on. I was studying music at the uni-
versity in Copenhagen and there was a very good Jazz professor and a 
really good library with all the good records. I also started to listen to 
more of the free improv Jazz like the Art Ensemble of Chicago, Sun Ra 
and Ornette Coleman. 

Cadence:  Do you feel that the playing of Wayne Shorter and John 
Coltrane still inform your playing?

Anker:  No I don’t think it informs in that way but I might still have 
some things in my fingers which are not directly from them but maybe 
someone would be able to track down a certain similarity. I would like 
to mention one other person who was really important to me in terms 
of Jazz saxophone - John Tchicai - who was my first teacher and hap-
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pened to live in Copenhagen at the time. He meant a lot to me.
Cadence:  Wayne Shorter is perhaps more popular than ever at this 

time. Do you still follow his work? Does he still influence you?
Anker:  I must admit I’m not really updated with his recent things. 
 Cadence:  So at the start of you musical journey, you were playing 

modern Jazz and not free Jazz?
Anker:  In a way, I started doing both. One of the first workshops 

I did was one that John Tchicai would lead every Sunday evening in 
Copenhagen. It could be a group of three to eight people and some-
times he would just bring a tune which we would play or sometimes 
we would just improvise or he would bring a certain game where we 
tried playing with certain rules. That was really fun and interesting for 
me. I played piano at the start at those workshops but then I got a sax-
ophone and brought that. About a year later, I got a teacher who was 
more focused on Jazz – mostly modern Jazz but with an understand-
ing of Jazz’ history. Throughout all this, I was very aware of develop-
ing my own language. I also started writing my own music.

Cadence:  I read a quote of yours where you said you’ve always 
liked “weird sounds.”

Anker:  That’s true. I played classical piano as a kid but I remember 
being presented to modern 20th-century contemporary music and that 
had a very strong attraction for me. I don’t know why, I just liked it 
a lot, Bartok, Stravinsky, Schonberg, and later Stockhausen. I found it 
really interesting.  

Cadence:  Would you talk more about how John Tchicai influenced 
you?

Anker:  That was very early and it’s kind of a paradox what I 
learned from him because the Sunday workshops were followed by 
going out and drinking tea and he would almost never comment on 
music but in some weird way, he got his point of views out there. I 
think he was meditating and he was studying Buddhism at that time, 
so maybe he was in kind of a non-judgmental thing, but he would say 
a little down-to-earth thing about something such as it’s not in tune. 
We all had a lot of respect for him because he had a lot of charisma. 
Later, when I was older and had more of my own language, I played 
with him and I remember still having the same respect for him. He 
gave us technical exercises and he was a traditional teacher but his 
way of being, his tone, his melodic sense and phrasing, was influential 
to me at that time.

Cadence:  I’d like to ask a few questions related to gender and I’m 
sure that’s not your favorite topic. How tired are you of talking about 
you being a female playing saxophone as an interview focus?

Anker:  How tired am I of that? I’m pretty tired [Laughs], but it’s 
OK.

Cadence:  I spoke with [saxophonist] Ingrid Laubrock regarding 
asking you questions related to your gender and she said not to bring 
it up but it’s a valid topic. When you took up saxophone in 1980, it 
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really wasn’t a common instrument for women. What obstacles have 
you encountered due to your choice of instrument?

Anker:  Well, in Denmark there were already some female play-
ers on all instruments in Jazz and Rock. They were older and more 
the generation of the Women’s Liberation Movement at that time. 
My heroes and what I wished to become like, were always men, like 
Wayne Shorter and John Coltrane. In terms of obstacles, it’s hard to 
say because, as I remember, in the ‘80s, it was pretty liberal. There 
were not a lot of women playing but there was definitely a movement, 
there was a feeling of being pioneers. One of the first groups I became 
a member of was one of Marilyn Mazur’s. She had an all-female group 
[Primi Band] with about ten musicians and that was a great way to 
come into the music scene, also because her music was interesting. 
There was a lot of performance and we had special clothes. When I 
look back, you could describe it as a Nordic, feminine version of the 
Sun Ra Arkestra. It was a way where you could be creative and try 
things out. I learned a lot.

Cadence:  Why was it important that it be an all-female band?
Anker:  That was Marilyn’s choice. I remember her saying that she 

was playing in a lot of bands with only men and she really missed 
having a female band where we could also drink tea [Laughs] and be 
in a certain way. In terms of obstacles, maybe I’ve not experienced it 
much from other musicians, although maybe from some older Jazz 
musicians. I have memories of playing in one of the mainstream Jazz 
clubs and there’d be a handful of the older guys sitting at the bar look-
ing at me like, ‘can she really play over the chords? Can she swing?’ 
I had the feeling that I had to prove a lot that I could actually do it, 
but on the other hand, a lot of young boys might have had the same 
feeling that this is an exam sort of situation with the older guys check-
ing you out. I think the media has been a little weird sometimes. I 
don’t even think of the gender issue anymore except that I can see in 
Scandinavia, where there have always been quite many female players 
and we have a tradition for gender equality, there was a backlash over 
the last 10-15 years in the number of female instrumental students at 
the conservatory. It went down and not up as expected. They are try-
ing to change that though and I think it is already going up again.

Cadence:  Was it important for you to have female role models early in 
your career?  

Anker:  I don’t know if Marilyn Mazur was a role model but I 
remember the first time I saw her play, I was in the audience and I 
said, ‘Wow! She can really play and compose her own music.’ That 
was really inspiring for me but as far as saxophone, my role models 
were all male musicians.

Cadence:  What other Scandinavian musicians have been influential 
and important to you?            

Anker:  Of course, John Tchicai as I have mentioned. Not that I play 
like him, but I was influenced by his mind and way of thinking. There 
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was a Norwegian group called Masquelero with trumpeter Nils Petter 
Molvaer, bassist Arlid Andersen, drummer Jon Christensen, and Jon 
Balke on piano that influenced me. The early Jan Garbarek was inspir-
ing for sure. Later I got very familiar with the Swedish freeform scene 
and especially the group Gush with Mats Gustafsson, Sten Sandell 
and Raymond Strid. It’s not that I was trying to play like them but 
they have definitely been very inspirational for me. There were a lot of 
great musician in Scandinavia. I was also inspired by a lot of the peo-
ple I played with from the Copenhagen scene in the ‘80s but my main 
inspirations at that time were Americans.

Cadence:  You were initially a literature major in school before 
switching to music. What were you planning to do with that degree? 

Anker:  I don’t think I was planning that much. I just really liked 
to read books and to write, and I was interested in language. When I 
finished gymnasium [upper secondary school in Denmark], I was like 
what now? I talked to an older student for advice because I was split 
between studying literature at the university or music, and she said, 
“Don’t apply for music, it’s so old-fashioned.” In those days, music 
studies at Copenhagen University was mostly Classical music except 
from some younger teachers and my professor who was good at Jazz 
history. You had to audition and be a good piano player and singer. I 
was both but the older student convinced me not to do it. But paral-
lel to the literature studies I started playing more and more, and I got 
the saxophone and decided that I would go the music way and see 
if it worked being a musician. I auditioned for the music program at 
University and got in but I never finished because the things I really 
wanted to learn, improvisation and saxophone, I couldn’t learn there, 
so eventually, partially because I was in some bands and we were 
going on tour, I dropped out.

Cadence:  Did you say that you are also a singer?
Anker:  I sang a lot as a kid in choirs and such but I have not sang, 

yet, in a Jazz improv setting. I’ve done a little free improvising and 
been singing in some theater pieces but it’s another thing.

Cadence:  So you’re going to hold on that Frank Sinatra album of 
yours?

Anker:  [Laughs] Yeah. You should never say never but I doubt 
there will be one.

Cadence:  Apparently it was a three month trip to Peru that con-
vinced you to switch paths in school to study music.  What transfor-
mational event occurred in Peru?

Anker:  I had a flute so I could have an instrument to play on 
during that trip and it happened to come in the transition where I 
had quit the literature study and I was free-floating for six months. 
Sometimes being away from your home helps you to see more clearly. 
When I came home I auditioned to study music and I bought a sopra-
no saxophone.

Cadence:  During your time at Copenhagen University, you took 
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workshops led by prominent artists such as Joe Henderson, John 
Tchicai, David Murray and Dave Liebman. Can you recall specific 
things that they taught you?

Anker:  That’s a good question. Dave Liebman came with the group 
Quest. I think they were touring Europe a lot in those days and would 
make workshops in a lot of schools. It was super inspirational for me 
and I think it had to do with the way they treated Jazz standards, 
which they switched and reharmonized in weird and abstract ways. 
Suddenly a chord in a melody which used to be a C7 was not a C7 
anymore. It might not even have a chord name, it was just a sound, 
so chords were more like colors in a painting- an abstract but much 
more colorful thing. We were really inspired by that relation between 
improvised lines on certain sounds and the freedom it gave, but it was 
also demanding because in order to do it the way they did, you would 
need to know a lot of music theory. We rehearsed that a lot. It meant a 
lot to shape the way I was thinking - playing lines more freely over a 
certain sound. Joe Henderson? That was more about his spirit, it was 
fantastic. That was at a course in the countryside, outside Copenhagen. 
He was such a warm and sweet person, and I loved his playing. I 
listened to him a lot then and I still like his playing. I learned from 
his way of treating rhythm and his way of phrasing in a very flexible 
way. In his classes, we would have to learn some of his solos by heart, 
which actually was a little boring. I remember rehearsing choruses 
of “Relaxing at Camarillo,” his solos. He would play phrases on the 
piano which we would learn and remember by heart. I still have it in 
my head and it was a little old-fashioned to learn it that way. David 
Murray came to receive the Jazzpar Prize and while he was there, he 
played with the saxophone quartet I was in and we worked with some 
of the World Saxophone Quartet arrangements, which was really fun. 
With him, it was more of the big spiritual tone and just hanging out 
with him.

Cadence:  What do you consider to be most important about the 
time you spent learning from Bob Brookmeyer at the Rhythmic Music 
Conservatory?

Anker:  The school had opened a new two-year post-program for 
compositional students and the people they took in were not neces-
sarily students. I was not a student. It was for people who had already 
done an amount of composition. He had some irritating but some 
really good exercises. They were irritating because they were pretty 
straight with rules. He had what he called “White Note Exercises” 
where you are only supposed to use the white notes on the piano. You 
were to write phrases or melodic lines that would extend the typical 
two or four bar phrase amount. He wanted to exercise flexibility and 
lengths of melodic lines and, at first, everybody hated that exercise but 
when I found out what the point was, I found that it was really inter-
esting. I also learned about big band writing although classic big band 
is not my favored orchestra instrumentation. But the best thing of Bob 
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Brookmeyer was that he had been a friend of Earle Brown, so he knew 
things about New Music and my writing was somewhere in-between 
Jazz and New Music. And the comments he would have on what we 
had been doing were nearly always super relevant, such as pointing 
out which part should be longer and where proportions were off. 

Cadence:  In the early ‘80s, you were a regular at Copenhagen’s 
famous Montmartre club. What were some of the more memorable 
performances you viewed there?    

Anker:  The original Montmartre club, where, for example, Dexter 
Gordon and Ben Webster played a lot, was before my time. I went to 
the second version, the bigger club in the ‘80s. I lived close to it and 
I would go to the second set nearly every evening, so I learned a lot 
from just hanging out there. Performances I remember clearly were 
Ornette Coleman’s Prime Time band, Sun Ra, the Art Ensemble of 
Chicago and Gill Evans’ Orchestra. There was also Last Exit with Peter 
Brotzmann. I remember that because the audience was in shock and 
half of them hated it and left, and the other half just stayed there. I 
had never heard anything that was so brutal before [Laughs]. I don’t 
even know if I liked it so much at that time but I was very fascinated 
by it, so I was staying, for sure. Later I liked it. I also saw Miles Davis 
play there for two nights. It was right after he had been off the scene 
for some time and he was coming back on it. He was still kind of 
fragile, his tone was fragile. And of course, I saw a lot of Danish and 
Scandinavian groups there and I also played there. 

Cadence:  Did you have any significant interactions with perform-
ers there?

Anker:  There was sometimes some late hanging out with the musi-
cians at the bar but I don’t have any stories to tell.

Cadence:  What led you to co-found the Copenhagen Art Ensemble 
in 1996? 

Anker:  I was a member of the pre-Copenhagen Art Ensemble called 
Jazz 90, which was also kind of a small alternative big band. The idea 
at that time was to make a revival of a more experimental, flexible 
large ensemble type, which there had been in the ‘70s and early ‘80s 
under the Danish Radio. The Danish Radio had the Radio Big Band 
and also something called the Radio Jazz Group in those days, and 
they were more experimental. In 1996, two leaders of Jazz 90 left and 
they asked trombonist Ture Larsen to take over and he asked me to 
help him. We took over, changed the name and some of the musicians. 

Cadence:  Playing with the Copenhagen Art Ensemble meant that 
you were working under a conductor and with eleven other musicians. 
As a lover of freedom, didn’t that feel constricting to you? 

Anker:  No, I also like playing in big ensembles because you can do 
certain things musically and there’s so many colors from the instru-
ments. It was interesting because we played only new music written 
for that band. I also wrote a lot for that band and, like a workshop, 
you could try things out. As long as you have a good relationship to 
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the conductor, it’s OK. Ture started conducting in that band and he 

knew we were all good improvisers. He also knew when to stop con-

ducting and let people play.

Cadence:  One of the most impressive aspects of your work is 
who you’ve collaborated with, artists such as Fred Frith, Tim Berne, 
Marilyn Crispell, Peter Brotzmann, Andrew Cyrille, Marilyn Mazur 
and Paul Lovens? It’s too long to name them all but it’s a list of many 
of the top improvisers out there.

Anker:  Yes, I think so too. I don’t know, it’s not something I have 

planned in that way. Sometimes things work out. You network or you 

happen to meet certain people and feel that you have a certain con-

nection, but a lot things for me started with my collaboration with 

Marilyn Crispell, for sure. I got to play here in the States more and I 

also met Tim Berne in the late ‘90s because he came to a concert we 

did in New York. Later, I wrote to him and asked if he would do a 

project with the Copenhagen Art Ensemble because I love the way he 

writes, it’s super interesting and very personal music. He came over to 

Copenhagen and since then we’ve played on and off in some projects 

or smaller groups.

Cadence:  You’ve led a trio with pianist Craig Taborn and drummer 
Gerald Cleaver, two of today’s most in-demand American musicians, 
since 2003. What’s the history behind the formation of the trio?

Anker:  I had a trio with Marilyn Crispell and Marilyn Mazur, 

a bass-less trio, and we toured in the States, but some of the gigs, 

Marilyn Mazur couldn’t do, so we played them as duo and later the 

same year, we had a tour in Scandinavia, which Mazur couldn’t do 

either, so we needed a replacement. I remember Marilyn Crispell say-

ing, “I just played with the most wonderful drummer. His name is 

Gerald Cleaver,” and I had just heard Gerald with Tim [Berne] and 

Craig [Taborn] at the Knitting Factory and I thought the whole concert 

was amazing. We had a tour coming up in Scandinavia and I remem-

ber writing to Gerald. He didn’t know me, I think maybe we had said 

hello, but he didn’t really know who I was. [Laughs] You don’t have 

to write this but in the Email for the subject I had written “April in 

Scandinavia?” So when he saw that, he thought it was from some, you 

know, there are always women offering things like, ‘Hey, do you want 

to make April in Scandinavia?’ He thought it was from somebody who 

was definitely not a musician and was very close to not replying to it 

but then he read a little more and saw that it was actually about music. 

He wrote back that he could do it and we played maybe for one year 

in that constellation but then the next year, in 2003, there was a small 

tour in Europe which Marilyn Crispell couldn’t do. Gerald suggested 

Craig, who I had also heard, especially in Roscoe Mitchell’s Note 

Factory band, and I thought he was amazing. The tour went really well 

and it felt like, OK, this is a new trio, and so we continued. But like 

you said, they are playing so much, and are in such demand that over 

the past few years, we haven’t been playing that often, but I still feel 
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there’s something very special about that trio.
Cadence:  What is unique about your trio with Taborn and Cleaver? 

What does playing with them allow you to do that you can’t do with 
your other groups?

Anker:  Craig and Gerald have been playing together since they 
were very young and you can hear that. The way they communicate is 
very special and extremely intuitive, so for me, it has been quite a lux-
ury to step into that, but I also feel that all three of us together is very 
special and have our own sound as a trio. I remember at the start, I 
brought some written material but it didn’t take long before we found 
out that improvising freely worked out better for the trio. It’s differ-
ent from some of the other improvised or freeform groups that I’m in, 
in the way that we, in the Craig-Gerald trio, can play something that 
could be time, there could be some grooves, maybe in an abstract way, 
but still more groovy, more Jazz connected, I would say, then some of 
the other groups.

Cadence:  Do you experience a difference playing with Americans 
versus Europeans today?

Anker:  Yeah. It depends who it is, but there’s a difference. When it 
comes to improvised music, I think, and I hate to generalize, it’s not 
of course one-hundred-percent, but many of the players over here [in 
America], who are improvisers, might have more strong connection 
to the Jazz tradition in some way, in a good way, whereas some of the 
European improvisers, might have a stronger connection to some of 
the New Music in the way they create sounds. They might not always 
be so 

Cadence:  Edge of the Light (Intakt, 2015) is one of your newest 
releases, a duet with (guitarist) Fred Frith. The recording was done 
with no predetermined concepts or plans. When doing a project like 
this, one that’s totally in the moment, is there a process you use to 
prepare yourself ahead of time?

Anker:  No, not except I try to prepare myself to be aware and in 
the now or the present. It’s a studio recording but we had been work-
ing in some other constellations at the Copenhagen Jazz Festival in the 
days before the studio session so it felt very fresh and new with the 
duo. It has just been lying there for a number of years [it was recorded 
in 2010] until suddenly [we determined] we should release this and 
then Intact Records put it out. Of course, I need to prepare my saxo-
phone so I have playable reeds but besides that, it’s more a mental pre-
paredness, which I try to do also when I play concerts. I try actually 
to try not to prepare. The preparation is to try to empty yourself and 
being open to whatever comes in.

Cadence:  In the Edge of the Light recording notes, you say that you 
“love playing with stringed instruments.” Why so?

Aker:  It’s because of the blend of the sound of the saxophone and 
the sound of either guitar or cello or violin, viola or bass. It’s some-
thing with the sound quality , the vibrations and tactility and both 
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instruments being good in playing long sounds, whereas piano, of 
course, is more percussive. And saxophone was invented originally as 
an outdoor string instrument. I play with fantastic piano players but it 
was nice to play with Fred on guitar, he’s amazing, I think.

Cadence:  One of the pieces on the new Frith recording is entitled 
“Thief Breaks into an Empty House.” Can you shed some light on that 
title?

Anker:  No [Laughs]! It was Fred who came up with that title but 
when I think about it, it might also have a little bit of Zen Buddhist 
picture in it like you really want something, and when you get it, you 
see that it’s empty. You can really have a lot of philosophical thoughts 
about that. You know, in some ways I am influenced by Buddhism. I 
do yoga and I have experienced some truths, if you can use that word. 
Every time you really want something and then you get it, you get 
maybe disappointed, or maybe you realize that when you get what 
you wanted, it’s not actually what you thought it would be. Maybe 
sometimes instead of trying to get something really hard, maybe it’s 
better to practice to open yourself to be receptive to what comes to 
you so that you can actually see what you have and who you are. You 
might not even see what you have if you are really determined to get a 
special thing. 

Cadence:  Are you saying that you’re a practicing Buddhist? 
Aker:  No, I’m not a practicing Buddhist but I am definitely very 

inspired by some of the thoughts. I am a practicing yogi. I try to keep 
up with it and it’s good for when you travel a lot. It’s good for my 
mind, concentration and focus.

Cadence:  In general, what is the significance of the song titles for 
your spontaneously improvised pieces?

Anker:  Some of them come up like on the Floating Islands record-
ing [ILK, 2009], there were elements somewhat watery and floating, 
and there’s pieces on there called “Backwards River” and “Floating,” 
but then there’s also a piece called “Ritual” and there’s no magic about 
that. It has a very repetitive, ritualistic form in a way. Then there’s the 
new duet release with Jakob Riis on electronics [Squid Police, Konvoj, 
2014]. That’s a little more conceptual because out of the session we 
took a lot of very slow motion pieces and both of us had the feeling 
that this is some kind of underwater feeling and so we chose titles 
from underwater subjects. The titles come after the music [on the free-
ly improvised pieces]. The titles I pick for composed music, like what I 
did on the new What River is This recording [Ilk, 2014], I had the titles 
and then I wrote the pieces. Some of those titles are from dreams I’ve 
had and some of them are related to texts I’ve read or texts that are 
actually in the piece. 

Cadence:  So when you go about naming a freely improvised piece, 
you listen to it to see what it reminds you of?

Anker:  Yeah, and what it reminds me of could come in many ways. 
It doesn’t have to be that it sounds like a forest, it could also be on a 
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more Meta level, or illustrating a certain emotion or picture. 
Cadence:  When you’re playing, are you working to express a par-

ticular idea or mood or is it more about conversing and creating with 
your bandmates?

Anker:  I’m definitely concerned with creating with my bandmates 
because I see my role as an improviser in a group as, of course, I’m 
bringing in my voice and individual language, but I’m also part of a 
bigger picture which is bigger than me, and the best concerts are when 
you feel that everybody has been contributing to something which is 
actually much bigger than we are as individuals. I don’t see it as con-
versing. Of course, there can be reactions to each other’s musical state-
ments or gestures, or sometimes not. It is more like individual voices 
bringing in their identity to create a piece together. So I think it’s a mix 
of both.

Cadence:  You mentioned What River is This earlier, your new spe-
cial project recording with an eight-piece group that includes Fred 
Frith, Phil Minton and Ikue Mori. The music’s goal was to merge in 
and out of dreamlike landscapes and realities as a way to question 
reality. That’s a pretty meaty concept. How did you make that work 
and what drew you to the concept?

Anker:  It was a commission for the Huddersfield Contemporary 
Music Festival, which is a New Music festival in the UK, and the 
Wundergrund Festival in Copenhagen. So there was some restrictions 
[Laughs] and some guidelines. They had said you can create your 
own ensemble up to eight people and we don’t want any Americans 
because we can’t pay for their travel, and it would be good if there 
was some British and if there were some Classical musicians. As far 
as the compositions, the in and out of composed and improvised is 
maybe not so new for me because that’s what I’ve been doing with 
my writing for a lot of bigger groups, trying to find new ways to do it. 
There are many challenges doing this in a larger group. The Classical 
players in the group are really good readers, while others in the group 
don’t really read music, but then they have really good ears and some 
of them rewrote their own parts. I had to construct the music in a 
way so a lot of the true composed would be played by the Classical 
people and myself. There were other challenges in terms of dynamics 
because we had strings, which don’t sound very loud, and then we 
had electronics, percussion and electric guitar. I had to deal with the 
broad span of dynamics in the writing process. The dream theme was 
inspired by having read some poems by Jorge Luis Borges. And I am 
very interested in dreams myself, and also the state between awake 
and asleep where the so-called reality starts to transform. So many 
of the titles are referring to dreams and dream pictures I have had 
myself. The text is from Danish writer Ursula Andkjaer Olsen.

Cadence: Is there a certain ratio of structured composition to free 
improvisation that you target in your music? Also, are you aiming for 
a musical approach or abstraction?
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Aker:  No, I don’t have a certain ratio in that way. It depends on 
the piece and what the ideas are, but I’ve been doing very open com-
positions where it was more like graphical notation and I’ve also 
done pieces where it was much more through composed. Of course, 
the more composed it is, the more control the composer gets over the 
music. It also depends who you are writing for. In that way I’m hav-
ing a Jazz background really because, as long as each individual is a 
strong player, I want them to have space and freedom enough to play 
their own voice. 

Cadence:  No one vocalizes like Phil Minton. How did you go about 

composing with Minton in mind?

Aker:  I had heard him many times so I kind of knew what he could 
do but he has a lot of freedom in the pieces, so it’s more like pointing 
out where he can do something and where not do anything. He also 
has some recited text and there’s a part where he sings.

Cadence:  Earlier you mentioned another 2014 release you did with 

Danish electronics expert Jakob Riis called Squid Police. So what’s 

the meaning of Squid Police?

Aker:  [Laughs] It’s a very inside joke. It’s because I have been in 
Hanoi working three or four times now, but my first time there was 
for the Hanoi New Music Meeting in 2009. Jakob Riis was also there 
and we were eating a lot and trying out many different restaurants 
and typical Vietnamese foods. It was fantastic food and that joke came 
out because we were checking out different types of squids and at 
some point, that expression about being the squid police came up and 
we laughed about that, so for some reason, we just took that name. 
Nobody knows what it means.

Cadence:  Regarding your work in Hanoi, Vietnam, at least once 

you used Hanoi’s traffic patterns as a creative source for your impro-

visations. Do you feel that elements such as local traffic patterns 

inform a populace in such a way that music inspired by it meaning-

fully connects with the audience?

Aker:  I think it was meaningful in Hanoi because they got it right 
away. If you have been in Hanoi or other big cities in the East, it’s such 
a cacophony of so many sounds that in one way, it can drive you crazy 
but it’s also quite fascinating. In a way to survive the noise being in 
that city, it’s like a John Cage thing really, instead of fighting against 
it, you have to open yourself to being in it and hear it as a big sym-
phony. It’s not so much the cars, they all drive mopeds now instead 
of bikes, and they all have weird horn sounds which creates all kinds 
of rhythms and melodies. It’s like a river of mopeds sometimes. And 
then of course, you have all the shouting, and the sellers on the street. 
I think it is very fascinating, but after a period in the city, you are look-
ing forward to some quietness. It’s very quiet though at night. Where 
did you read that I used the traffic? I used it for a piece I wrote for 
some students there in an improvisation class I did. It was a lot of fun. 
The audience that was there came to hear this experimental music and 
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improvised music is not something you hear every day in Hanoi, at 
all. I remember that they were laughing a lot, in a good way, because 
they recognized some sounds and it made the experience more down 
to earth for them. It gave them something to grab onto. 

Cadence:  What’s most important to you that your audience should 
experience after seeing you perform live or from listening to your 
music?

Aker:  I don’t think so much about it but I guess it’s the same that 
I like to experience when I’m in the audience. I really like it when the 
music can open up this space with possibilities. Sometimes it can hit 
you hard emotionally but it can also sometimes be a more, not intellec-
tual, but more in a mental way that makes your mind go to interesting 
places.

Cadence:  What are your interests outside of music?
Aker:  I don’t have so many hobbies but yoga is one although you 

can barely call it a hobby. I read a lot, not as much as I used to but I 
always hope to get time to read again. I’m pretty interested in visual 
art and other art forms, and try to be oriented about what’s happen-
ing. Also, I have a new hobby but unfortunately, I can’t afford it. I like 
food and natural wine which is free of all chemicals and preservatives.

Cadence:  Do you have a bad travel story to tell?
Aker: I had a weird experience in December, 2013 in New York 

where I was very jetlagged and I had just come back from Hanoi. I had 
been playing a gig at The Stone with Mephista (Sylvie Courvoisier, 
Susie Ibarra, Ikue Mori) and there were three of us in a taxi going back 
to Brooklyn and since it was so crowded, I put my saxophones in the 
trunk. I was the last one on the route and when we got to my stop, 
I asked the driver to open the trunk but he really didn’t understand 
what I was talking about. He was a little spaced out and I kept asking 
him. Finally he started opening his door so I got out of the cab and 
closed my door and then he closed his door and just took off and I was 
standing in the middle of the night somewhere in Brooklyn. He drove 
really fast and I tried to run after him and yelled but he was gone. 
That had never happened to me before. I called Sylvie, and her hus-
band, (violinist) Mark Feldman, said, “Call the police.” So I called the 
police and they said to stay where I was but nothing happened. I stood 
there feeling really terrible. I called the cab office and reported it but 
they soon closed for the weekend. I had other concerts to play so I bor-
rowed Tim Berne’s alto saxophone and tried to survive the concerts. 
I must say that I really felt like shit. It’s like losing your kids. I called 
the cab office again Monday and they were able to track the cab by 
GPS and they put me through to the driver and I was just super, super 
happy. He said he would drive them to me the next day which was 
Christmas Eve. I waited all day and he wasn’t coming. I finally offered 
him eighty dollars and he came right away and it all ended in a good 
way. I’m sorry if that was a very long story. 

Cadence:  The last few questions are from other artists:
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Gerald Cleaver (drums) asked – “Would you talk about the work-
shops you’ve done in Africa?”

Aker:  Most of the workshops there have been in East Africa. I was 
with a saxophone quartet and we were invited to do some workshops 
in Tanzania around ’91 with local musicians and singers. A lot of 
people showed up but most of them without instruments. We talked a 
bit about Jazz and then it was time for some music. I had an idea that 
we would do a simple theme, I think it was “Bag’s Groove,” as a choir 
piece, where it would use voices, along with the several saxophone 
and guitar players there. I made a form and how to build it up with 
first all the deep voices singing basslines, and then the melodies, and 
then more and more voices were added in. It was a really amazing 
experience because, first of all, the participants were fantastic sing-
ers, everybody had really strong and beautiful voices, but they started 
spontaneously making their own voices and it just became a really big 
choir with fantastic things going on, and then they started to impro-
vise without instruction. I was conducting a little but I was touched 
to tears because that openness and natural way of just going into this, 
which for them was an unknown piece and territory, was so special.

Marilyn Crispell (piano) asked – “How do you feel your music has 
changed and developed since we first played together? I’m interested 
in how your concepts have developed.”

Aker:  I still love melodies but some of my playing has turned into 
a more abstract oriented area. I still love playing melodic, but maybe a 
little more abstract melodic, or fragmented melodic, would describe it. 
And it’s very deep in me that when things get too tonal, there’s a little, 
not devil, but some voice in me that says, ‘Now I need to add another 
color which is a little out of whatever tonality that it is,’ just to give it 
some edge. If it gets too nice, I get a little uncomfortable [Laughs]. Of 
course, that’s a question of how you define nice. Marilyn is a fantastic 
piano player, I really love her playing. She likes a more Scandinavian, 
melodic feel, which I grew up with and I try to get away from, or at 
least twist it. But we can still meet in that, but it’s like I’m trying to get 
away from something which she loves a lot and is trying to get closer 
to, so in that way, we have been moving a bit in different directions. 
It’s been some time since we played together and I really hope to get 
to play with her again. 

Frode Gjerstad (reeds) asked – “Why was Denmark so slow picking 
up the newer music?”

Aker:  That’s a good question and he asked that because he knows 
us. I think there are many reasons but we talked about the Montmartre 
club earlier which was very important for all the Danish musicians 
and audience, especially in the ‘60s, the ‘70s, and into the ‘80s. It was 
a club where you could play for two weeks or more as an American 
soloist. So we had Dexter Gordon, Stan Getz, Ben Webster, and a num-
ber of other musicians staying there for longer periods of time, and of 
course, they greatly influenced the local rhythm sections who played 
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with them and, I think, this fascination with the type of music the 
Americans brought, formed that generation of Jazz musicians, those 
who are older than me in Denmark, and that became very influen-
tial to the Danish Jazz scene. Albert Ayler, Sonny Murray, and Cecil 
Taylor were also playing in periods at Montmartre, but as fantastic as 
this must have been for those who appreciated it, as I understand it, 
it also resulted in conflicts with the Montmartre staff, plus the audi-
ence shrank for those concerts. There are some weird stories about 
the doorman at the club telling people not to go in because they were 
playing “mad music” and supposedly there would be like four people 
in the audience. The Danes were not so strong in daring to find their 
own voice until later. I think both Sweden and Norway were much 
more ahead of us and sometimes I wonder if it’s also because both 
those countries have a really, really strong folk music tradition, much 
stronger than the Danish. I think these are the reasons why we were 
slow to pick up the newer music, the more modern Jazz and free Jazz. 
I must say, for myself, as a musician, it was hard sometimes growing 
up there. There were the “Jazz Police” in those days. That generation 
was more mainstream and had a lot of power. 

Fred Frith (guitar) asked – “Is improvisation something that can or 
should be taught in an academic setting?”

Aker:  Oh, man, what a question! That’s Fred giving me an irritating 
question because he knows I also teach improvisation.

More and more schools and music academies, including those in 
Scandinavia, are teaching improvisation – meaning ‘free’ improvisa-
tion or improvisation with no bonds to a specific genre - now and 
there are some interesting things coming out of that. Unfortunately, 
there is also the danger that it can stiffen in some academic discourse 
where it gets too formalized or detached and remote and kills creativ-
ity and that’s what improvisation is actually about.  What can I say? 
I guess it depends a lot on the teachers. I’ve been teaching freelance 
improvisation for many years at several Scandinavian music acad-
emies and some other places. But it’s very much related to praxis. I 
think it can lead to many good and interesting things to have an aca-
demic view but you can’t lose the connection to what’s being played, 
and that’s the most important thing, after all. The music you hear, the 
sounds you hear at a concert, those are the things that count. There 
are lots of books about improvisation out now, and different ways of 
approaching it, but, no matter what, it’s not something you can read in 
a book. It’s something you learn by doing and a good improviser has 
to look inside into their own life and also listen to the world that sur-
rounds them. And listen and reflect on which way you communicate 
with the people you play with. 

. Fred Frith also said – “It always amazes me that you seem to 
be equally fluent on all the saxophones – is there one that feels like 
“home” more than the others?” 

Aker:  If he had asked me that ten or more years ago, I would have 
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said the soprano. I always felt very close to it, maybe because it’s near-
ly the same register as the voice, and it’s also the horn I started on. The 
soprano I play on today is the only one I’ve owned. It’s a good Selmer 
Mark VI which I bought in 1980. My attachment has changed though. 
The alto is the newest horn. For many years I owned a soprano and 
tenor but, for me, the tenor had a lot of Jazz connotations, so it was 
nice to start playing alto to try to get a little away from some of the 
Jazz habits that came along with the tenor. After I started playing alto, 
it changed my relation to the tenor.

Cadence:  So which is “home” for you now?
Aker: They are all three “home,” but three different homes. In peri-

ods, I spend more time in one or two of them.
Fred Frith actually has a third question that may not interest the 

readers as much as his other questions, but here goes -“Could you 
please book a table at Noma now for July to make sure we can eat 
there next time I’m in town?” 

Aker:  [Laughs!] Right, yes, I’ll do that, right away. Noma is a res-
taurant that is known for New Nordic Cuisine. They only serve local 
products from Scandinavia and they are experimenting a lot in new 
things to eat and one thing is a certain ant, served live, that taste like 
orange.  They have people foraging for them in trees and they’re 
served in dessert. I think they are live, there have been a lot of jokes 
about that.

Cadence:  Do you have any final comments?
Aker:  I am very surprised by all the questions from Fred, but I’m 

happy about that.
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