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Jazz is my saviour 
 
Jazz has been my saviour, says American singer Mitzi Zilka. Her divorce was 
the turnaround point in her life. She had a choice to make, either pick-up 
something positive or something negative. So she started back to sing jazz. 
She had already chosen this music as a child. And today for the first time she 
will be on stage in Europe, namely Desafinado in Middelburg. Amina 
Figarova’s Quartet will accompany her. 
 
Mitzi Zilka was born in Portland in the American state of Oregon. As a preteen 
she listened to the music of Billie Holiday (1915-1959) and Sarah Vaughn and 
became completely in the ban of jazz. She heard words with an emotional 
tension that were hard to comprehend for a girl of that age, but they still caught 
hold of her. It was music from a foregone era, because in the early seventies 
young people listened to rock, pop and protest songs. That’s what her friends 
did too. So she slipped into jazz clubs by herself. That’s how she saw Miles 
Davis and Dizzy Gillespie.  
 
In 1968 the family moved to Los Angeles. Mitzi sang in musicals and took part 
in talent quests. At one of these contests she received a serious blow. She 
started her song on the wrong note and sang it entirely in the wrong key, while 
the band undisturbed played on. She was booed off the stage. Humiliating 
remarks were thrown at her. “That really traumatised me,” she says.  For the 
Beach Boys she provided background vocals. “Some of those real high notes 
are mine”, says the soprano, who doesn’t hide her classical training. Three 
years with an Italian opera teacher who helped developed her voice. She 
learned how to breathe and make the vowels come out properly. But life went 
on - school, marriage and children. The music disappeared into the 
background until her divorce. 
 
Zilka met Peter Boe, pianist in the band of singer/guitarist Robert Cray and a 
fruitful collaboration developed. He encouraged her to write and she made her 
own lyrics for the instrumental number Monk’s Mood by pianist Thelonious 
Monk. In 2001 Beamtime Voicings (Monk’s Mood) appears on her first CD Two 
Sugars. On it appeared even more instrumental standards with her lyrics: I Will 
Remember (Lament), Bring Me Love (Ladybird), You Smiled At Me (Blue 
Bossa) and Wake-Up Teacup (Pent-up House). 
 
In 2004 came the release of her second CD Something Good. Also here 
Smiled At Me (Blue Bossa) and Bring Me Love (Ladybird) appear again but 
with different treatments and remarkably two versions of It Don’t Mean A Thing 
If It Ain’t Got That Swing by Duke Ellington and Irving Mills. Because that’s the 
nice bit of jazz, finds Mitzi, no one performance is the same. “With one 
rendition you hear a story and when someone else sings it you think, why 
didn’t I think of that possibility. The song gets a new life. That only can happen 
with jazz.”  
 
Zilka sings to communicate. “The most important part is to reach people 
emotionally.” Tonight she will perform a program that consists of a repertoire 
from her two CDs as well as Latin-jazz like bossa and samba, some big band 
and bebop tunes and a new number Winging Under Suns Eye (Look To The 
Sky) that hasn’t been recorded. The Amina Figarova Quartet consists of 
Amina Figarova (piano), Bart Platteau (flutes), Chris Strik (drums) and Sven 
Happel (bass). 
 

Hans Tabbers 
 
Mitzi Zilka sings tonight with the Amina Figarova Quartet in Desafinado 
Middelburg. Starts: 21.00hrs. 

 


