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TALENTED AND UNIQUE TRAIL BLAZER FOR FUTURE GENERATIONS OF MUSICIANS 
 

JUTTA HIPP 
 
TRANSLATION: GERMAN ORIGINAL PUBLISHED IN JAZZ PODIUM, JULY/AUGUST 2006 
 
German cool jazz/bebop pianist Jutta Hipp is the topic of Katja von Schuttenbach’s masters’ thesis. Born in Hamlin, 
Germany and raised in Hanover, the journalist and jazz historian lived in West-Berlin for six years before 
immigrating to the United States in 1990. Ms. von Schuttenbach received a Bachelor of Arts degree in 
Communications from San Francisco State University in 1996. In 2006 she was awarded a Master of Arts in Jazz 
History and Research by Rutgers University in Newark, New Jersey. Currently, Ms. von Schuttenbach is completing 
the second year of a two-year fellowship at the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) in Washington, DC. Each 
year, the NEA also awards the NEA Jazz Masters Fellowships, a lifetime achievement award the represents the 
highest honor for jazz musicians in the United States. 
 
 
SUBJECT OF MASTERS THESIS 
 
I thought many times that Jutta Hipp herself had “selected” me to tell her fascinating life story the way it really had 
unfolded. In April 2003 I had first heard of Hipp when reading her obituary in The New York Times. Back then I still 
lived in San Francisco—already being a big jazz fan. The obituary revealed that low self-esteem had driven Hipp 
from the piano to the sewing machine, that she had “turned her back on jazz to become a seamstress” and never again 
played the piano. However, this assemblage of peculiar details of Hipp’s life, presented as facts, did not make sense 
to me. The picture that emerged was much like a puzzle that had been hastily put together—incorporating non-fitting 
pieces to complete the game in a race against the clock. My curiosity both as a jazz fan and journalist was sparked 
and for several months thereafter I tried unsuccessfully to find out more about Hipp and locate copies of her long out-
of-print recordings. Eventually I forgot about Jutta Hipp. 
 
Over two years later, during the summer of 2005, I was contemplating the topic for my master’s thesis in jazz 
research. Unexpectedly, aboard a Manhattan subway train, a thought struck me like the proverbial lightening bolt: 
“how about Jutta Hipp?” The way this idea had presented itself to me was so astounding that I began my research 
immediately, starting with contacting Wolfram Knauer, Director of the Jazzinstitut in Darmstadt. Three weeks later I 
found out from Hipp’s relatives in Hanover, Germany, that on that very afternoon the thesis idea had come to me, 
Hipp’s remains had been scattered over her beloved Long Island Sound—more than two years after her death. From 
then on I became obsessed with Jutta Hipp’s life and work. Soon I was faced with more obituaries that had portrayed 
her life as rather pitiful, leaving out important aspects equally noteworthy. Hipp was without doubt an equally 
talented and unique trail blazer for future generations of female musicians. Not wanting to be exploited, she also had 
the courage to stand up against Leonard Feather, the influential American jazz critic and producer, which proved to 
be very damaging to her career. 
 
 
MOTIVATION: THE ARTS  
 
Jutta Hipp was—as I was assured repeatedly by German jazz experts and musicians—the only widely known female 
German jazz pianist well into the 1980s. Jazz Podium magazine followed her career from the start and reported about 
her regularly, as our faithful older readers may recall it. The fact that Hipp was a working woman musician in the 
male-dominated world of jazz made her a great exception. Of course, there were singers (like Caterina Valente) but a 
female instrumentalist in the late 1940s was a sensation. Hipp was so talented that she was voted number one jazz 
pianist in the March 1953 Podium Jazz-Referendum, leading with 19 votes ahead over Paul Kuhn. When she arrived 
in the United States in November 1955, Leonard Feather had already announced with fanfare the arrival of 
“European’s First Lady of Jazz.” Such premature praise put the pianist under great pressure from the start. Luckily 
the German Fräulein felt at home in New York immediately—despite her meager financial resources. Within only 
four months Hipp would became the first European and white instrumentalist ever signed by the legendary Blue Note 
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Records label. The founder of Blue Note, Alfred Lion, and his business partner Francis Wolff were also German 
immigrants but had, since the founding of their label in the late 1930s (with the notable exception of baritone 
saxophonist Gil Melle) only black jazz musicians on their artists’ roster. In 1956, Lion and Wolff signed Hipp to 
record three albums within a three-month time frame. In his book “Blue Note Records: The Biography,” author 
Richard Cook repeatedly states that Lion and Wolff were jazz fanatics who only signed musicians of whose artistic 
talent they were personally convinced. The concept of a “hit machinery” in which a label shoots for high record sales 
by producing easily appealing popular music—often recorded by artists displaying more sex appeal than talent — 
was foreign to these two jazz purists. Not unlike Hipp herself, Lion and Wolff were about art, not about money. 
 
 
ARTISTIC FREEDOM IN THE USA 
 
The decision to immigrate to the United States was not an easy one for Hipp to make. Encouraging letters from 
Leonard Feather who may have lured her with promises of a great career in the Mecca of jazz may have helped her to 
make the final decision. All-in-all it would take almost two years, from the time of her first meeting with Leonard 
Feather in a Duisburg jazz club in early 1954 until  she received an immigration visa and was able to embark on her 
ocean-crossing adventure. On November 18, 1955, Hipp arrived by boat in New York and was greeted at the pier by 
her sponsor, Leonard Feather. A new world opened up to her and, due to Feather’s promotional skills, the seeds for 
her American career had already been planted and taken root long before her physical arrival. In the Spring of 1954, 
Feather had convinced Blue Note Records to distribute in the United States a German-produced introductory album 
titled “New Faces – New Sounds From Germany” showcasing Hipp’s talent. The goal of Feather’s effort was to 
create “marquis value” for Hipp on the New York jazz scene so that upon her arrival the red carpet would be rolled 
out and bookings would come easily. What most likely enticed Hipp to come to New York were hopes for greater 
artistic freedom and the unequalled opportunity to play with, and learn from, the world’s greatest jazz musicians.  
She may also have looked forward to better working conditions for musicians than she had experienced at home in 
Germany where she had to often perform all night with hardly any breaks. The prospect of becoming a star was not 
in synch with Hipp’s rather shy personality and likely put her on a collision course with Feather’s high-arching plans 
for her. 
 
 
A TRUE BLUE-NOTE LEGEND 
 
In Spring 2001, Thomas “Tom” Evered, General Manager of Blue Note Records, and Astrid Heppner (then Blue 
Note President Bruce Lundvall’s German-born Executive Assistant) visited Hipp in her Queens apartment. Evered 
handed over a $40,000 check to a delighted 76-year-old Hipp—in payment of accumulated royalties, largely from 
sales of Japanese reissues of her three Blue Note albums. For Blue Note’s accountants, Hipp’s status had been 
“whereabouts unknown” for decades. Thus no royalty checks were cut for her. Hipp was completely unaware of any 
album reissues and the large demand for her music in Japan and thus saw no reason to provide her contact 
information to her former label. Following a suggestion by her friend Gundula Konitz (wife of alto saxophonist Lee 
Konitz), Hipp finally contacted Blue Note to inquire about her royalties account and soon received good news. 
During the Blue Note representatives’ visit, Hipp’s music was not discussed. She was not feeling well that day and 
declined the invitation to go out for lunch. Instead, she served coffee and cake to her guests at home and showed her 
paintings to the surprised guests. Evered recalls having left Hipp’s apartment very impressed by her talent as 
caricaturist and painter. 
 
Blue Note Records was very supportive of my research. For my lecture at the Institute of Jazz Studies in Newark 
(New Jersey), Evered even had prepared a letter in which he noted that Hipp’s CDs were always selling well in Japan 
and that her name continues to live on—even more so after her death. He called Hipp “an underrated artist who did 
not get the acknowledgement she deserved” and called her “a true Blue Note legend.” 
 
 
TRISTANO AND HORACE SILVER INFLUENCES 
 
I dedicated an entire chapter of my thesis to Jutta Hipp’s musical ambitions and her compositional style. Her first 
combo, the Jutta Hipp Quintet of 1953-55, was conceptually related to Lennie Tristano’s style of the time. Likewise, 
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the style of Hans Koller’s New Jazz Stars—of which Hipp was a member for over two years—was closely related to 
Tristano’s. Their instrumentation that included two saxophones (alto and tenor) was a Tristano “twist” in the cool 
jazz or bebop era. Hipp later vehemently denied the validity of such comparisons with Tristano. She noted that, back 
then, she had played that way only because band leader Hans Koller enjoyed Tristano’s style. A comparison of 
Hipp’s various recordings brought to light an increasingly rhythmic playing on her Blue Note albums of 1956.  In the 
States, she discovered R&B-influenced jazz and quickly “made it her own” and would favor this style for the rest of 
her life. One could say that this musical revelation was America’s gift to Jutta Hipp, liberation of sorts.  Pianist 
Horace Silver became an especially great influence on Hipp. Shortly after her arrival in New York she was 
introduced to Silver’s records by Leonard Feather and would soon also meet him in person at the Café Bohemia in 
Greenwich Village. Unfortunately, the Blue Note albums were Hipp’s final recordings so her musical development 
cannot be further documented. Nevertheless, Hipp often commented that she would like to be able to play like 
“Horace.” Around 1957/58 Hipp toured with tenor saxophonist Jesse Powell and his band through the American 
South. It was a low budget tour, one that proved to be strenuous on the musicians and did not make money, but 
musically Hipp called that tour the highlight of her career where she had the most fun. 
 
 
LEAVING HER JAZZ CAREER BEHIND 
 
Jutta Hipp suffered from chronic stage fright and -- probably connected to this affliction -- had a severe alcohol 
problem. Iris Timmermann in her 1987 academic work “Frauen im Jazz” (“Women in Jazz”) made the first reference 
to Hipp’s alcoholism. Timmermann had visited Hipp in Queens during August 1986 and was told by Hipp that her 
retreat from the music world likely had saved her life. However, Leonard Feather also played a key role in Hipp’s 
decision to end her career in jazz. I will explore this subject in depth in my forthcoming book. Despite being married 
and a father, Feather pursued Hipp shortly after her arrival in New York. Hipp, who at the time was engaged to the 
Hungarian guitarist Atilla Zoller (who would follow her to the US in early 1956) rejected Feather’s advances and 
also refused to record any of his compositions. Other musicians, notably Mel Tormé and B.B. King, did not decline 
similar “offers” to perform Feather’s music. Hipp’s rejection of Feather as a paramour and artist was not—in my 
assessment—without consequences. For example, I was unable to find any concert announcements or reviews for 
engagements after Hipp’s six months stint (March-August 1956) at the Hickory House Restaurant in New York City.  
It appears that the unwilling and resisting Jutta Hipp had turned from protégée to Persona Non Grata for Feather 
within months after her arrival. He retaliated by writing negatively about Hipp in his still widely-read encyclopedias 
and personal memoir, even claiming that Horace Silver’s influence had destroyed Hipp’s playing style. Hipp, on the 
other hand, never mentioned Feather again—neither in personal letters nor in any of the press clippings I had located. 
Only once, in a magazine interview from 1998, when questioned about her early days in the United States, Hipp 
hinted at difficult circumstances by noting “that those were miserable times. I don’t want to remember them.” Not 
having Feather on her side was a handicap for a newcomer like Hipp who also was unskilled in business matters. 
British pianist Marian McPartland, for whom Hipp had substituted at the Hickory House, was the exact opposite: 
career-oriented and determined when it came to business. Another young pianist who debuted in New York at the 
same time as Hipp was Toshiko Akiyoshi. She had two powerful men behind her: Verve record label founder and 
impresario Norman Granz and her discoverer—Canadian pianist Oscar Peterson—who were opening up a path for 
her that would lead to a successful career now spanning over 60 years. 
 
In 1958 Hipp still lived in New York City but was destitute. She had lost her apartment because she couldn’t pay her 
rent and she didn’t even have enough money to buy a meal. Hipp’s alcoholism was undoubtedly a contributing factor 
to her deteriorated circumstances and one can only imagine that many of her old fans in Germany must have been 
shocked to learn how quickly she had thrown in the proverbial towel.  
 
Hipp always considered herself an “amateur musician.” This was definitely not due to a lack of self-esteem but rather 
to the fact that her academic training was entirely in the field of visual arts (painting and drawing). However, she had 
received classical piano lessons as a child and right after the end of World War II, was able to quickly pick up the 
language of jazz. It was this gift that enabled her, a self-supporting refugee from the German Eastern Zone, to 
actually make a living at a time when so many others were unemployed and starving. In a country still scared by 
bombed-out cities and its population living in these ruins, no one had money to spend on paintings. But jazz was 
supported as it brought joy to the American occupying forces and the war-scarred German youth alike. Jazz created a 
feeling of exuberance, if that was possible. But there was a dark side to working for the U.S. service clubs, namely 
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the free-flowing, never ending supply of alcohol. In comparison to the droves of heroin-addicted jazz musicians on 
the 1940s and ‘50s jazz scene, Hipp’s alcoholism was not worth even mentioning. Contributing to the 1950s jazz 
musician’s plights was the decline of the jazz industry due to the increasing popularity of a new music style on both 
sides of the Atlantic: rock’n roll. Many jazz clubs folded and as a result there was a limited supply of work for even 
the most well-known jazz musicians. Without any family support or other financial backing in the States, without a 
manager, and not being on Leonard Feather’s “sunny side” it must have been very difficult for Hipp to survive. She 
deserves applause for rebuilding her life without assistance: giving up alcohol and taking on a seamstress job which 
guaranteed a small but steady pay check.  
 
Jutta Hipp loved New York, the freedom and also the anonymity of this metropolis so much that she took special joy 
in drawing and painting City street scenes until the end of her life. Thomas Evered recalls that Hipp had a small, 
hand-written piece of paper listing the important dates in her life mounted inside a picture frame on her living room 
wall. One date on that list was November 18, 1955—the day of her arrival in the United States. 
 
 
JUTTA HIPP DID NOT LIKE TO TALK ABOUT HER LIFE 
 
Due to Hipp’s longtime friendship with Dieter Zimmerle, the former editor-in-chief and publisher of Jazz Podium, 
she allowed the magazine to publish some of her caricatures of musicians. For the readers of Jazz Podium, the post-
jazz life of Jutta Hipp was not the secret that it was to fans of the American jazz scene from which Hipp had 
seemingly vanished. I found two jazz researchers who unsuccessfully attempted to obtain interviews with Hipp. She 
just did not want to talk about her jazz past, likely also because—as she had repeatedly stated in letters to friends—
journalists had misquoted her on numerous occasions. However, when it came to her paintings, Hipp enjoyed every 
kind of publicity. She even sent copies of exhibition announcements and auction brochures to friends on both sides of 
the Atlantic and even to the Jazzinstitut in Darmstadt which has an artist subject file for her. 
 
Several key questions regarding Hipp’s life remain unanswered, even after almost one year of research. Why, for 
example, did Hipp not have any contact with her own family for almost 20 years? Why did she never return to 
Germany, not even for a visit?  Several jazz fans and researchers—all of them too young to remember her from the 
‘50s—encountered Hipp as a hobby photographer at jazz concerts in and around New York City. Of course, they 
were unaware that the person behind the camera was THE Jutta Hipp. That’s how she wanted it: being able dive into 
the jazz scene incognito as often as possible with the mission to find new talent, unknown musicians of whose talent 
she was convinced. Hipp then would take their photos and then send the images, along with concert flyers and short 
notes, to friends and magazines in an effort to get them publicity.  
 
As part of my research I also interviewed two of Hipp’s former colleagues from the garment manufactory in Queens.  
They had worked together for almost 35 years but had no idea that their co-worker and friend once had been a 
famous musician. It was only after her death that they found out, through the newspaper obituaries. However, Hipp 
did remain in contact with selected long-time acquaintances and friends from her jazz years. There was, for example, 
her confidant and former fiancée, guitarist Atilla Zoller, whom she regularly met with, and critic Dan Morgenstern 
who had known Jutta since 1952. These were individuals who took Jutta the way she was and did not question her 
decisions—at least not to her face. 
 
Jutta Hipp lived a double life, no doubt. In my opinion, she put up barriers as a means of self-preservation. She 
eluded unwanted questions, did not have to justify her career change to anyone. On the other hand there probably was 
some self-doubt involved: what if she continued her career as a working musician? But the admittance of such doubt 
could have been emotionally draining, taking away from the energy needed for her manifold non-music artistic 
endeavors. Painting, like making music, does require inner peace. 
 
RESEARCH TO BE PUBLISHED AS BOOK 
 
I intend to publish my research in book format in the United States and Germany, to make Jutta Hipp and the 
fascinating story of her life accessible to the broad public. Hipp was what the Americans call a “trail blazer,” a 
woman who was a role model to other female musicians, even if her own career had been rather short. She was a full-
blooded artist who never focused on making money but strived to live an authentic and creative life, one that was 
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satisfying to her and that involved painting, writing poetry, photography and cooking for her friends. Ernest 
Gillespie, a second cousin of Dizzy Gillespie and close friend of Hipp’s toward the end of her life, told me that Jutta 
also sewed all of her own clothing. 
 
During my investigations, the living conditions in Germany during and immediately after World War II soon 
emerged as an important secondary topic which will also be addressed in my book. The years of hardship for the 
German population during the years 1945 and well into the 1950s formed Jutta Hipp’s character. The basis for crucial 
decisions she made later on, and for behavior patterns displayed, were formed during that time. Once in America, 
Hipp quickly spoke about her experiences during the War and in post-war Europe. Those interviews were certainly of 
great interest to the American readers and added (as intended by her promoter) to her mystique but, in the end, no one 
made the effort to understand the human psyche of someone who had lost everything and had to start over not only 
once but several times. I also created a full discography of Hipp’s recordings as a leader and at those sessions where 
she was a side person. But I also located many of her bebop-inspired poems and spent a lot of time researching her 
visual works of art—caricatures, drawings, water colors and oils—created during a time span of almost fifty years.   
 
One thing is for sure: Jutta Hipp never turned her back on jazz! She loved this music and stated over and over again 
that the true jazz is played in small clubs, by musicians whose talents may remain unrecognized by wider audiences 
because they choose not push themselves into the lime light and sell out. 
 
COPYRIGHT 2007 / KATJA VON SCHUTTENBACH 
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