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By Deborah Bostock-Kelley

Memorial Day weekend in downtown Tampa is about to get much hotter. 
Under the direction of UEG Productions, Inc. co-founders Mark Perry and Carl 
and Melody Harness, the fourth annual Uptown Music and Arts Festival is 
sizzling this year, but the real fire will come from the two extraordinary female 
jazz performers: Kayla Waters and Paula Atherton. 

These powerhouse musicians stand out in a genre traditionally ruled by 
male performers. They are poised to steal the show for not only being phenom-
enal artists with remarkable skill and passion for music but also being the only 
women in the lineup.

The Uptown Music and Arts Festival is ready to take center stage on 
May 25 and 26, promising a blend of artistry, rhythm, and soul that will reso-
nate through the heart of downtown Tampa. 

Paula Atherton  
The Saxophonist with a  

Song in her Heart and her Phone
Atherton is a multi-instrumentalist - a flutist, saxophonist extraordinaire, as 

well as, a singer/songwriter - whose sultry notes and dynamic stage presence 
captivate audiences from the first breath. 

She explains the best way to address gender biases in the industry is “by 
completely ignoring them.”

“Paying attention to that will not get you anywhere. I just work as hard as I 
can and put it out there. That’s the best that I can do. You may get a fair amount 
of rejection and negativity but don’t listen to any of it. Listen to yourself. Listen 
to your heart. Bring your art forward. Like your fingerprint, your art will be 
different from anyone else’s,” she says. “It’s not a level playing field yet. If I can 
give any advice to help other women achieve what they’re going for – that‘s 
what I would say!”  

Atherton’s journey in jazz is evidence of her resilience and passion for the 
craft. Her performances are a testament to her love for music and her ability to 
profoundly connect with listeners.

She says, “A lot of interviewers ask questions like, when did you choose to 
be a musician? It doesn’t work like that. Music picks you. Once that happens, 
you don’t really have a choice if it’s something you really love and it’s in your 
heart. You work on it your entire life, making your music as good as it can be, 
trying to express yourself and reaching your audience in the best way.”

Her music draws inspiration from jazz, Latin, old-school R&B, funk, and 
pop, but hearing Charlie Parker inspired her to pick up the saxophone.

Becoming a songwriter came next. 

“I didn’t know that I was going to write, but when I started, I noticed it took 
on the shape of the different types of music I related to and really liked. I find 
inspiration anywhere. When I’m walking my dog, I’ll find inspiration for a song. 
I’ll use the voice memo in my phone.” She jokes, “I have a few albums in my 
phone.” 

Atherton’s saxophone flair and vocal prowess earned her her first #1 Bill-
board in 2020 with the album Can You Feel It. Atherton is excited about her 
newest release on April 19, Dancing Shoes. She’s working with outside produc-
ers “to push the bar and change things up.”

“I don’t want to make the same album over and over again. (Working 
with outside producers) brings a different flavor to the recording and helps me 
think about things differently,” she says. “(Making music) is a lifelong process; 
hopefully, you keep evolving your entire life. One of the most important things 
to do is to stay on your own path.”

Atherton brings a soulful voice with a background in traditional jazz, weav-
ing classic jazz melodies with contemporary lyrics that resonate with the mod-
ern audience. Her performances are intimate yet captivating, drawing you into 
her world with every note. Her favorite compliment comes from a 
fan who said they were depressed but were uplifted by her 
music.

She declares festivalgoers should expect to have fun 
during her set, where she’ll play a core section of her cat-
alog and cuts from Dancing Shoes.

Atherton says, “It’ll be a good time. That’s what I’m 
here to do. I’m there to entertain them. I hope they will just 
enjoy themselves.” 

Uptown Music &Arts Festival Heats Up 
With Performances By 

Kayla Waters  & Paula Atherton
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Kayla Waters  
The Pianist with a Divine Inspiration

Joining Atherton is the incomparable Waters, a virtuoso on the piano, who 
ignites the stage with a captivating blend of technical mastery and soulful style. 
She finds musical inspiration in everything from classical, gospel, soul, and jazz 
to house and techno, but with a distinctly modern twist that sets her apart.

To navigate being a woman in a male-dominated field, Waters says, “I ex-
ude humility and grace, and I always bring my A game. I play with excellence, 
so I always rise to the occasion. You have to stay true to yourself, to your sound, 
and don’t let anyone try to make you conform to their standards.”

While in college, Waters played with several R&B bands. She credits her 
Howard College piano professor Karen Walwyn for placing her on the musical 
path after graduating college. 

“My music is not only shaped by who I’ve listened to but my life experienc-
es. I grew up playing in church,” she explains. “I have a vast musical melting 
pot of different styles and influences from the classical to gospel to jazz. My 
biggest influence would be my dad. I had so many different styles growing up.”

Waters says she is most proud that she has stayed true to her identity 
throughout her career. 

“I’m proud of staying true to my original, unique sound. I don’t consider my 
music commercial. What I write is God-given, so I’m proud of staying true and 
firm with the unique sound that God has given me,” she says.

On stage, her fingers dance effortlessly across the ivory, weaving intricate 
melodies that tug at the heartstrings and the soul. With her fusion of contempo-
rary jazz and soulful rhythms, Waters has carved a niche for herself, earning 
accolades and admiration from critics and fans alike. Her performances are 
not just concerts but immersive experiences that transport her listeners.

One of her favorite pieces to perform is Zephyr. 

“It’s a refreshing song, a breath of fresh air. I love playing that,” she says. “I 
really love playing all my stuff. It’s so fun.”

Waters is also no stranger to the top of the charts. With a history of num-
ber-one hits on Billboard, her latest album, Presence, is a testament to her cre-
ativity and dedication to the craft. She’s already starting on her fourth album 
and also launching a new project, a production company, PuriKey Productions, 
a business hub. 

“I’ll be helping other music creatives compose, produce, and visually score 
their own sound,” she explains.

Before stepping on stage, Waters likes to sit quietly to prepare, occasional-
ly even enjoying a glass of wine. 

“I like to center myself and remember why I’m there. To me, 
it’s more than a performance. It’s a ministry for me. I want 
people to feel love, joy, freedom, and healing. My shows 
are a public spectacle of what I do at home. I invite people 
into my personal space. My concerts are very warm and 
relaxing,  but I like to laugh and dance and invite people 
in with me. You’re going to feel the passion and joy from 
me. You’re going to leave encouraged,” she says. “I’ve 
been told people can feel God’s spirit when I play, and 
my music has been a blessing. That brings me so much joy, 
and I’m so honored by that.”

The Uptown Music and Arts Festival serves as a platform for these trail-
blazing women to showcase their talents and inspire a new generation of fe-
male musicians. But the festival is more than just music, art, and food trucks; it’s a 
platform for change, a spotlight on two incredible women shaping jazz’s future.

In a male-dominated field, Waters and Atherton are fearless in pushing 
boundaries, experimenting with new sounds, and captivating audiences with 
their talent and undeniable charisma. On and off stage, Waters and Ather-
ton continue to break barriers and redefine what being a trailblazing female 
jazz musician means. This isn’t just about breaking barriers, though. It’s about 
experiencing the unique power that female artists bring to jazz. Waters and 
Atherton promise unforgettable sets filled with passion, innovation, and the raw 
energy that comes from defying expectations.

The annual Uptown Music and Arts Festival celebrates musical talent, 
culture, and community spirit, bringing renowned chart-topping contemporary 
jazz performers and music enthusiasts to Curtis Hixon Waterfront Park, 600 
N Ashley Dr, Tampa. To learn more and purchase tickets to the Uptown Mu-
sic and Arts Festival on May 25 and 26, visit www.uptownmusicalfestival.
com. To learn more about Atherton and Waters, follow on social media or visit 
https://paulaatherton.com and https://www.iamkaylawaters.com. 




