a play on music and words

Pianist Marialena Fernandes on BOLLING, his music, her musical collaborators, the recording work and today’s freedom to create music without restrictions – from a conversation with Ludwig Flich.
Claude Bolling has always fascinated me. Everything this man experienced – his childhood in Cannes, his work as a classical pianist and how he broadened it with Latin American and African influences. The way he could effortlessly move from a Bach piece to something completely new. Bolling  alternated between France and the USA, orientating himself on the likes of Duke Ellington and Benny Goodman.

Like another Jacques Loussier …
Loussier and Bolling have similar roots, certainly. But Bolling, now 77, and still actively touring with various jazz formations, has dedicated himself not so much to creating swinging renditions of originals, but to combining the widest variety of musical styles. He begins a piece clearly like Bach, and the listener believes it actually is Bach, but it’s Bolling. And then the piece develops in a jazz-swing style which goes much further stylistically than Play Bach. When Bolling teamed up with black and Latino musicians, emulated the Duke and the Count, he quickly recognised where his strengths lay.

In the crossover style of his suites and his film music …
That’s exactly the fascinating thing about Bolling. Although he is most well known for his classical/jazz suites, he also wrote the music for nearly 100 films and TV series, including the famous Borsalino and Le Magnifique (both starring Belmondo) and the cartoon Lucky Luke – his work ranged all the way from thrillers to comedies. Clever and enterprising as he was, he also wrote pieces for several renowned classical soloists, who then returned the favour by recording them. These players include the trumpeter Maurice André, the flautist Jean-Pierre Rampal, the cellist Yo-Yo Ma, the guitarist Alexandre Lagoya and the violinist Pinchas Zukerman. For each of these five, Bolling composed a suite comprising of several movements in which he himself played the piano part. Drums and bass were then added. Each movement pays homage to a particular musical style, ranging from Baroque imitation to dances and to world music. These works include Baroque and Blue, Vesperale, Ragtime, Galop, Ballade, Javanaise and Irlandaise, to name just a few.

Have you ever performed Bolling’s music before?
Two years ago I organised a concert of two of his works in the Vienna Musikverein with students of the University of Music, the idea being to demonstrate that one shouldn’t let oneself be constrained by the formal categories of classical music, jazz, pop or any other kind. All of us participated in this crossover – the teachers, students, artists and audience alike. This Let’s Go Bolling experiment, in one of the new concert halls of the Musikverein, was a real success. The Gläserne Saal [“glass hall”] had probably never been as full as it was on that enjoyable evening. 

You’re a university professor of chamber music in Vienna and you’ve played on countless classical CDs. What was it like trying your hand at jazz improvisation?
My musical training was relatively conservative. I was always told, “Steer clear of jazz, it could spoil your technique”. But later on – alongside my classical training – I started improvising more and more. I loved playing songs by ear in the style of Oscar Peterson, Keith Jarrett and also Erroll Garner. Not bad role models! Bach’s music works not only in its original form, it can also move you when played in a romantic style. And Bolling understood this and transferred this feeling to his experiences with other emotional music. Who’s to say what’s right and what’s wrong? Music for me doesn’t belong in categories – classical, jazz, pop, whatever. Music has to move something, awaken feelings and awaken the intellect, and Bolling’s work exemplifies this perfectly.

How did the current BOLLING project come about?
A sponsor, an enthusiastic musician in his spare time, brought us together – quite some time before the recordings took place. We discussed the idea and gradually the project took shape. At the beginning I had some reservations, worrying about how little experience I’d had with jazz when I heard these real professionals playing. But then I noticed how far they themselves had drifted away from classical music since their student days. I realised that it was just as hard for my partners to approach classical music as it was for me to approach jazz. And so began the exciting part of our collaboration. It was a risk of course, but we took it, and the fusion happened. We just sat ourselves down and spontaneously arranged Toot Suite for saxophone.

A piece originally written for trumpet …
… That’s true, but the saxophone reveals whole new, wonderfully smooth textures which really come into their own in the four (of the six) movements we selected. Our saxophonist had to adjust his intonation and his whole approach and rediscover the classical aspect. The saxophone was, after all, originally designed to be used as an orchestral instrument. This reorientation of a jazz instrument was both exciting and fun – and of course humour is an integral feature of Bolling’s work …The double meanings begin straight away with the piece’s title: Toot Suite can casually be seen in an onomatopoeic sense as Suite for the sounds of a train (toot, toot) or the sound of a brass instrument. Alongside this there is also the French meaning, “straight away” (from “toute de suite”) and also, adapted again, the French-English wordplay of “toute sweet” = everything is sweet. Bolling loves multiple meanings like these. The titles of the suites’ movements often contain such small gags. While we were working on this sweetly tooted suite we were joined by Richard Graf, a fantastic guitarist, and so we also chose to play four (of the seven) movements from the Concerto for Guitar and Jazz Trio. Richard is also an outstanding innovator and theorist as well as an unrelenting perfectionist. I was especially pleased that he also contributed a piece for us: “Take Five, Six, Seven” as his personal contribution to the fusion of classical chamber music and jazz.

How did the fusion between the musicians work?
I’m convinced that the time is ripe for such crossover projects. But at the beginning I was nervous about whether I’d find the freedom in playing that I needed to be able to keep up with these jazz professionals. Don’t forget: Bolling intended his part or rather the cornerstones of his work to be played by a skilled improviser, not by a classical pianist. But the piano is the medium between all musical styles. My colleagues Peter Natterer, Richard Barnert and Ulli Pesendorfer all motivated and supported me wonderfully at the beginning. Now I feel much better at improvisation and can play much more freely – it just took a bit of time. But I think it was just as challenging for my partners to get to grips with the classical style.

You didn’t make the recordings in Vienna …
No, in Steinakirchen am Forst in Lower Austria, where Roland Baumann has built a wonderful studio. Dozens of well known musicians have come to record there. It was an incredibly intensive time. The studio environment is always a challenge for concert musicians. It’s so different from performing live, where you’re in direct contact with the audience and can pick up on a mood and amplify it. In the studio you have to try to reveal the emotions contained in the music in what can sometimes be the most sober of conditions. And you have to accept or resolve differences of opinion in repeating situations. The difference in our characters certainly added spice to things. But opposites attract, and we were able to guide and inspire one another well. When you’re working solidly for 48 hours it’s not easy to avoid tensions building up. But with our common goal in mind and with the help of our fantastic sound engineer all conflicts were resolved.

Doesn’t the word “concert” derive from the Italian “concertare”, meaning “to dispute”?
Right. Without fruitful discussion any work in an ensemble is boring.

How did the results match with your expectations?
It’s important to me how listeners hear this music for the first time; I’m really curious what the reaction will be. What I know is that never before have I been able to listen to myself through headphones as clearly as I could here. I was often surprised how virtuosic, bright and interesting certain parts of the recording sounded, parts I’d known so well from the rehearsals. What amazed me most of all was just how harmoniously we blended together as the final recording sessions wore on. A truly tight-knit unit. But maybe Claude Bolling himself was lending us some positive energy …

