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The Claudia Quintet’s 2nd release, I, Claudia demonstrates that "Innovative jazz does not have to be harsh, angry, loud, shrill or grating; it can be delicate, witty, ethereal and radiantly lyric, as the Claudia Quintet pointed out..." [Chicago Tribune]. Formed by composer/drummer John Hollenbeck in 1997, this NY ensemble creates music that explores the edge in a manner that captivates and enthralls novice listeners, and keeps experienced fans returning for more. ‘Claudia’s’ newest release, I, Claudia is a highly seductive work, ripe with compelling, propulsive grooves, dynamic sensitivity and telepathic improvisation. Remarkably accessible, its music can perhaps be called postjazz. 

In the words of the Nate Chinen of the Philadelphia City Paper: “It’s impossible to classify The Claudia Quintet (postmodern- ethnic ambient- chamber- jazz anyone?) but surprisingly easy to understand its language.” Others agree:

“…it's stylistically elusive, defying attempts to pin it down to any single genre. Tracks… are rooted in modern jazz, but they're as carefully crafted as anything from contemporary classical music's minimalist camp, and wouldn't sound out of place played next to postrock acts such as Tortoise or Stereolab.” [Alex Varty,  The Georgia Straight]
As the NY Times stated recently: "if this music were a little bit dumber, it would resemble the music of the rock band Tortoise. No disrespect to Tortoise." “I think of it as party music for smart people," says Hollenbeck. "The way I write, hopefully, approaches some sort of universal music. It sounds like everything." 

The Claudia Quintet is one of the most promising groups to emerge in recent years from ‘downtown’ NY’s new alt jazz scene, nourished by the venues alt.coffee and its successor, Tonic. The ensemble grew out of the Refuseniks, a collective trio consisting of John Hollenbeck (percussion), Ted Reichman (accordion), and Reuben Radding (bass), that played weekly at alt.coffee. After Radding left, Hollenbeck formed a quintet to perform his own compositions, which he named The Claudia Quintet. He named his quintet “Claudia”, after an ephemeral and near-mythic Refusenik fan, because “I wanted to lose myself in the group – emphasizing the ensemble.” Besides Hollenbeck (drums & composition), the group’s lineup consists of Reichman (accordion), Matt Moran (vibraphone & percussion), Chris Speed (clarinet & saxophone), and Drew Gress (acoustic bass). In 2002 it released its first recording, the self-titled The Claudia Quintet (CRI Blueshift), to widespread critical acclaim. The group performs frequently in NYC as well as throughout the US. The band’s 2nd CD, I, Claudia is its 1st recording on Cuneiform.

Over the past few years, John Hollenbeck has been making waves as one of NYC’s more versatile and passionate musician-composers. He moved to the city in the 1990s, as did The Claudia Quintet’s other members. With degrees in percussion (BM) and jazz composition (MM) from the Eastman School of Music, he has worked with numerous musicians in jazz (Kenny Wheeler, Village Vanguard Orchestra), ambient rock (Cuong Vu Trio), and ethnic music (David Krakauer’s Klezmer Madness; Pablo Ziegler). Besides his work with ‘Claudia’ and other projects, Hollenbeck currently tours and/or records with Theo Bleckmann, Bob Brookmeyer’s New Art Orchestra, Fred Hersch, Meredith Monk and Achim Kaufmann. Hollenbeck made his recorded debut as a composer in the winter of 2001/2002, when he released 3 critically acclaimed CDs on CRI/Blueshift: “no images”, an ambitious composer’s statement that Gary Giddins included in his Voice “best jazz records of the year 2001” list; and two self-titled CDs as bandleader: Quartet Lucy and The Claudia Quintet. Hollenbeck has received numerous commissions, grants (NEA, Meet the Composer), and awards for compositions. His chamber piece, "The Cloud of Unknowing", was commissioned by the Bamberg Symphony Choir and issued by Berlin Classics. His Gil Evans Fellowship Commission, "A Blessing", premiered at the IAJE’s 2002 Conference and his IAJE/ASCAP Commission, "Folkmoot", premiered in 2003. Hollenbeck was recently nominated as the "Up and Coming Jazz Musician of the Year" by the Jazz Journalists Association and a 2003 "Rising Star Composer" in Down Beat’s Critic’s Poll. 

Drew Gress is one of NYC's most in-demand bassists, performing in numerous ensembles and currently playing with Tim Berne’s Paraphrase, Uri Caine, Don Byron, Fred Hersch Trio, Dave Douglas String Group, Marc Copland Trio, and many others. He has recorded with many artists, including Ray Anderson, Erik Friedlander, and Ellery Eskelin, and was a founding member of Joint Venture, a quartet with 3 albums on Enja. As a composer, Gress has received grants from NEA and Meet the Composer, and leads the group Jagged Sky (Soul Note) and Spin and Drift (Premonition).   

Vibraphonist Matt Moran received an MM from the New England Conservatory of Music, studying jazz composition with Joseph Maneri. He leads the group Sideshow (songs of Charles Ives) and works with Mat Maneri Quintet, Butch Morris, Theo Bleckmann, and Zlatne Uste Balkan Brass Band. He has recorded and/or performed with numerous artists, including Lionel Hampton, Combustible Edison and Ellery Eskelin. Moran has received Meet the Composer grants, and recently composed a Balkan inspired piece, “Berance” (2001) for a BAM commission. He is a key figure in New York’s Balkan music scene, leading Slavic Soul Party, performing in Lefteris Bouranas and other traditional bands, curating a music series, and teaching. 

Woodwind player Chris Speed played piano and clarinet as a child, becoming interested in sax, jazz and improv in high school. Like Moran, he studied at the New England Conservatory of Music, where he co-founded the band Human Feel (New World/Countercurrents). Speed has worked in bands led by Tim Berne, Jim Black, Uri Caine, Dave Douglas, Myra Melford, Erik Friedlander, Mark Dresser, Ben Perowsky, Briggan Krauss, and others. He has recorded with numerous artists, including Laurie Anderson and Bonnie Raitt, for such labels as Arabesque, BMG, Screwgun and Tzadik. In addition, Speed leads several bands with Jim Black and Skuli Sverrisson, including the Balkan-influenced Pachora (Knitting Factory), and Yeah, No (Songlines). 

First trained on piano, Ted Reichman, began playing accordion while studying jazz at Wesleyan with Anthony Braxton. He has performed and recorded with countless artists, playing accordion in an astounding variety of music, including klezmer and avant-klezmer (w/ David Krakauer, Roberto Rodriquez), free (Anthony Braxton, Eugene Chadbourne, Marc Ribot), alt country (Sue Garner), and pop (Paul Simon), appearing on numerous recordings.  Reichman has just released his first solo CD, Émigré, on John Zorn’s Tzadik. 

For more information on: 

The Claudia Quintet, & John Hollenbeck: www.johnhollenbeck.com
Drew Gress:  www.drewgress.com

Matt Moran:  www.mattmoran.com

Ted Reichman:  www.tedreichman.com

Chris Speed:  www.chrisspeed.com
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

As anyone knows from having seen a Claudia Quintet show or reading any of the band’s interviews, John Hollenbeck is not only a brilliant composer and performer but also a witty and insightful artist. We asked him to send us a few words  on  I, Claudia. Here’s what he said: 

THE CLAUDIA QUINTET’S I, CLAUDIA:

BY JOHN HOLLENBECK

“Just Like Him” was written in response to an old girlfriend’s tune of jealousy entitled "just like her". I loved her intro, so when she dumped me I could think of no other way to get back at her then by stealing this intro and creating a "bigger, better, harder, faster, longer" piece.  The middle accordion/clarinet section is the therapy section where I  worked out my angst vicariously through Ted and Chris, followed by the  mature "with perspective" coda, where I have demonstrated they I have  matured since beginning the piece and have moved on.  

"Opening" was first written for the one and only Refuseniks reunion concert at Tonic in 2002. I was hoping to get my piece played first so I slyly titled it in a way that would help it get its rightful place in the program. I was also thinking of the concept of opening: opening one’s mind, one’s body and what this might sound like. Computer-driven music of the 70/80’ s seems to have been an influence on this one too!  

"Arabic" was written about a day I had that started out wonderfully, was turned upside down by some bad news (as you can probably guess, it had something to do with a woman), and then I recovered. I wrote the title in an Arabic font (which I have since lost), so that the guys couldn’t read my embarrassingly personal title. I also thought having the Arabic writing at the top of the page might influence their playing (I wanted a little dervishishness. 

"The Cloud of Unknowing" is an excerpt of a piece I wrote for the Bamberg Chorus and Winds. The title refers to a mediation guide written by a unknown Christian mystic of the Middles Ages. The lyrics and music incorporate a Sanskrit chant of transformation with a Christian Chant of peace.  

“Adowa” was written for my grandmother, Madeline Heath. The rhythm and title is taken from a West African dance played mostly at funerals. Happy funeral music - Yippee! Towards the end I was thinking of what a gigantic kalimba would sound like.  

"Can you get through this life with a good heart?" is a quote from a recent PBS documentary on Joni Mitchell. She was referring to her own life and struggles with maintaining a good heart. During the first section I was also thinking of the harmonic clouds and space of  Morton Feldman, so it is really meeting of Joni and Morton.  

"Misty Hymen" is dedicated to the Olympic Gold Medalist of the same name.  While I hope the music encapsulates the power and speed of her butterfly strokes, the real reason I wrote this was so that I could say "Misty Hymen" in public as much as possible.  

"Couch" was written for my couch and its undeniable power to induce wonderful naps. The music is programmatic. While some dream of hobbits and wizards, I dream of accordion, vibes, bass and clarinet.  

This recording was done at Brookyln Recording, a new studio owned and run by Andy Taub (engineer on the recent Marc Ribot latin recordings among others). Andy really captured the vibe and intent of the band and Brent Lambert in North Carolina also did a beautiful job mastering. And I can't forget the incredible design by karlssonwilker, who have done all of the artwork for my CD's. They were able to use the "I" in I, Claudia as a theme in their usual cool but playful way.

Writing about this music is in one sense painful because I want the music to stay mysterious, I don’t want to know (in words) what it sounds like. But I would like to say that although I drive the van and compose the tunes, this is a BAND. And while I love "jazz" music and will always play it, I think this recording flows beyond the boundaries of the "jazz world" to occupy a wider aural universe. 

Claudia recently toured the west coast and in Santa Fe, New Mexico we had our dream audience. A large, very  diverse and enthusiastic crowd: Legions of older, less mobile fans sitting in back, but very attentive and alert. And in the front, scores of writhing sirens-dancing up a storm. We’ve always thought it could be like this – that this music can hit people in the heart/mind and body simultaneously. We strive to create groove music with depth and integrity!

– John Hollenbeck, December 2003

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

WHAT THE PRESS HAS SAID ABOUT:

The Claudia Quintet                          THE CLAUDIA QUINTET                  2001                 CRI Blueshift
“With its ingenious group frenetics and unique timbre of clarinet, vibraphone, and accordion, the Claudia Quintet… is a joy – ebullient, ambitious music that grooves hard in a dozen different directions. “I think of it as party music for smart people,” says Hollenbeck – though this is the farthest thing from a jam-band set. The solos are tightly structured, the tunes flow in and out of odd time signatures, and the melodic palette draws more from classical, Balkan and Latin American colors than the predictable rock-funk mélange. Yet in truth, the ingredients are almost too diffuse to be isolated. “The way I write, hopefully, approaches some sort of universal music,” says Hollenbeck. “It sounds like everything.” – Mark D. Fefer, Seattle Weekly, Oct 22-28, 2003

“Releasing three quite noteworthy CDs in as many months, drummer/composer John Hollenbeck certainly made what one might describe as an "auspicious debut" as a leader. … The Claudia … is … a recording of subtlety, beauty, and a fair measure of fire smoldering beneath its surface. Hollenbeck may have an avant streak as wide as the pond between Tonic and Bimhuis, but he's surely not one to avoid a groove. In the Claudia Quintet's drum chair, he often locks into a rhythm and gradually builds the intensity of his attack, taking his own sweet time to reach the dynamic peak in a piece of music. … Hollenbeck's Claudia Quartet pursues a cool after-hours chill-out vibe much of the time. … All the instruments are afforded room to breath, as unembellished melodic lines and shifting harmonics are drawn out across the sure and steady pulse and gathering rhythmic energy … Auspicious debut, indeed. One senses that a new and important voice has emerged on the New York creative music scene. John Hollenbeck's future output is cause for much anticipation, whether he chooses to release subsequent albums single file or two and three at a time. 4 1/2*”




– Dave Lynch, All Music Guide, allmusic.com

“Perhaps cynically, I have put much modern jazz into two categories: very traditional quintets who play at a volume that will not disturb the patrons of fancy restaurants and groups that prove they are avant-garde by playing abstract electric. …It was a pleasure, therefore, to be recently exposed to the Claudia Quintet, a band that distinguishes itself on its own merits. … What makes this album truly innovative is that it is rooted in music other than jazz, the dominant influence being electronica. Most new jazz goes electric hoping to prove it is new, while this album interprets electronic music and serves it up to the listener as an acoustic dish. The album holds the listener’s hand, walking him through different worlds in a tactile, auditory experience. “

– Adam Ekberg, Casco Bay Weekly, v.14, #44, 10/31/02

“Moving among improv, big band jazz, New music and song-based material, percussionist/composer John Hollenbeck has made a name for himself in New York over the past half-decade… Taken together, these three CDs [No Images, Quartet Lucy, The Claudia Quartet] impressively illuminate the diversity of his compositional and playing skills. …For pure consistency, the music of Claudia Quintet, which performs well-received club gigs throughout Manhattan’s Lower East Side, is most convincing. …This triptych of releases certainly illustrates the three faces of John and what he can do is in his many personas. Portending well for the percussionist’s future as a multi-talent, they suggest that typing all the personalities together may one day allow him to aurally paint his masterpiece.“

– Ken Waxman, Jazz Weekly, www.jazzweekly.com

“Drummer John Hollenbeck has traveled among jazz, contemporary classical and pan-ethnic folk music with the agility of a seasoned commuter on the New York City subway. …Hollenbeck’s own disc... show how much he’s gained from these multifaceted associations. The Claudia Quintet is the most remarkable of these recordings because it features a spirited working band that becomes an ideal instrument for his compositions. ..While the group undoubtedly draws from these diverse experiences, no influence becomes too obvious. …4stars” 

– Aaron Choen, Downbeat Magazine, Oct. 2002

“It’s impossible to classify The Claudia Quintet (postmodern-ethnic-ambient-chamber-jazz anyone?) but surprisingly easy to understand its language. A brainchild of percussionist John Hollenbeck…the ensemble reflects his allegiances to both the roughshod polyrhythms of field recordings and the lunar shimmer of ECM. On a brand-new, eponymous Blueshift CRI debut, these ostensibly dueling impulses get absorbed into a larger, more intriguing pattern of ebb and flow. Texture is naturally a key component…but the central figure in Hollenbeck’s drama is pulse… It’s a delicate equation, but it works beautifully… these musicians have the rare ability to wax ethereal without dulling their edges.”

– Nate Chinen, Philadelphia City Paper, Oct 10-16, 2002

“Innovative jazz does not have to be harsh, angry, shrill or grating; it can be delicate, witty, ethereal and radiantly lyric, as the Claudia Quintet pointed out…”



– Howard Reich, The  Chicago Tribune
“If his music were a little bit dumber – if it didn’t contain so many twitchy, hit-and-run compositional ideas, if it used the able saxophonist Chris Speed less as a machine for astringent long tones, if part of its charm weren’t Mr. Hollenbeck’s heap of little percussion toys, if it let a strong melody have more tyranny over each piece, if it didn’t revel so much in tone clashes – it might be able to speak to the cheap seats and achieve semipopularity. (Actually, if the music were a little bit dumber, it would resemble the music of the rock band Tortoise. No disrespect to Tortoise.)

As it is, this is a small, good thing that a few people have grown to do like a great deal..”

– Ben Ratliff, “A Joking Drummer Constructs Innovation,” The New York Times, Aug. 4, 2003

"...I went downstairs to hear the Claudia Quintet. If the music they played wasn't jazz, it was better than jazz. Drummer John Hollenbeck's compositions were more varied and imaginative than what was going on upstairs, the mix of composed, improvised, structured and free parts more ambitious..." 



- Bill Barner - rec.music.bluenote
"Versatile, articulate, and focused, they’ve got a book that keeps getting stronger, and a seriousness of purpose that goes well with their groove sense and arsenal of toys. Hollenbeck’s writing draws on modern chamber music and ethnic field recordings, and the band improvises around it fluidly." 




– Douglas Wolk, Village Voice
“ The band's name may be a bit of an in-joke, but it's also entirely apt: Hollenbeck describes his music as having a "sensitive, feminine" dimension, and it's also stylistically elusive, defying attempts to pin it down to any single genre. Tracks like "Meinetwegen" or "Visions of Claudia", from the group's self-titled debut, are rooted in modern jazz, but they're as carefully crafted as anything from contemporary classical music's minimalist camp, and wouldn't sound out of place played next to postrock acts such as Tortoise or Stereolab. 

…they … are gearing up to release their second CD in early 2004. "It's a lot different," the leader explains. "…the new one's a little bit more like what we sound like live… maybe just from doing a lot of gigs the music has evolved in a beefier way: it's funkier and rockier, more groove-oriented, and more in your face."

– Alexander Varty, “Visions of Claudia haunt Hollenbeck's hot quintet”, The Georgia Straight

ON THE MUSIC OF THE CLAUDIA QUINTET:

 “Whatever one would call this music, it has a number of striking, unusual, and original qualities. Most immediately apparent, they show an outstanding awareness of, sensitivity to, and skill with instrumental color. As a working band, they’ve evolved an ability to blend and contrast varied sounds in a way that classical composers try for but don't always attain. Almost every piece has its textural surprise – vibes-and-clarinet unison, bowed high-register upright over staccato accordion bass-button grunts, the drums played only on the rims for most of a tune, or the whole band mumbling in German.

However, their music concerns itself just as much with groove as with color, as you might expect from a drummer's band. The tunes often use ostinati or pedal tones, have fairly simple melodies, and tend toward a propulsive straight-eighth pulse. They always swing, but not quite in the mainstream-jazz sense - more a taut, flexible, unconventional, yet easily-grasped rhythmic rightness.

Finally, their improvisations belong to the tunes they come from. The pieces contain many open sections - but this band doesn't just use them to improvise off on a tangent or go on autopilot and "play jazz" - they improvise as a part of THAT TUNE. This goes much further than basing solos on the tune's themes: Each improvisation concerns itself as much with exploring a specific timbral idea through improvisation - smeared clusters from the accordion, bent notes from the clarinet, bowed vibes - as with conventional thematic development. And even at their most "outside", they always listen, follow one another, and play as a unit.”  







– John Hagelbarger , Progressive Ears

