
EXCERPTS RELATED TO THE CLAUDIA QUINTET, FROM INTERVIEWS & ARTICLES
(Bold statements highlighted by Cuneiform)

“…Jazz Bigband Graz is only one of a passel of projects into which Hollenbeck’s plugged. He leads his own Large Ensemble in New York, formed a duo with Bleckmann that’s expanded into the Refuge Trio with keyboardists Gary Versace and he teams with saxophonist Jorrit Dijkstra in an electronica improv duo…

The drummer collaborates with vocalist/multimedia performance artists Meredith Monk…provides support as a member of saxophonist Tony Malaby’s Tuba Trio with Marcus Rojas; and most importantly helms the wonderfully unpredictable The Claudia Quintet, the 10-year-old group that Hollenbeck said is “my backbone. If all the other stuff went away, I’d be happy enough if Claudia stays.”

Hollenbeck is sitting in the studio at Brooklyn Recording…where he’s mixing The Claudia Quintet’s new CD, For, scheduled for release in May on Cuneiform. “It’s our fourth album and it just happened that I wrote new pieces for people,” he said. “So the album name is a little pun.” He laughed, then added, “We just started mixing, but so far it sounds good.”

…Hollenbeck may excel as a rhythm specialist in his various projects, but his passion resides in his composing. …He sums up his compositional approach in abstract terms: first coming up with a concept that overarches and informs the tunes he writes, then developing access points that allow listeners to engage with the music. Each setting dictates a different conceptual outlook. …

However, with Jazz Bigband Graz, he used tunes originally written for The Claudia Quintet and rearranged them, but with a twist. “I wanted to make this large ensemble feel and sound like it was a small group,” he said. “Even though they have the power and the density that’s [poles apart] from Claudia, they were able to think of themselves differently, as if they were playing in a chamber-group atmosphere.”

“…One of my goals is to make every piece I write be totally different from anything I’ve written before.”

Because of this, Hollenbeck said that where a song gets its genesis is essential. “Since I want each piece to be unique, each then must have a different staring point. I’m always conscious about that, whether it’s focusing on something I heard, something I heard when I played, words or numbers.”

…Another of Hollenbeck’s strategies in coming up with a fresh piece is to make everyone in the band play an instrument other than their own for sonic variety. …

This unpredictability is inspiring to the members of the The Claudia Quintet. They look forward to Hollenbeck’s challenges.

“John is a composer who definitely sets the bar high,” says accordionist Ted Reichman. “He pushes himself hard in everything he does. He’s always looking for ways to harness our energy while seeking structural variety. He’s intent on not coming up with the same piece. His esthetic struggle as a composer who’s come up through jazz is to write compositions that aren’t just heads to blow on.”

“John is less interested in tradition, less interested in jazz solos and more interested in looking at a symphonic way of improvising,” said bassist Drew Gress. “He’s got an Ellingtonian approach where he has control over the material but he also wants you to bring your voice to it. He’s resourceful. We stay away from swing generally because he’s so good at finding different rhythmic approaches and intriguing groove patterns.”

“I trust John immensely,” said saxophonist Chris Speed. “He’s created his own sound and guided us as a band to bring our personalities into his music. In the early years of Claudia our rehearsals were exasperating because we were all trying to figure out this new way of straddling the boundaries between improvised and composed music. He’s taught us that it’s up to us to make what he’s written good music.”

…as a composer Hollenbeck continues to be indefatigable. …”

– Dan Ouellette, “Outside Real Time: John Hollenbeck May Fantasize About Life in Music as Only a Composer, but His Drum Chops Are too Good to Put Down the Sticks,” DownBeat, March 2007, v. 74, No. 3

 “While John Hollenbeck doesn’t think of himself as a jazz drummer, he’s one of the most inventive percussionists involved in the music, a bandleader who is actively expanding jazz’s possibilities with his various ensembles. In a career marked by a deep commitment to musical exploration, he’s collaborated widely with a diverse array of artists, such as multimedia performer Meredith Monk, klezmer clarinet master David Krakauer and the brilliant tango pianist Pablo Ziegler. Still, his ties to the jazz world are deep and strong, both through his work as an accompanist with creative outposts, such as Bob Brookmeyer’s New Art Orchestra and Jim McNeely’s Tentet, and as a bandleader of the remarkable Claudia Quintet and as the house composer for the Austrian-based Jazz Bigband Graz.

…the new Claudia Quintet CD, Semi-Formal (Cuneiform), and the recent John Hollenbeck Large Ensemble album, A Blessing (Omnitone), are often breathtaking sessions.

…Hollenbeck has seen his career rise in recent years, and he’s busier than ever. He’s developed an expansive world of percussion textures with Meredith Monk… There’s been his work with Fred Hersch… He’s performed widely with the powerful tenor saxophonist Tony Malaby, and has composed pieces on commission for wind ensembles, choirs, chamber groups and leading new music ensembles, such as the Bang on a Can All-Stars.

Arguably his most beautiful work has been with Claudia Quintet, a stellar band that has released three mesmerizing albums on Cuneiform featuring reedist Chris Speed, vibist Matt Moran, bassist Drew Gress and accordionist Ted Reichman. Hollenbeck says the idea behind the group’s Semi-Formal CD “was to create a two-part – side A, side B – continuous excursion. The Claudia sound is like a warm, thick pudding to me. I thought it would be great to alternate this sound/taste with some palate cleansers – pieces where we are playing instruments not associated with the Claudia sound. Luckily the guys were completely into this idea and talented enough to have some interesting colors under their respective belts.” …

Keying on Hollenbeck’s kinetic but understated trap work, the Claudia Quintet has a crafted transparent but full-bodied approach to his compositions unlike anything else in jazz. …”

– Andrew Gilbert, “Claudia’s Main Man: Drummer John Hollenbeck is becoming one of the finest, most idiosyncratic composers in jazz,” Jazz Times, Nov. 2005

“To take on the labels “composer”, “drummer”, “percussionist” and “bandleader” means being a busy man for John Hollenbeck. …

…Suffice to say, John Hollenbeck is in demand, expanding both his own body of work and his experience with others.

…Hollenbeck’s latest focus is the new release of The Claudia Quintet’s Semi-Formal (Cuneiform). …the quintet performs a fascinating body of work as an intriguing unit which makes up one of the most exciting jazz ensembles to come along in sometime. From the diversity in his drumming to the extra surprises that are perfectly placed, this latest Hollenbeck project speaks on its own merit. …the music gives you the sense of Hollenbeck as someone who is breaking boundaries and moving away from the customary jazz quintet sound. “I never start the composition process of any piece the same way…I always end up somewhere completely different,” states Hollenbeck of his philosophy to composition. …

To listen to his drumming on any recording, one would have to wonder where his style influence developed, as Hollenbeck can be as versatile as any drummer you have heard recently. …he credits his brother Pat as the one who turned him on to a wide variety of music: “…I remember making mixed tapes which would include Aaron Copland, Anthony Braxton and Stevie Wonder. It was clear that my interests were broad.” …

…Hollenbeck…deserves to be recognized as an equally effective composer having shaped a still young body of work that challenges all limits. Creative and versatile, Hollenbeck continues to pen a new musical language that goes where few composers have gone or are comfortable to go. …“It is very experimental…I always found popular music growing up sounding the same [and] I do not want that for my music. I want each piece to have its own universe.”…

As an accomplished bandleader who understands his place… the approach he maintains with his Quintet is all about communication between the players. To get the most out of both bands is what Hollenbeck strives for and the end result of both these projects shows how successful he is as a bandleader –​ defining what a bandleader is and what a bandleader should and could be. …on any of his releases and live performances, Hollenbeck flies under the radar knowing how to make his impact on the music.”

– Chris DiGirolamo, “John Hollenbeck,” All About Jazz, Sept. 25, 2005, www.allaboutjazz.com

ALL ABOUT JAZZ INTERVIEW: PART ONE BY PAUL OLSON

(To read the full interview, please see www.allaboutjazz.com/php/article.php?id=16695)

“Composer/percussionist/bandleader John Hollenbeck doesn’t so much cross musical boundaries as ignore them. Combining elements of jazz, classical, post rock, chamber music…his music manages to be challenging and experimental; at the same time, it is utterly unintimidating and accessible. Hollenbeck’s sidework with a plethora of groups…coexists with his own bandleading projects; perhaps the most celebrated of these is the Claudia Quintet, whose second CD, I, Claudia, was released in 2004 to widespread critical acclaim. …

…

AAJ: Let’s talk about composing. A lot of your compositions are pretty dense, and they often have several sections with a lot of different things going on. …I found myself becoming curious about your composing process. …
JH: Some composers find some sort of code, some sort of system, and they write a series of pieces following that system. …I’ve never been attracted to that method. I really try to make each piece its own thing, it’s own universe. …it’s more important that the process of each piece be different. So with each piece, the process of writing it has to be different in some way for me. …

…

AAJ: Your compositions tend to have more than one – even multiple – motifs or styles that coexist more or less peacefully in a song or even playfully compete with each other…

JH: You mentioned style, and I am just totally not into the concept of style. I don’t have a problem with mixing things that haven’t been mixed before if in the end it sounds organic and it seems to work. Also I think in those cases it’s the mixing of the two things that creates a new hybrid, makes something that in itself is it own thing.
AAJ: A synthesis.

…

JH: …Sometimes the reason I write a piece is that I want to explore something: what if I start off a piece with a kind of reggae thing and it gets more jazz-like as it goes on? Just to explore that boundary, just to see how far you can go…
…

AAJ: Here’s another question about composing. Your whole sound blends different pitches and timbres of instruments very well and very interestingly… It makes me wonder if you – the obvious example being Duke Ellington – write for individual players.

JH: Oh, of course. I do as much as possible. If that’s all I could do, I would always do that, but sometimes it’s not possible. …I definitely try to write for specific people as much as I possibly can. It makes a huge difference. Even Duke Ellington’s music played by the people it wasn’t written for is, well, not as great as when it’s played by the musicians it was written for.

…

JH: …You mentioned Chris Speed, and there is nobody to me that has this sound that Chris has… Matt Moran, too, in my quintet – there’s nobody that plays the vibraphone like him… I know what these musicians can do and it makes things go a little quicker these days.
…

AAJ: With the Claudia Quintet, but also with the Large Ensemble…you always manage to keep the sounds crisp, light, and very discernable, even on dense passages…all the instruments have their own identity and it sounds really clean and accessible. How do you manage that?

JH: Well, that’s what I do with my own playing. I’m constantly trying to look for textures that have their own sonic universe, their own little place, and they don’t get in people’s way. Therefore I can do whatever I want because it’s not hurting anything else. …A lot of time the writing is not so ensemble-oriented, it’s very individualistic: in a piece like “Weiji,” everybody comes together sometimes, but usually they’re just on their own. So everyone has to really make their part count and really play in the right place and with the right sound, so it can be heard beside all this other stuff that’s going on. Every little thing that I write, I really want it to be heard. …”
             – Paul Olson, “John Hollenbeck: Exploring the Boundaries, Part 1-2,” All About Jazz, www.allaboutjazz.com/php/article.php?id=16695
ALL ABOUT JAZZ INTERVIEW: PART TWO BY PAUL OLSON 

(To read the full interview, please see www.allaboutjazz.com/php/article.php?id=16697)
“…AAJ: Let’s talk about the Claudia Quintet. …how did you arrive at a quintet of drums, bass, vibes, accordion and mostly clarinet? …

JH: …I was definitely looking for something that I could call my own, instrumentation-wise. …within a year or so…I met these people that played these instruments that, for different reasons, I really liked playing with. And I thought, “What if I put them all together? That would be interesting.” The clarinet with the accordion: that’s interesting because they have a reed thing going on, and the accordion with the vibraphone: that’s a nice sound. The vibraphone with the clarinet: that’s something I’ve heard before and I like that a lot. And the acoustic bass, too. It was all just an experiment, but it was the combination of all the right people playing the right instruments. It sounded unique. Every once in a while you come upon a place and you feel like: ahhhh. I’ve arrived: this is me. This is my group. 
…

AAJ: A lot of Claudia songs…sound very composed in the best way, where everything interlocks and all the parts are absolutely where they have to be. You write the songs; are the arrangements also yours?

JH: …I basically am arranging the music; usually it’s arranged and composed at the same time.
AAJ: Is there such a thing as a Claudia Quintet song, meaning a song that you wrote specifically for this group?

JH: Oh, yeah, most of them are written for that group. Almost all of them, and then [after writing them for the quintet] I have adapted some for, say, the big band. 

…

AAJ: When I was casually listening to the song “Opening,” on I, Claudia…the first time – it sounded terrifically modern, even electronic. The intro reminded me of Brian Eno. But as I really listened to the music I realized: the vast majority of Claudia Quintet music is completely acoustic, is it not? …

JH: …on that piece, we put a tiny little slow filter on the accordion, and on “How Can You Get Through This Life With a Good Heart”…we put a strange little fuzzy thing on the bass. All that stuff is carefully thought about, because it has to really make sense to do it. For the first record, I really like that when we played live, it really sounded exactly like the record. For the second record, I really went for a different thing. We really worked on getting a higher-fidelity thing happening, so there are some little tricks to help us get that. Basically though, it’s acoustic. …On a piece like “Opening,” we’re emulating electronic instruments a lot. It’s a reverse influence now: now acoustic musicians are influenced by electronic music.
AAJ: I’m usually pretty good at figuring out time signatures in music, but some of the Claudia Quintet stuff… I can’t figure out [what] kind of count they’re in, and something like “Arabic” seems especially polyrhythmic. …I am wondering how these complex rhythms affect your audience, and in general how your audience generally responds to your shows.
JH: The response is usually really, really great because, well, people tend to think the music’s going to be a lot weirder and a lot less accessible than it actually is. So the responses are usually great. …a concert we did in Santa Fe…was like a rock concert…they were just going nuts, dancing, and for us that’s the absolute best. …During the concerts I try to talk a lot, to explain the pieces…and try to help the audience as much as possible because I know it is new music. …without watering down the music, I do everything I can to make it as accessible as possible.
…

AAJ: …I’ve read various articles about the Claudia Quintet and this group’s music reminds people of so much different stuff; do their notions of what they think it sounds like – what kind of music it is – surprise you?

JH: It doesn’t really surprise me that much because…people want to grab something to hold on to it. So they have to put it into a little category or place that they already know, to say, “This is like Tortoise,” because they know Tortoise, and they find some similarity. But I think really it’s its own thing; I was talking to Barre Phillips about ECM music. I told him that nowadays ECM music is thought of as a style. The record label’s output has become stylized and codified to some extent. In the beginning, when you heard records on ECM, what could you really say? …you couldn’t really compare it to very much, it was kind of its own thing. Bill Milkowski in his review of us, wrote, “what the hell is it?” That kind of sums it up.

AAJ: John Hollenbeck music. …”

           – Paul Olson, “John Hollenbeck: Exploring the Boundaries, Part 2-2,” All About Jazz, www.allaboutjazz.com/php/article.php?id=16697
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