


Violin Cases
What is it about the haunting sound of the violin that affects us so?

David Cook spoke with fiddlers Darol Anger, Jeff Gauthier, 

Sara Watkins, Tim Carbone, Jenny Scheinman,

Lisa Germano and Monica Bou Bou about the instrument’s roll

in today’s creative music.

[Excerpt]

Jeff Gauthier, the head of modern jazz label Cryptogramophone Records and a master at maintaining the more delicate aspects of the violin in an electric setting, recalls the basic impulse that made him choose the instrument. “I had a crush on a little girl who played the violin, so I had to practice a lot to be good enough to sit next to her on the first stand in orchestra. Any male musician who is being honest will tell you that he started playing music to meet girls,” he laughs.
“I see three challenges with jazz playing, and I run up against them every day – sound, feel and improvisation,” says Gauthier. “The biggest hurdle is improvisation. Most classical players cannot conceive of making music if it’s not on the written page. They can be geniuses at interpreting and performing great music, but given the opportunity to improvise, they will usually work out ideas ahead of time and then just spit them out. It’s tempting to try to stick to what is idiomatic on the instrument, or to try to sound like other people. Learning to improvise in keys that don’t use a lot of open strings is a good way to start veering away from the idiomatic. Being able to imitate other players is a valuable skill, but the real art is finding a way to sound like yourself, or even finding a way to sound like something other than a violin.”
“Growing up as a classical player, I had to unlearn a lot of things regarding vibrato, phrasing, and overall sound production,” offers Gauthier. “As classical players, we’re trained to have huge sounds, and vibrate all the time, and faster is usually better In jazz playing vibrato is just another color that is mostly to be avoided, but when it’s used it’s just a quality of expression that can be slow, fast or wide. I use the word ‘feel’ instead of swing, but most jazz players will know what I’m talking about when I say swing. There really is no way to translate swing to someone from the classical world. Even a great player who transcribes a John Coltrane solo and plays it note-perfectly won’t sound authentic if they don’t understand that there’s a place to put the note that just feels right, that’s not necessarily metronomic.”
Gauthier continues. “When I was a kid I discovered a great recording called The Violin Summit with four great jazz violinists, Stephane Grappelli, Jean-Luc Ponty, Svend Asmussen and Stuff Smith. They played old tunes like “Satin Doll’ and “Pennies from Heaven,’ but the communication and sense of camaraderie between the players was awesome. It was something that I had never experienced in the classical world where everyone was so competitive. We even had to play in competitions! After hearing that record I decided to learn how to play jazz, mostly for that feeling of improvisation and camaraderie.”
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