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BEN VERDERY

Interviewed by JULIA CROWE

2006 1S turning oul to be a celebralory vear for
guitarist /composer Benjamin Verdery, & newly-
minted fifty vears old, he has also reached the
milestone of teaching lwenly years al Yale
Universily, and he has been appointed to the
position of "Guitar Curator,” at the 92nd Streel ¥
and will be responsible lor ils ulure guilar con-
cerls and maslerclasses. Inoaddition, he has
completed scoring a guilar duo work entitled
Peare. Love & Guitars [or bolh classical and ¢lec-
tric: guilar, (o be performed by John Williams and
John Etheridge. Verdery has released a new solo
Ch, Start Now (Mushkatweek Records] with
analher solo CII release (o follow this year, enti-
tled Branches. He is also looking lorward Lo his
eighth annual guilar class on (he island of Maai,
Hevwaii and 1o an carly 2007 release of an album
with Andy Summers, First You Build a Cloud. 1Us
no wonder Verdery describes himsell as 'Iriaging’
his way through any given day.

Les Edition Doberman-Yppan has published
Verdery's 11 Etudes, recorded his colouriul Star
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Benjamin Verdery; This is (he goidern age of the gultar”..

Mo album, with plans to issue sheet music of
other works [rom this colleclion laler Lhis vear.
Start Wow contains some whimsical picees, such
as Fix the Funde for baja gaitar. aloeng with re
recordings of Verdery's older works, Prelude and
Wedding Dance and Capitola, This albuam was
also Verdery's first time working with producer
Adam Abeshouse, who is well known Tor his work
wilth David Slarobin and the Juilliard String
Chuartel.

Working with Adam on Siarl Now was greal’,
Verdery says. | wenl indo the studio thinking, “1
wrroie this music - so 1 think 1 know how it goes,”
What he did was listen to a phrase aoud conceive
an idea (hal would augment my original concept.
[ve never had such a hands-on producer. except
lor Soepa, where all (he composers offercd spe-
cilic inpul. Start Now was a more  involved
process and a learning experience for me. 1 find
it very necessary lo have someone who under-
stands music following the score while recording
- someone who is sympathetic to vour arlislic
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soul and not brying Lo win you over with an
ides,

Verdery's solo album Branches will feature his
recordings ol Bach's lourth cello suite, he
Choeonne, Strauss” Blue Dannbe Waltz, Mozart's
Adagio K. 540 and three Hendrix arrangements
of Easy Rider, Litile Wing, Purple Haze conclud
ing wilh the traditional spiritual, Ameazing Grace.

Wy inspiration for arranging the lendrix and
Prince songs came [tom a remark someone had
made o me years ago al Paco Pefals
International Guitar Festival in Cordoba,’
Verdery says. They had asked, "Why don'l you
play the music yvou grew up with?” Here [ was in
Caordoba seeing how strongly these people react
Lo their native muosic. T is in their blood and
bones, the way Jimi's music is in mine. Why
shouldn't I arrange his music [or the classical
guitar? In my mind there is no denying whal an
immense ilalent someone like Prinece s, never
mind Hendrix,

Wy process lor arranging anyihing is (o
immerse myself in the piece. [ approach arrang-
ing in a collage-like way, using bils and pieces as
necded, O course 1 consider lirst whal Lhe slroae-
ture will he. Essentially, 1 am creating something
new because there are lIyrics and [ need to decide
what 1 will write in their place. T try to maintain
the harmonic language of the song and will often
quote motives [Tom other songs of Lhe composer,
For example, Purple Hoze has [our dillerent,
quotes from other Hendrix tunes: Manic
Depression, Voodoo Child, Hey Joe and The Wind
Cries Mary.”

FPor his transcription of Mozart's Adagio K. 540,
Verdery consulled wilh John Williams and wilh
planist and Mozarl scholar Hobert Levin for
advice on how best to adapt the work [or classi-
cal puitar,

“I'he Mozart went through a few incarnations.
Though cumbersome in some parts, | found it
was all playable in I minor, which sounds even
sadder than the original key of I3 minor. 1 went
Irack and forth from thinning it in passages to
aying all the bass lines as best 1 could, Robert
Levin gave me one of the most inspirational
lessoms of my life, He lold me it would sound bet-
ler in certain passages i [ dido’t nse the len
hand at all. And then he went on to demonstrate
several passages lrom dillerent concerlos where
there was no leli-hand accompanimernd, very
similar to the passages in the Adagio. He helped
me rework the piece into a guilar piece, reiterat-
ing whal T had heard so many limes [rom Joho
Williams: that is the importance of making il
sound guilaristic and of course maintaining the
integrity and essence of the work,

‘Later 1 plaved the piece for John and we dis-
cussed many of lhese same issues. [ admire
John's transcriptions, in thal he trusts the
skeletal element of a work and how it will seund
on Lhe guitar. For example. a certain line may be
‘playable” in thirds bul in the greater archilec
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lure of 1he phrase, il turns oul nol Lo be as elfec
live as the simple bare line”

Verdery became inspired to arrange Sirauss’
Blue Danube Wallz [or guilar alter discovering a
version wrilten by Vadha Oleoil Bicklord, who
had started the Los Angeles Guitar Sociely in
1925 and had an early Martin goitar model man
ulactured in her name.

Tve always lamented not knowing Bickford. ['m
lold she was an extraordinary guoilarisl and
ccoentric, who passed away in 1980 ai the age of
85, | had stumbled across her method book
through John Stropes and 1 love a recording ol il
by Carlos Kleiber and the Vienna Philharmonic.
| dicn't always get the famous second beat right
bul [ also did nol wanl o mess with il 1
requires a specialized type of playing. | did my
own version, which just might upset certain peo
ple Trom Vienna, Whatl mighl upsel lThem worse
was i they ever saw me dance a waltz.

The Chaconne is next lo impossible Lo discuss,
Throughoul my leaching carcer, sindents say il's
their favorite piece but ask WILY would you
record this piece thal has been recorded by so
many arlists before? Why should [ play Asturios
or Recuerdos or even the mighty Chaconne, why
bother?

(During the course of conversalion, il is sug-
gested that the explanation for this might possi-
bly fall under the same categorical reason of why
somne subinil Lo The overwhelming compulsion Lo
eal gingerbread at leasi once a year - whenever
Christinas rolls around - whether they particu-
larly enjoy gingerbread or nol, 'T'm definiiely nol
a fan of gingerbread. Bul I'm kind of liking thai
answer,,.” Verdery says,)

‘Recording  these picces is very personal
process, There are people out there who would
really lilke (o hear your version,” he explains.
You're not necessarily making it a delinitive new
interpretation that is going to blow everyone oul
of the water. Tt s whal 0 5. You sludy il thor-
oughly: you malke vour personal ariistic deci-
sions and play it. Besides, al the time vou are
playing il, al thal particalar concert, il could well
be the only time this piece is being plaved in the
universe. [t could be a premier [or thal very
o,

‘One thing that | find very inleresting aboul
writing music and making CDs is thal it kind of
goes against lile's low becanse lile is changing
all the time, moving all the time. So yvou make a
CD, it feels as il it is supposed to be this perma-
nenl, perlecl artislic stalement. And T think thad
is why we become so [rustrated when we listen Lo
our CDs, even when we decide, that's it, I'm
done. Youre changing all the time bul the CD
isn.

‘So, getling back to recording, we have lo
remember we are changing beings. The abilily 1o
let go and move on is not always easy depending
how much of our ego is invesled in it. Al any
rale, T don'l know what is constanl.”
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Change?

Feah, exactly.”

Verdery, who has been  longlime
friends with John Williams after first
meeling al Paco Pena’s Internalional
ruitar Festival in Cardoba over twenly
years ago, has just completed an
approximalely nine minute long piece
enlitled Peace Love & Guifars, 1o be per-
tormed by Williams and jarxz guitarist
John Elheridge.

1 won't say too much about the piece
as John has jusl received the score and
1 can’t wail Lo hear whal they do wilh it
and if it actually worles, It was 50 much
lun Lo write and. as always, a humbling
expericnee, s inleresling Lo work with
what you know as being the possibili-
lies, strenglhs and limitations of the
instrumendt.

‘A point o emphasize with younger
guilarisls is thal the guitar is a great
collaborative inslrument. Playing with another
person is enriching and the classical guitar can
enter inlto any musical dialog and have some-
thing meaningful o add. I love how greal the
classical guitar sounds with sieel string guitar
For this reason. playing with my dear Iriend Bill
Coulier is terrific. T can'l believe the variely of
people I've been able to make music with, from
accompanying Hermann Prey in Schubert's Die
Sehine Millerin lo Andy Summers in Bring On
The Night, all because of the guitar and its adapt-
abilily, You have no idea what's in slore [or you.'

Bring on the Night is onc of the featured pleces
on Verdery's pending 2007 CD release with Andy
Summers, entilled First You Build a Cloud. As a
duo, they have performed Ingram Marshalls
specially-commissioned  Darle  Florescence:
Concerto for Classical and  Electric Guilar al
Carnegic Hall, al Yale University and in Belfast,
[reland this past year.

'Gelling Andy Summers and Ingram Marshall
together was like arranging a play date for my
children when lhey were young...] didn't know il
lhey're going Lo gel along, Andy knew of Ingram's
music so when 1 had an idea about a concerto, 1
asked Ingram to join us., One of the (hings that
broke lhe ice was Andy's snggeslion thal we
improvise to give Ingram an idea of the sound of
the two instruments.

‘Because ol thal posilive experience, Andy and [
gol together afterwards and spent four days sim-
ply improvising on  dilferent motives textures
rhythms. Il was exhilaraling lo do this because of
the nature of improvisation and not knowing whal
the other person is going lo play or what you are
going lo play. Lmusl say 1 lell a greal musical rap-
port with Andy even though U'm not an experi-
eneed improviser. Thal is a prime example where
iy ‘mistakes’ turned oul mostly [or the belier!

We wound up getting around sixty percent of
First You Build o Cloud recorded, with some of
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Benjamin Verdery.

the pieces being complete take improvisations.
From there we co wrole a few pieces and aclual-
ly did an arrangement of Bring on the Nighi, a
great Police tune. Thatl was particularly interesi-
ing considering Andy’s relationship with Lhe
song. We also do a Bach Sarabande, where [ play
the Sarabande from the Gth eello suite with Andy
playing ghost notes above my lines,

“This album promises to be a guitar feast with
a variety of moods, textures and guitars. We
bolh play a few dillerent instrumenls, including
i Mational Steel siring guoitar, a 12-slring, a
Taylor steel string, a classical guitar and then a
variely ol electric guitars and a ukulele. It was
one the most unusual recordings U've done, very
refreshing and thanks to Andy and our mate and
engineer Dennis - just plain plucking fun!’

Verdery is looking forward 1o a student concert
celebrating his twenly years of teaching at ¥ale
Universily and remains oplimislic aboul the
future of the guitar due to an increased number
of players displaying technical adepiness at an
carly age and lhe inspiving instruction ollered by
a new generation of teachers,

T love teaching al Yalke, The studenis I've taught
have been greal teachers [or me and many of
them have gone on to find happiness as guitarists
in America and in Europe. They've found a way 1o
do great things for the arts all over the world,
Quite a few have been well received in this maga-
#zine, I'm happy to say! I'm honoured to have a
comlinued (riendship with many of {hem,

A similar situation has developed in our sum-
mer class in Hawaii. 1 say ‘our class’ because
everyone who's been (o the Maui class knows
that without my wife. Rie, and now my two chil-
dren, the class would be under palm lrees wilh
coconuts hitting us over the head and our goi-
tars floating merrily oul to sea.

‘In these past twenly vears, | have noticed the
overall level of playing has skyrockeled and this
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is due io beller Leaching, In this country, [ have
seen some astounding Suzuki teaching from, for
example, Norma MeNamara and David Macdsen,
Seott Cmiel, who teaches in the prep division at
Ihe San Francisco conservatory, s also a model
teacher. And of course there are many | could
name on the conservatory level,

I also agree with those who feel that this is the
golden age of guitar. So many wonderful pieces
have been wrillen in the last forly vears, IU's been
a thrill for me to work wilh A ———
digital delay and see how L
wonderful effects like thai
can be integrated wilh our
instrument. In general, good
amplilication is much more
available and helps creale
different chamber music opportunities,

Tve found that people’s understanding of

Renaissance, Baroque and classical music is a
lot more Lthorough these days, thanks lo people
like Nigel MNorth and plavers like Tillman
Hopstock and groups like Giardine Armonico
and so many others. The current inlerest in peri-
od music and period instruments is very exciling
because il allows studenis Lo think more care-
fully and openly about the art of inlerpretation.”

Delving further into this discussion of musical
interprelation, Verdery points oul, '‘Some of the
reedoms taken with rhythm, lempo and even
neles that I've heard advanced students play
have made me ponder whal il really means (o

interpret & work. Because of the vasl number of

recordings available of certain works, there is a
nalural Lendency to wanl to pul one's stamp on
i piece. So iU s inleresting for me Lo discuss
where exactly the line is drawn between inier-
preting a phrase or recomposing a phrase. We
always say there are many ways to inlerpret a
work or a phrase. This is really put the test when
your studenl does something radically distand
rom what you hear and does it convincingly! |
lind this energizing,

You could argue that there is so much avail-

able to people that I've noticed a eertain kind of

laziness in masterclasses. By this. | mean some
students come (o masterclasses and hey'll just
sil there and forgel how exceplional il is lo have
this gnilarist sitting in fronl of lhem teaching
them who has far more experience |han they do.
They take it for granled - maybe because they go
to a guitar festival every summer, Masterclasses
can be an incredibly unique opporlunity o
learn., often when you're not playing. These stu
dents make the mistake of not treating cvery-
body's lesson as their own. | am amazed al what
I call 'masterclass burnout’ in some people
because, in my day (and I'm very, very old) vou
killed yoursell 1o get Lo study with someone and
to hear them perform.’

Another alarming issue lhal Verdery has seen
on the rise is physical injury stemmniing from
misuse. stress and overpractise, [or which he
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- ;-;F’pr‘ me,. G
Atexander Techmque
~ saved my life

has developed some helpful and practical
advice: °I think lhe guitar was ultimalely made
lor a certain type of body build and height, lel's
say D27 or 33" - and I'm jus! lalking ofl the top
ol my head wilh thal figure. 1 have a couple stu-
dents who have really long arms and the guilar
iz difficult for them to play, They are wonderful
plavers who have been greatly aided by this
apparatus called "The Guilarest.’ [www.gui.
tarest.com)

‘Some of us believe Lhat
cight hours of playing per
day is belter than four. 1 do
not agree. 1 advocale more
sludy and learning away
[rom the instrument, In
many cases guilarisis are
maore addicted and in love with the guitar than
they are wilh music. The primary (actors leading
Lo injury are over-praclise, misuse, siross, lreal-
ing music as a compelitive endeavor and he
concept of CDs where everything has (o be ‘per-
lect’.

‘All This has led to a fair amount of misery and
quitting. Generally, 've noticed people becoming
[rustrated around the age of 35. I find that once
you hil your 30s you have to deal with making a
living possibly [or a family and dealing with yvour
own limitations. It comes down to knowing who
you are and how you deal with your body chang-
ing.You can’l play at 34 the way vou used to al
24, AL 50, forgel il People don't want 1o [ace
that so they keep doing the same thing and then
they get injurics.

‘For me, Alexander Technique saved my lile,
I've always had tremendous issues ol tension
because | came lo guitar relatively lale, al age
18, And by nature, I'm exiremely revved up and
fidgety. 1 didn't even know how Lo read music atl
the time and at 19, 1 was playing for Leo
Brouwer, | had played a 1ol of electric guitar so
my left hand was more facile than my right, but
[ just went al il like & crazy person because that
is whal you do when you are possessed by the
magic box. Luckily, 1 never had (o stop playving
because of injuries bul I've had some very close
calls, You don't want to take the fun out of play-
ing but in general | urge people 1o gel up every
twenty minutes and stretch, Keep your shoul
ders wide, dont let vour head sink into your
upper body, aveid locking your neck toward the
lelt hand and generally listen Lo vour body. I1's
a greal exercise to study whal your whole body
does in each shifl or passage.

1 always like to say, your guitar is a dog (hat
thinks il's a cat, meaning. don't shorten Lhe
distance between yoursell and your instrument.
You want the guilar to come to you nol the
other way around. 1 am excited by the artieles
in this magazine by Paul Sogaard, Ergonomics
ol the Guitar. They have been wonderful and
long overdue. He says it all and far more coher-
ently!’
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