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arlo oNnzo

Mandolin Master

by David MoCarty

__f aining global recognition for
'|rl.:}|r15.1 mandolin in this modd-
ern world poses some  signili-
cant challenges, to say the least.
Une pro 1 once Knew in Chicago
had prown so weary of  the
repeated questions about the
instroment hed doevoted his Tt
to that he printed businegss cards
with an outline of an F5 and the
words, “Its a  mandalin,’
imprinted along with his name
and contact imformation.

Carlo Aonzo needs no such
business cards. His impact and influence among mandolin aficionados world-
wide has brought him acclaim and honors both in his native Italy and even at
the de facto national mandolin championships at the Walonut Valley Festival
in Winfield, Kansas. There, amidst a field crowded with bluegrass virtuosi, his
delicate, ringing, sonorous round-backed classical mandolin sound set him
apart as having the greatest mastery of the instrument of anyone in the coms-
petition
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His recording cameer incledes discs with fellew Talian
Beppe Gamibetia, whose flatpicking guitar stvle stared with
the likes of Claresce White and Dod Watson bat soon spread
to include nineteenth Century Btallan felk and semi-classical
pleces and a bwost of other influenoes.

Aonzoe poimesd  forces with mancodin iII1EII|."'g..i'|IiI,'| avid
Gnsman and Gambatta to neorcate the music alkan immigrants
breught with them o America. An sccomplished classical
solodst who's shsdied witly Ugo Cerlamdi, dan o the mandolin
prgram al Cesarne Poldling :':lllu'n'.atllr}' im Padui, ||.l|}'_ AMLn
has pecomdil the works of Vivaldi and ssued a manual on clas-
sical mandolin plaving fog the US, pubilisher Mel Bay,

Aorenoavmed towring artist, he's |h:r|‘-nrnu,-1;| with numerous
Classical groups anad ensemibdes throughout Furope and repeat-
cdly apgeearcd at the Classical Mandolin Sockety of America
(CAAAY convention, Beading 1-'.'|||:l:'d|||1p~._ consducting master
Classes and participating in various ensembles,

I dlirector of the Ligurian Ploctrum Orchesiea, he has
perbormiedd before Pogse John Pl 1L Since 1998, Bhe's directed
the international mandodin festival in Vorazae, Italy, an event
drawing many of the worlds leading performicss. When nod
perorming, ecording, touring. arranging, concducting and
prromating, e imvmerses. himsell in historic research one the
mandoling digging deep to uncover long-neglected reperoin:
and musicians and helping bring their contributions o e
mandolin into the twentysfirg cenlury,

Cuttide of the classical realm, he's towred with Gambetta,
performing as a duo and covering a wide range of musical
stvles. His concents range from Classic Malian pbedes o music
fron Apgalachia, Eastern Europe, the Meditermnean and the
Rritish Isles. Amerlcan listeners have been captivated by his
sqouned oy national adio peograms inclheding NPES Al Things
Cimndilered anad F-Tivaw,

And in Jene, he frequently teaches mandolin an Steve
Kaufman's popular Mandolin Kamjp in Marvsville, Tennesses,
foining American mamdolin masters such as Do Miconbeng B
Bl il v stnsdents in the masdalin in new wWilvs an at new
bewels, Oy tope of that, he cams his daily living working full-
timee as a flreman.

LT N Fu:l:lt'uhl:n.' 1 :-l||r|'|ri.'.-|.' theat when Maradalior Magsisinge
caught up with the peripatetic pleciredogist lasi NMovember,
Carle Aamzo was tired, He had just completed an exhaosting
threvsclay series of mandalin m:-rk':.hn:qn i Miw York l:,'|l::|.' and
wirts preparing for the CMSA convention in Fhiladelphia. He
wins kind enowglh fo grant us an extensive interview, gracloasly
spelling names and eepeating himself often when [was unable
1o decipher his 1'h.|r|‘||i|'|p:|_'_c accented |-.|1|§|i|5h,

You were born in Savona. Where is that in
Taly and what Kind of city is it? Modern,
industrial, historic?

Sarvomna i in The Liguria regioa, Thee Beeacl ciey is Gaenowa, which
wirs Bome 1o Christapher Columbus and (Bepge) Gambetia,
and Paganing. Savona s a liitle town about SO0, rght on
e seasiche o the Mediterramean, 8% i seaport bowa, [P
mostly it now bas cmuise Boats there, 185 mostly now & towrist
Mace. 1t was industeial, but 1% not anvmone.

Do vou still live there?

1 still Tive there, My background about msskc ks with my father,
He was a member of the old mandolin ensemble, Cianoolo
Mandolinistico, dechicatsd to Yerds, @ musical assoeiation. e
wan and Bonesres] memdser of §8lwe SMilano SMMandodin Orehestra

So your first teacher was your father? Tell
me abont him, what was his name?

Giluseppe, T got my first teaine
img ol music Irsime oy Eatleer,
dlirectly on the mandolin, 5o
w startedd with him, at first,
He was so good a teacher | am
seding vy own daughter (o
him. T trast him, Pve played
humadreds of concers for my
father in  the mandolin
archestra; them | becamse con-
dhisctor; then 1 built up my
o ofcleesira, the Ligurian
Mlectmumn Orchesing,

Do you  have the
memory of vour first
time picking up a
mandolin or remene-
ber hearing it?

I, BeCause it was always in the Base. 3y Bler was alwans
plaving for us kids, His Jullabw, T teach to my stucdents, [t's the
nicest example of special techmiges on mamdoling 1808 intee-
esting to tell how we started to study, to learn music, me amnd
my sister, Tecause my father was plaving bt never foscng us
fan bearm, Wvie had a reeeting o beam music, and we forced him
for Beah our Class,

He operated a music school at my house, On Saturday
afternoon, it was impossible 1o get inlo my house, so many
poaple were learning music. Alter a yvear, we starbed 1o teach
canrselves; we brought our friemds from schassl, This was 197K,
S we slartedd Bo Deave this wwhool of moesic for mandodin amd
guitar, s | hadl classical fraining om mandodin and guitar. Then
I lnacl the possibility to go to conservatoriom in Paduva with
Uger Orlandd, in 1993, where | got my degree.

N
Toelve-poarr ol Carle
celredndy fer arc Tiven.

So you studied with Ugo Orlandi: How were
your chasen for this, did you have to audition
for it?

Helere w0 gt in, vou Bhave to S0 an exam, an :oess exam.
Theem v Bave ane visar of try-dul, thien take another exam. At
e time, i was the only Comsenatoryy with a mandodin
course, mow wi have four

How many students were in your class? Did
v get a degree or an award?

Iwelve were inomy class, | Rt thie VETY gowl evaluation, the
maximum hoswors, That was one of best conscrvatories in lialy,
s that was very good. Mavie the biggest thing to happen to
me in my musical lile, 1 woms the asdition &t La Scala Theater
in Milamo,

I had the big honor to FI|.:I:.' in that theater several tinses,
providing mandaelin in that orchestra, Also §won first peize in
thee Vivaldl church, where Vivaldi conducted his msbeal con-
cepis, | waon Tiest prize for a perfermancos of his mandolin con-
certim, anmld also the special price foe e performance,

And yet you don’t actually earn your living
s o musician?
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Yes, | am & fire fighter, My job
allows me to stay at home with
family, 5o its my daily job. Bui
we have a good schedule that
permits me o organize my
rausical life very well, [t peomits
e b b a mossiclam,

How did you meet
Beppe and what was
his influence on your

playing?

Hi has a folk background, and |
am classical, Beppe performed
with Eedwine (the ltalian e
grass band he stased with) in
the obd center of iown, and my
father bought his book, and |
heand a strange way to play the
mamdaolin.

The bluegrass mandalin was
very mew to me, and [ tarted o
gel inferested in bloegrass, 1
opened to me a new world in
mandolin music. %o we met around 1985, but never did any-
thing together umtil we found some old recordings of gmt.a:
amdd mandolin of our past region by Plasquale and Micoko,

Those ald reconds had such magic; we were understanding
that we wene the only witness of the golden era of Itallan
msic, S0 we decided toddo a revival of that muosic on Serenata.
Amd after o while, we found out that people very interested,
sths i Italy and oaside,

Chur First tomer was in Germany, and [ was Intenesting that
what we found was the people that like acoustic music also
likiedd elassic and Ialian muskc, OF course, in laly, sveryone has
a relative with a mandolin, or has a memosy of hearing guitar
and mandalin together, These kinds of old things from the
past, wi brought hack 1o our days something that was already
in our soul, '

Phato Bk Boensndg

(ficially ¢ harged by the
Haeliaerr gorvewrrmeerel fo
ey Err Creraenaeny al
Muenchen Firehrigades
1250 dlrl.r]"l-'rrmr}'.

How did that CD with Beppe lead to working
with David Grisman?

Soafter herenata, it happened like a guy like David Grisman
heard that CI. When we were touging
East Coast, we went o visit 3 David
Urridmean concert, He had great swords for
us and invited us o do o secording fo
his company, We went to visit him. We
were able to Involve him in the project,
Trarversirlit.

Did you write out his parts
for that record?

Time by time, we started at first to play
together, and we went thoough any kind
of stuff that went throwgh our |i||||J~..
then decided on the material to use.
Sometimes sanething came out  from
plaving dircctly in the studio. Some
times | wrote out a pant for David.
Costina, the first track, | weote il oul for
David, But amything we did came out

Ehl!lll:l Rkt (R
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vIry I'I.]11.I-rilr|:t'. It was casy o involve him musically in that
project because (e culture iv indde of us

Int addition to bringing the mandolin tradi-
tion of your home to America, you've also
been influenced by America’s mandolin
styles and even won the mandolin contest at
Winfield.

I bl played in other contests, more classical contests, so it was
wiery umesual for e tlaat situaticn. .‘S.nrpl:i.'..,-u:l':' Yies, it was VETY
imcredible time, | knew nothing of the American world. | had
never hadl a comnection with America; it was like a deeam. 1
vis surprised also because 1 won with my culiure; [ was not
playing any bluegrass mushe. 5o | was very glad that Americans
WETe Appreciating my own cultune and music,

Had you ever absorbed any American influ-
ences before then?

Actually, | absorbed a lot from Raly when | was a teenager. |
got the Mel Bay books from Jetheo Burns and | learn a lod from
m. In fact, my compasitions are very influenosd by Jethro
and American culture, And 1 like that, 1 like the melting et ol
culture., But also | adways remembeer that | am basically a clas.
sical mussician, But sometimes [ lke to shock my sudiences
with something from other fields.

I Nike to fam; it is mot my main langeage, but it is just for
fun. Actually, I'm just o classical musician that likes very mech
Lo sometime take a drink with some blucgrass music with
friends and jaree with s friemds. It i very good (o have many
different inputs for the art. 1t always let vou grow up, awayvs
It is never bad, It is your soul that grows with the Beaty,
always it has o be the beawty of the work. It only can help
WM sol bo IMVProSe Your art.

So even with your classical background you
have the skills to improvise?

| can take fun plaving jazz and bluegrass, bt my language is
classhcal music. That's the point of why | love so much the
adlver cultwre. 1 have a love for the Amerdcan Influence on my
mambolin playving, Most classical musiclans are tied 1o the
g, 1o thee written music,

In the Amerlcan way o play the mandolin, | found

Bepyre Granehetta, Moarpyeidtar; David Griseman, Carlo af Traversata O



arodlve s way 1o express moasic that helped me a lod inomy style
of classical music. You can finad vour own soul and stvle of
ImlerpetEtie i Classical music. You discover the dark seile of
mashe Bt of herwise vou cam not discover, [ think it §s impod
tar for musicians (o try other Sides of i

Is that why you enjoy doing so many work-
shops?

Wihen 1 cormse here, thae [ in rowgersd F'w-r-l.- e sl to
playing with not reading music. 1 help them understand it is
0 importanit o read music, You an get an enormous range of
clifferent mwsic, From classic and any other kind., You can leam
@ bbb mvofe From written muosic than learming by car 1o read
S i Daske.

Coming here, | had 1o build W @ Iew didactic for teach-
ing the mandadin s | can feach o both people who can not
s and thase wi are trained o Classical muasic and wani o
improve the classical knwowdledge

What projects are you working on now?

| am inaigurating the Faganini House in Genova, 3 musical
kall that caters v Paganing, | will record mandolin deets, ong-
anal musks for meancelin dheets, 10 1s @ itk 8 of seoret wihat (8
will e Thiese will Be lealian mandolinists,

Wi v are preparing with the mandalin orchestra new
modemn material of my reglon. In my reglon, in Genova, they
slartod thae SEo alin orcharstra, They disd e Firsd
comnprefitionT for mancodin osclsesira in 1492 ".1).' egiom is very
involved in that, and we ane preparing the reperboing of that
era, We will play mambolin conwertos with a Iowed orchesina.

Cof course, 1'm alwavs weaching and doing workshops and
master classes, We are just dons with the NY( '-'\.:lII\.'.II-'\-|'\'_ ik
was a ast! We are viery tined, but very, very lappy. The bevel
o classical mandolin has geown 20 ovech: whien | came here
thie level was very low, Mostly Amsericans plaved b BEErass,
MOW T 1S ErowWing WP VETY [Tl n

You're very much a scholar of the mandolin
and its history in Italy. Briefly, can you
describe some of the origins of the instru-
ment and how it developed?

Is wvery Italian. The instrament repacsents [taly, actually, The
story of the mandolin is very complicated. | like to explain fo
my students, with the rescarch, [rom paintings, any image of
ihe past 10 show them how the mandodin was developing
through the centuries

t takes two hours bo explain. The kind of mandolin that
wenl around the world is the Neapoditan mancoling, which was
created arcwnd 1750, But the history of the mandolin is much

e Lhere are medieval images that represent the mandalin
in the 15008,

Will you be publishing your research in a
book?

Yes, bor swre. Those resesrch is like one oag e, Bt of course |
want o print my discoverimgs, Py dome some nicoe discoverie

Tell me about your instrument.

Ie is a 1994 mandolin (s=n in the cover photop Built

1]

Photo Lulgl Cerakl

Twiery thue Grobdeake maaeedolin by Corrade Giacermel,
Cremover

Crabriele Pandind from Ferrasa; it 8 a city Known tor incnedibde
instraments, and | think mine i the best, 1 s an imporgant
Eirwd oo mnamcdoline 1 he matereals are @ recd spuCe fog inom Sim
Vallev; the ribs ane maple and of Oourse the ingerboand s
ehomy; the nut is baone. 1 have a soratch plate on i,

Ever try an f-hole mandolin? Any interest
there?

Bty dmsenm b Winbbelol: it is so difterent, the way 1o |-|.|'\.
the povwer and the scale of the fingerboard is lomger. 50 Eor me
it is ke amother instrunsent. And | think mavbe | can play bt
fer the gudtar tham the American FS mandolin, My own man-
dedime Bulls e up so much, [ have not (0 search for other
soninids of olher exprrewsions.

Strinmygs?

frimys:

Ihagal, from Vemice Those are made willy carbon, a special
laver. Yery, very gousd for that Italian sound, wery brilliant
sl youl meed 1or Ifalian muasic, and als=o lave a long lile.

Picks!
I was wsing a tortoisshell pick, but now with the new

material, there's an amiticial weriolse pick frome Torfls that
working lor me, so we may do my own shape ol pick

How do you shape the pick?

I like a teardrop. in respect to bluegrass kind of pick, it has a
sharpeer padmd, amd | always just use the podnt. Because yon
ned that brilliant soand,

Mieniranlerd Moz



Do you have any practice tips, or have a
regular practice routine you follow?

I always invent new exencises, Many timwes | have found some
difficulties in new pleces, so | like o build exercises to solve
those problems. Ce of my best training in Ialy was a new
way to make the fingers independent of each other,

I had an accident In my job and cut my hand. | was lucky
ret {0 imjure any tendons or nerves, bat 1 had to come back to
my agility, so | found some new, important gymnastics for fin-
gers that give me now better independence of fingers.

In one day of practbee, [ ihink that moming ks good for
gymnastics to impaove technbgue, then the alternoon is good
for working on new repertoing to play and to build our musi-
cal future, And of course 1he night is good to enjoy music and
||I.;:|.' with othwrs, to make mandkc and do comcens. L

Driscography

Awlorin: Vivwnldi = Congerti per Mandoliing, Concerti per Ovclieilra
witle Liguirtan Placked Oscfusstra

Carley Aonao, soloist and conductor, (Edi, 20000

Trarveriatss = Menliug Misee i Aimgrica
witly Beppe Gambettis & David Grisenan
(Acoustic Disc Hecords, 20000

Marganivif = Infeyrale per auruntcdirlice ¢ clutiorra francee
(Arion Paris, 1998)

Seremitta wilth Beppe Cunndetha
{Acoustic Music Hecords, 1997)

Video
Cierle Aonzo, Classical Mardalfr Virfuose
{Aded E'.a}' Puldlications, 19k

— —
A Look at a Carlo Aonzo Workshop deceptively dmple, With a Presto termpe it was hard — al beast
By Anne Rivera for mi — 1o keep up, Reliel came in the second Adagio move

in Maryville, Tennessee, where he was (o be an instructor,

Italian mandolin virtuoss Carlo Aonzs made a stop in Mew
Yok City where he met a growp of eight mandalin aficionados
who wanted to play Yiwaldi. They came from the MNew York
metropolitan area, from upstate New York, and even from
Monteeal, | deove in from oentral Mes jersey.

Carbo wiaes definitely the man we all reeded 10 See, Winner
of the “Yfivaldi Prize” at the sixth Mational Mandolin competi-
tian v Venice, he i the director of the Ligurhan Plectrum
Orchestra, which be founded, The orchestra had just released
a CD of Vialdi Mondolin Cancerti, which Carle brought with
him. He tobd us that he had played the CD» in htaly for his
orchestra members — mostly amateurs — without telling
them wha the performers were,

They were ready o give up the mandodin,® he reporied,
*Thesy said they would never be able to play like that. When |
told thern they had made this music, they couldn’t believe it!
Maybe, Carlo suggested, the New York Wivaldi players could
alse make & CD somae dayl

That day certainly i not imminent, but Caro's wornds
underscored the truth that love of music and a gifted director
can ransform even amaleur musicians into skilled performers,

AL the moment, however, we weng struggling, Most of us
did not know ahead of time what music we would be playing

only that it would be Vivaldi. The first music we worked on
wiis Yivaldis Concerla in © fos mandolin, orchestra, and contin
voss bass, Chaim Caron (who organized the master ¢lass)
played the mandocello; Carlo played all of the solo parts; and
everyone else played first or second mandaelin,

Civen the fact that we were sight-reading and that the
concerto beging a1 a fast Allegro, the result was surpaisingly
harmonious. After the first run-through, Caro elaborated on
interpretation, He discouraged the use of the tremolo, focus-
ing on tempo, strong, chear notes and varied dynamics.

The nest concerto was the G Mapor, Ao Rustica. The
notes of the first movement, written in ninefeight time are
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Lail summer en route to Steve Kaufman's Mandolin Kamp

mient. We all began to play this moverment tremabo, bul Carlo
asked us not to.

“What does "tutto tremolato’ mean?” objected one partic-
ipant, pointing ko the editorial direction. "It means “play every-
thing tremolo’™ Carlo responded, and we all started laughing.
Carlo then explained that the composer provided no such edi-
tomal derections, that Baroque musiclans in Vivaldis time
(16FB- 1741} were free to embellish and interpret musc as
they wished and that Carlo disagreed with the editor.

Vivaldi's Concerto in D for lute, strings, and continuo was
aur mext challenge. During the Allegre movement Cardo still
used the tremolo sparingly, He directed players 1o slow the
temipa for & moment after the first theme to mark a transition,

Fimally we had a chance to play tremobo in the sedond
mawement. Carlo recommended that it be wsed throughout
the Largo, which is primarily a harmanic support to the solo
Eme and consists of hall and whole notes. Once we got the
hang of i, the vwlume of soft vibrations — with a slight
cresCendo towand the end — produced a hauntingly beautiful
sound, The tremolo had been saved for the moment in which
it woubd be maost effective,

Ohur Last sebection was a concerto by Emanuele Barbella, a
Meapolitan composer who followed Vivaldi by 3 generation
and was known in classical circles for his mandolin duets and
concerti. This concerto concluded with Lthe fint Baroque Giga
(iig) we had encountened.

Meither as popular as Vivaldi during his lifetime nor as
widely played today, Barbella was nevertheless an impostant
composer of music for the mandolin, His inclusion in the
Vivaldi workshop gave participants an opporunity to bear and
play a composer from the same general era as Vivaldi, whose
masic is refreshingly orginal,

To participate in an ensemble conducted by a world-
renowned concert artist could easily be an intimidating expe-
rience. Carby,  howewer, was such b senalive and palient
tescher that owr nervowsness disupated, He msgared us ol Lo
put Foreard our best efforts — and the resull was a day filled
with learning, camaraderie and the joy of making music
together.)



