El Jazz, la democracia perfecty *

Entrevista al baterista Rodrigo Villanueva
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cultura®
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RodrigoVillanueva mexicanode cuarentay dosa—osesbateristapercusionistaarreglista
y compositor.Cuentacon estudiosde posgado en Jazzen la Universidaddel Norte de
Texasy, actualmentegs ProfesorAsistentede estudiosde jazz en la Northern lllinois

University. Villanueva es tambiZnel enlaceentrela UniversidadVeracruzangUV) y la

Northernlllinois University parallevar a caboun programade intercambiode maestrosy

estudiantes de moesica de jazz.

Se tratade un personajede talla internacionaldentrodel gZnerojazz’sticoque en d’as
pasadosestuvoenla escuelalejazzdela UniversidadvVeracruzangJazzUV)dandoclases
magistrales,talleresy cl'nicas a los alumnosy maestrosas’ como presentacioneen
diversosforos de estaciudad.Dentrode estasactividadesVillanuevase present4a noche
del juevescuatrode junio comodirectorhuZspedie la JazzUVBig Banden la salagrande
del Teatro del Estado.A prop—sitale esta visita concertZuna cita con Z| para esta
entrevista.

Ya en el peque—ocafZ de la calle orsulo Galvin, Rodrigo pide un tZy jugo de
zanahoriayo un cafZamericanoOAPuedgajarlea la meesicae—oritapor favor?, mevan

a haceruna entrevistaOle dice amablea la meseramientrasescuchamosa voz de

Joagu’'nSabinaenlas bocinasdel establecimientoMe sorprendele entradasu sencillez

y su pasi—ipor lo que hacey dice; a pesarde que es un attista exitoso,de reconocido

talentoy de ampliaexperienciagsevidentequeno haperdidola cabezani la claridadde

sus objetivos.

Eres el enlace entre JazzUVy la Northern lllinois University para llevar a cabo un
programa de intercambio.eh quZ cosiste?

Lo primero es que vamosa traer alumnosde EstadosUnidos por seissemanagparaque
impartany tomen clasesaqu’. Pero despuZdos maestrosde la UV, incluidos los de
JazzUV iran a EstalosUnidosa dar clases y, finalmenteen unostreso cuatroa-0ssi se
abrela licenciaturaen jazade JazzUV, el proyectocontemplaquelos alumnosde aqu’ se
vayana tomar clases y vivat los Estados Unidgsor seis meses.

ACon quZ objetivd

Queaemosquelos estudiantesnexicanosaportenlo queaprendieroraqu’, quedifundanel
jazzmexicangporqueel jazzesunaformade hacermaesicgueserealizaa nivel mundialy
cada @’s tiene su forma de haceylale incorporar los elementos de su propia cultura.

AQuZ es lo que mts te gusta de dar clases?

Me gustaver el procesade aprendizajePor ejemploahoraquehe venidoconstantementa
JazzUV,he visto c—mdos alumnosse conviertende estudiantest maestrosY tambiZnla
realidades que uno aprendemuchode los alumnos,inclusomisque de otra genteque se
dedica adar clases.

APor quZ?



Simplementeporquelos alumnostienen una mentalidadlibre, sin restriccionesson tan
inexpertosque esolos haceseratrevidosy a vecestienenideasque parecermuy alocadas
pero que funcionan.

TambiZn estts participando en @dfval JazzUV, Ano es as’?

S’, ahoralo que queremoshacer con el festival es que ademisde ser un evento
intemacionalseaun eventoregional;esdecir, quetambiZnhayaactividadessn C—rdobagn
Orizaba,Veracruz enel nortedel Estadoy as’serfun eemploparaotrasregionegparaque
pasen cosas similares y se vuelva un movimiento nacional de jazz.

AC—mo ves el ambiente jazz'stitXalapg

Yo creoque no hay ningunaotra ciudadde MZxico en la que hayatantasactividadesde
jazz,ni siquieraenla ciudadde MZxico.Y menosespecialmenteinculadasa un solopunto
focal queesJazzUVquetieneunagrandiversidadde gruposy variedadde estructurasle
estilos musicales;todos relacionadoscon el jazz, pero al mismo tiempo con la moeisa
popularde Cuba y de MZxico. JazzUVestthaciendoque se cocinen un mont—nde cosas
que en cinco a—os sert impresionante.

Aunquevivesen EstadosUnido participas muchoen la formaci—imle mcesicomexicanos,
Acutl es tu deseo para la escuela mexicana de jazz?

Yo soy mexicanoy me sientoendeudaconmi pa’spor esotrato de colaborarmparaquelos
programasde jazz mejoren porquetodav’aestinverdessi los comparamoscon los de
EstadosUnidos que cuentancon mis de cincuentaa—os de experiencia Uno de mis
proyectoses tratarde quesemejorenesastreagparaque realmentdos alumnosmexicanos
salgan bien preparados

AMZxico cuenta ya con una escuela jazz'stica mexicana?

S’, ya sonvariasgeneracionese genteque hacejazz en MZxicoy que haincorporadados
elements de la maesicgopular mexicana.TambiZntenemoscompositorescomo Mario
Ru’z Armengol que tiene muchainfluenciadel jazz y que ha destacaden la historiadel
jazz por la maneraen la que manejala armon’a ZI ha logradoinfluir no s—Ia meesicos
mexicarms sinotambiZna los de otraslatitudes El jazzesun lenguajeuniversaly as’como
los cubanosdesarrollarorel jazz a sumaneraen MZxico se ha dado tambiZnperotodav'a
le falta tener uaproyecci—n consistente a nivel internacional.

Segeenu opini—nAquZnecesitaun pa’s para que sus escuelasde meesicay orquestas
progreser

Partedel problemaen MZxicoesquela educaci—musicala edadtempranaescasinula, en
esesentido,esdif’cil competircon la tradici—reuropeao norteamerican@orqueen esos



pa’sesla educaci—musicalcomienzamuy prontoy ya a nivel secundaridos muchachos
estfntocandoconstantementen ensamblesle diferentenaturalezano s—Ilale jazz,y todo
esoespartedel presupuestde las escuelasDesgraciadamen&nnuestropa’s no existeun
presupuesto dedicado a la educaci—n art’stieaedndaci—n bisica

ATendr'an que modificarse los programas de educaci—n bisica?

Tenemosque empezara construir y promover programasde educaci—musical que
comiencenpor lo menosen el bachilleratoparaque los alumnosque estudienmcesica
nivel profesional tenganpor lo menostres a—os de preparaci—antes de entrar a la
universidad.

AY esoayudar’aa quelos programasde licenciaturaen modiga no seantan largosy sede
tanta deserei-

Claro,los chicossecansarporqueesunacarreramuy larga,esmuchotrabajoy al final ven
pocos resultados en lasedfs de trabajo

ASi hubieras tenido la oportunichd de hacer estudiosformalesde jazz en MZxico te
habr'asquedado a estudiar atiu

Claro,yo mefui porquelas escuelagle aqu’ no ofrec’anni siquierabater’aqueeralo que
yo quer’aestudiary en la EscuelaSuperiorde Moesicaen’anun taller de jazz perono la
licenciatura Si yo hubieratenido unaopci—men MZxico me habraquedalo y me hubiera
ido a estudiarfuerael posgradgorquees misffcil conseguirapoyosparala maestr'aque
para estudiar la licenciatura.

APor quZ preferiste el jazz y lsomeesica clfsica?

Yo creoque porquetengomisfacilidad paraimprovisarque paratocarmoesicaompuesta
de una manera muy r'gida

APor quZ bater'a y no otro instrumento?

No me gust—el trabajodel percusionistade orquestagporquerealmenteno tiene un papel
consistentementienportante de repentetiene pasajesmportanteperohay vecesquesela
pasacontandacsilencios En cambioel bateristano importael tipo de moesicguetoque,es
comoel director, estfsiempreinvolucrado en mantenerel tiempoy en c-mo sesiente la
moeesicy endictar el nivel de la din¥mica.El bateristatiene realmenteesepoderde hacer
que la meesica cobre vida o se oiga mal.

ATe gusta ser el protagonista de la obra?

(Risas)S’, me gustaser|'der. Aunqueel bateristaestZall’ atrstienemuchocontrol de lo
gue pasa tal vez la genteque no se dedicaa la mosica no se da cuentasi cambianal



bateristade un grupo perolos meesicos’ lo sientenporqueinmediatamentéa moesicae
siente diferente

AQuZ necesita un buen baterista para serlo?

Humildad, porque si te acelerascon el tiempo y los otros te lo dicen debestener la
capacidadie analizarte Sin humildadno puedesesolverlos problemasun bateristadebe
cooperary saberqueesun instrumentocacompa—antg por esomismolo mejor que puede
hacer es que los meesicos que d@stfando con ZI se sientan bien.

ALa humildad te da el Zxito?

S’ perono lo estoda. Los bateristascomo JohnRobinsonlo quetienenes que hacensu
trabajotan bien que todosquierentrabajarcon ellos porqueademisle que suenanbien

siemprelleganatiempo,haceno queselespide quehagancooperary no seponenadecir
Oy no voy a hace estoOgntoncesay muchascosasnisallt dela meesicgueintervienen
para que uno sea un mcegxibosq por ejemplo la disposici—n que tengas

AQuZ es lo mejor de sgazzsta?

El jazz es un lenguajeuniversaly te permite hacermoesicaon personasde cualquier
cultura,enotrastrea esmisdif'cil haceresa El jazz haestablecidaunamanerade crear
meesic@spontaneperoal mismotiempo tiene unasreglasque sedebenseguiren cuanto
al repertorioy a c—mase presentala moesicacuandono hay un arreglo. El jazz es la
democracia perfecta en donde todo mundo colabora pero todo mundo estt feliz.

AY lo mis difcil?

Entendemueno hay I'mites, entendelqueno puedeuno ajustarsealo queesla normao la
maneratradicional de hacer las cosasporque siempre hay cosasque rompen con la
tradici—iw quehacenquela moesicaesuenemejor.Uno debeestaren constanteevoluci—n,
sermuy liberal enesesentidoy aceptalo nuevoy no quedarss—Iaonla tradici—iporque
el jazz esrevolucionarioen s’ mismoy eslo que muchaspersonaso entiendenescomo
algunosgobiernosque partende la revoluci—mue es movimiento pero se estancary se
pierde la esencia de la revoluci—n.

ACon quZ sue—a Rodrigdisfueva?

Muchascosasperopensand@nlo quepasaen MZxico,sue—o conquela gentetengamis
facilidadesecon—micgsaraaccedera la culturay que las institucionesla difundanmis
paraque llegue a todos En nuestropa’sla culturaestimonopolizadgoor televisaque ha
deformadcenormementéos gustosmusicals y hacequelaspersonasio sean cr'tica, ojalt
eso pudiera cambiar para hien
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NIU Jazz Lab Band takes top prize
at University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire jazz festival
DeKalb N Rodrigo Villanueva knew what it would take to win the prestigious jazz festival at the University
of Wisconsin-Eau Claire: amazing soloists.

The director of Northern lllinois UniversityOslazz Lab
Band had guided his group to a second-place finish at
Eau Claire in 2006 and, as a frequent judge himself at
jazz competitions, began to plot a way to the top.

Otreally wanted to win two years ago. We were so
close. The students were really disappointed; they had
played so well,Gsaid Villanueva, an assistant professor
of jazz studies. Ohad in my mind that we could get the
first place if | just tweaked a couple things, so | picked
the best horses for the improvisation. My soloists were
the best of the band: | had eight students soloing on the
three tunes, and they all got outstanding soloist
recognitions.O

Sure enough, VillanuevaOsntuition was on the mark.

NIUOslazz Lab Band captured the top prize at the 41st Eau Claire competition, held the weekend of March
28. Overall scores from the three judges were 98, 96 and 95, and the NIU band earned a 96 for sight-
reading.

Competitors among the 11 other collegiate bands included the University of Minnesota, Minnesota State
University, the University of Wisconsin-Platteville and the University of Wisconsin-Stout.

Guest artists at the festival, sponsored by the International Association of Jazz Educators, were
saxophonist Benny Golson and drummer Dave Weckl.

OWewere very thrilled to win. This is probably the most important festival in Wisconsin,Gsaid Villanueva,
who lives in the Dairy State city of Janesville. Omust be honest. Eau ClaireOgazz program is very strong B
there are five big bands at that school, the strongest in Wisconsin Band the NIU Jazz Lab Band sounded
better. We have a better rhythm section and better soloists.O

Villanueva can admit now that he took a risk in choosing his soloists.

Part of the score that judges assign comes from how good the rest of the ensemble sounds while playing
behind the soloists, he said.

OYouwcan have a very good interpretation of the theme in a chart, but when you go to the solo section, itOs
weak,Ohe said. Olwas concerned about putting the best of the band on the solos, but it turned out really
well.O

http://www.niu.edu/PubAffairs /RELEASES/2008/april/jazzlabband.shtml Page 1 of 2
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Soloists were Nate Baker (guitar), Mike Bjella (sax), Quentin Coaxum (trumpet), Katherina lllescas (sax),
Ryan Nyther (trumpet), Dan Pratt (drums), Micah Shaw-Rutschman (vibes) and Celia Whiren (sax).

Other lab band members are saxophonists Brett Hedrick, Marybeth Kurnat and Natalie Scharf; trumpeters
Jason Fritcher and Ryan Jordan; trombonists Henry Chong, Sean DelGrosso, Andrew Hofer and Ron
Jacoby; pianist Dan Houglum; and bassist James Miller.

Sight-reading also proved easy for the group.

After performing their three prepared tunes and working with the judges, each band is given a recently
published piece of music and just a few scant minutes in a separate room to rehearse.

The chart from two years ago was musically complicated, Villanueva said, and called for some instruments
the band had not brought.

OWhenl prepared the group this year, | had them bring all the extras Dclarinets, flutes, soprano
saxophones,Osaid Villanueva, who came to the NIU School of Music in 2004. OAndhe chart this year was
not hard as we had prepared for, so that helped. We sight-read stuff all the time that is a lot more difficult.O

The Jazz Lab Band is one several NIUOgazz groups, which also include the All University Jazz Band and
the Liberace Jazztet.

Annual fall auditions place the cream-of-the-crop musicians into the legendary and world-renowned NIU
Jazz Ensemble, under the direction of Ron Carter. Many of the players in the Jazz Lab Band are Oalmost
there,OVillanueva said. Some, including lead trombonist Jacoby, already perform with both bands.

OWeOra trampoline for some kids,OVillanueva said. OMylead alto, Mike Bjella, is as good as any of the
kids in the Jazz Ensemble. My solo trumpet, Quentin Coaxum, heOsas good as any of the other guys in the
Jazz Ensemble. HeOdeen playing for Ron this semester.O

Villanueva hopes someday to take the Jazz Lab Band on a tour of his native Mexico or to Peru, site of the
acclaimed Festival Jazz en Peru, where the Jazz Ensemble and the Liberace Jazztet played a few years
ago.

HeOsalso applying to IAJE on behalf of the Jazz Lab Band for a slot on the performing schedule at the
organizationOsnnual conference in 2009 or 2010.

There is confidence in his voice for both projects, and the victory in Eau Claire makes it hard to doubt his
intuition.

Olm a drum set player, and |Onreally hard on my drummers E and the drummer and the lead trumpet
players define the level of the band,OVillanueva said. OThisband sounds very strong.O

HHH
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Jazz Lab Band to launch
first -ever international tour

Group members to play seven concerts during Mexico trip
November 24, 2008
by Mark McGowan

When Rodrigo VillenuevaONIU Jazz Lab Band took first place last March at the
prestigious jazz festival at the University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire, he immediately
began dreaming aloud about an international tour.

Maybe to Peru, site of the acclaimed Festival Jazz en Peru, where the NIU Jazz
Ensemble and the NIU Liberace Jazztet played a few years ago. Or maybe to
Mexico, his beloved homeland.

Eight months later, in a journey Villanueva believes was Omeanto happen,Ghe
and 17 young musicians are headed just south of the border.

R Last spring's Jazz
OTheyare thrilled, and | feel very proud to be sharing with them what my country is Lab Band took first

all about. The people are very friendly,0says Villanueva, who came to NIU in place at the UW-Eau
2004. Claire Jazz Festival.
OThiss more than just a musical experience for them. 1tOs cultural experience. Click on the image
Every time you visit a different country, you find different things,OVillanueva adds. above for a
ONIUhas a lot of international students, but not as many as some other complete view.

universities. My students havenObeen exposed. When | asked about passports,
75 percent of them didnOhave one. They havenOtraveled abroad.O

December, of course, will change that.

Performances are booked at the first JazzUV International Jazz Festival in Xalapa and the XIV San Miguel
De Allende Jazz & Blues International Festival. The band also will perform at two of the most exclusive
jazz clubs in Mexico: La Encrucijada Jazz in Queretaro City and El Zinco Jazz Bar in Mexico City.

Gigs at the festivals b Xalapa is Monday, Dec. 1, and Tuesday, Dec. 2, and San Miguel is Wednesday,
Dec. 3, and Thursday, Dec. 4 Binclude top-spot concerts on their own and as a support unit for guest
artists. TheyOrealso delivering a Monday morning master class on rehearsal and conducting techniques.

The Mexico schedule will bring the bandOserformances to 11 this semester, nearly six times the typical
number of autumn appearances.

That number also includes a recent support slot on campus for guest trumpeter Alan Vizzutti and an 8 p.m.
Tuesday, Nov. 25, concert at the Boutell Memorial Concert Hall that will offer a wide variety of big band
compositions and arrangements from the second half of the 20th century.

OEleveris way over what we really do. They all deserve an QA& the end of the semester. They are the
most disciplined group IOveever worked with here at NIU,OVillanueva says. OltQseen amazing just to see
them get prepared and get excited, especially the ones whoOvenever been away.O

Meanwhile, Villanueva expects his students will make the trip with a mature outlook.
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For one thing, theyOrdraveling for free. The festival organizers are paying for lodging and ground
transportation while the NIU School of Music is picking up the tab for airfare and per diems, he says.

They also realize that their conductor hopes to recruit Mexican students to NIU. The level of musicianship
among the Jazz Lab Band members will impress all of Mexico, he says, even the students in the countryOs
best conservatory of music.

And they understand the door that is opening is typically reserved for a schoolOremier group.
International tours are common for the legendary NIU Jazz Ensemble and its conductor, Ron Carter.

OTheyknow they need to really represent well not only their school but their country. They donOhave to
pay a dime to go to Mexico, so this is a job, a gig Pyou really have to do it well and get it right,OVillanueva
says.

OThiss a very unique opportunity. Usually when you have three or four jazz ensembles, the band that gets
to tour is the top band. For the second band to be in the spotlight makes the students willing to work
harder,Ghe adds. OOuischool of music has a very strong program, and the jazz program has become
stronger and stronger in the last 10 years. WeOrectually keeping up and stepping up the tradition the
school has. 10ntrying to keep up with Ron Carter and put my ensemble in the perspective that we might be
the second group B but weOrestill a very good group.O

Next weekOsgrip also serves as a test for the future of the Jazz Lab BandOsoad adventures.

Olfall goes well, | hope to make this happen every two or three years. |IQvavorked hard getting the right
people involved in Mexico as far as invitations and places weOreyoing to play,Che says. OAndn terms of
life experience, this is something the students will recall the rest of their lives.O
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