Conference with Angelo Branduardi, the painter Silvio Monti, and art critic Flaminio Gualdoni, held on June 21, 2003, in Cuggiono (Mi) during the exhibit ”At the fair of sound—a journey through the musical world of Angelo Branduardi”.

Gualdoni: First of all let me say good evening to you all, and thank you for coming. During this festival, at Villa Annoni you may visit an exhibit dedicated to the music of Angelo Branduardi—a professional deformation, seeing that I work more in the field of painting than music, was leading me to say, the work of Angelo Branduardi; but that is, in this case, true in a certain sense: the main characteristic of Angelo’s work and musical experimentation in all these decades has been a very particular research into cultures contiguous to our own; and this of course has influenced his own music, which has travelled, mixed with, been ”contaminated” by, as they say these days, and has exchanged much with other musical environments, such that his first songs were a sensation principally for two reasons: first of all because they were beautiful, that goes without saying, but above all they were an attentive and lucid re-visitation, never trite and always self-critical, of classical music and certain ethnic traditions that were at that time, much too far removed from what was called ”popular” culture. Another reason was the attention to the lyrics, which were inspired by great literary traditions.

These songs, then,  were an attempt to mix modern music without forgetting one’s cultural roots. What was the motive for this choice? Where did you begin, also seeing that it was not that simple, the music that you proposed… in fact you had some difficulty at the beginning, finding a niche of your own in the world of music.…

Branduardi: I too welcome you here this evening, and first of all I wish to declare officially that I am still alive, I want that clearly understood! I am very grateful to the organizer of this exhibit for the use of the material being shown; I think however that I shall certainly give him the name of a good psychiatrist… in part because there are things here that I do not even remember doing, or perhaps think I did, at least I think I was not drunk when I did them…. I really do thank him, however! But—and I say this without rhetoric—I truly believe that I do not deserve this great honour, I’ve said that to all who have organized this event. I was born here in Cuggiono, which is the only real reason that all this has been done; I myself am not worth all this attention, because, as I always say, ”I have a great future behind me, but my most beautiful song is the next one I will write”.

Getting back to your question, what you said is right: at the beginning I was a sort of foreign body on the Italian musical scene, because I tended to follow a musical tradition that was for the most part classical (and the reason for that is quite simple: I had studied classical music from a very young age, I began at 5 years; I realize that it was very difficult for me to abandon the musical model I had known till then) , but I also used ancient music, with which I was hardly acquainted as a student, I got to know it later; ancient music was rather rarely heard in those days, although today it is quite fashionable. Ancient music that was of two sorts: cultured, as in Renaissance or early Baroque), but also, as you rightly pointed out, traditional popular music.

The reason, then, for my having chosen this road is therefore obvious, because the two milestones are in fact these: classical music and ancient music. The discourse on ancient music would be a very long one in any case, as today musicians search constantly for alternative sources, as Western music, that is, Occidental music does little more at this point than repeat itself….

In the beginning no one spoke of ethnic or New Age music. Back in 1975, I did… and it was really hard at the start, because the public wanted a totally different kind of music….Also, my wife and I have always collaborated, using her lyrics for my songs and at that time, when we wrote Highdown Fair, which today all kindergarten children know, it took us a year to get it published because no one wanted it. We were in the mid-70’s at the time, and the songs that were listened to and that sold had evident political connotations; Highdown Fair has basically a religious theme, and so was considered totally off topic for the times. It took us nearly a year to find a publisher crazy enough to say, ”Either it sells or it flops”; fortunately, it sold.

A short parenthesis on the origins of music in general: in music there is always the concept of “counter to” : that is, music was born as an imitation of natural events and sounds, for obviously exorcistic motives… the manifestations of Nature are often terrifying… children, in a dark room, sing--precisely because it helps to drive away the fear of the dark. This is how music ”began” , the music that we know; primitive man  sang to drive away fear; the first musicians were the shamans, the medicine men; music has always been part of magic, whether white or black. Therefore a sense of spirituality is implicit in music. It is a means of gazing upon, not our everyday reality, but rather what we imagine may exist behind a closed door. It is a look beyond the wall.

This is very important, because if we don’t understand this, music loses its meaning, even great classical music. What I mean to say is, in music there has always existed the concept of “beyond” . A musician knows very well that music is beautiful in the moment that it goes ”beyond” .

Now, in the popular music which I write, or the variety that my colleagues write, this happens fairly rarely; in classical music, on the other hand, it often happens that the composer, instead of finding a field already plowed and waiting for the seeds of his notes to be planted, finds himself faced with a desert, where the flower that grows will be his only, fruit of his power, of his fantasy and his spirituality. Music, in its most supreme instant of expression (I am thinking of Bach, Mozart, Wagner, but also of Bob Dylan and Bruce Springsteen, why not! ) , has gone beyond the ”here and now” and has reached its greatest, most magical moment.

Gualdoni: in your present concert tour (Altro e Altrove tour—ed) , if I’m not mistaken, you are experimenting with a technique not entirely new in its conception, but certainly new in its intensity: live painting onstage during the concert. The painting  and the music forming a sort of alchemic bond of emotions. Where did this idea come from, what results are you getting from it? a question I direct to Angelo and Silvio both, the protagonists of this project.

Branduardi: I have a great passion for painting, with unfortunately no theoretical or technical basis, because in truth I know very little about that side of it; but I am often struck by works of art that I see; some years ago, as collector (so then, Angelo does not practice what he preaches!--ed) , I bought some paintings of his, from Silvio Monti, as I liked his work very much; then as time went by we became better aquainted and we saw each other frequently as friends, something having nothing to do with our respective lines of work.

One day we received a call from a priest, Don Vittorio, an original and capable man who, for charity, had organized in a small theatre, a performance in three simultaneous parts: in one part of the theater, I played my music; in another, the poet Silvio Raffo read his verses; in still another, Silvio Monti painted his canvasses. We thought it was a great idea, so we recreated it for the tournée. We’ve been on tour for a few months now in Italian theatres. During the summer tour, for logistic reasons, as we will be playing outdoors and in large spaces, Silvio won’t be with us; we’ll be back together again however in the Fall, playing in various European countries until Christmas. I’ll ask Silvio now to tell you about his part of the project.

Monti: I just wanted to mention… what odd coincidences in these parts… visiting Cuggiono for the first time, I was surprised to meet Flaminio Gualdoni, whom I already know as Director of the Civic Museum of Masnago Castle in Varese; also, something odd must have happened here during the 50’s, that a famous art historian and a great musician, both here with me tonight, were both born in Cuggiono… some illustrious chromosome in common? a passing comet? who knows….

That said, I must ask your pardon, as in the company of two such able orators as these, and being used to painting alone in my huge but modest, and above all empty, studio, I feel somewhat embarrassed in speaking before the hundreds of people who have come to the conference this evening.

Anyway, yes, my friendship with Angelo goes back 20 years, when I would meet him at showings of my paintings, where he would come to buy my work, for his collection (aha! now we have ”external” confirmation of Angelo’s activity as collector! psychiatrist for two, then!—ed.) Last year Angelo and Luisa asked me to read some poems from poetry they had collected over a period of 30 years. Angelo then put these verses to music, while I took inspiration from this ancient poetry, images began to form in my mind and I began to transfer them onto canvas: archaic images, or as I prefer to call them, ”organic” . Then Angelo asked me if I would like to try this fusion of music, poetry, and painting; and frankly I considered the whole idea impossible, as, being a very introverted person, I thought I would never be able to paint with thousands of people at my back….But as soon as I began to go onstage I discovered that I have quite a large narcissisitic streak!

The brief encounter ends with a reading of the lyrics of  two  songs from the album“Branduardi canta Yeats”

