[image: image1.png]



Steve Lawson interview with Stefan Redtenbacher,

Autumn 2005


Austrian-born London-resident Stefan Redtenbacher is one of the funkiest bassists to come out of Britain, in a long time. With his band, 'Redtenbacher's Funkestra', he's just released his latest album 'Falling From Insanity' on Schoots records, he's all set to take the rest of Europe by storm. Steve Lawson fills in the background on this funk.. 

SL - How did you first get drawn to playing bass?

SR - For years, when I was younger, I was in a local sports team that played a type of Volleyball. One of the guys in the team played bass in a (Hair) Metal band. I used to hang around their rehearsals and marvel at his Rickenbacker bass. I remember them listening to Manowar’s ‘Flight of the Bumble Bee’ and being in total awe.

Consequently I asked my parents to buy me a bass but they thought it was better for me to start acoustic guitar. One fine Christmas they presented me with a bass tab blues book and a second-hand acoustic guitar. Trying to work out tunes like ‘Sunshine of my Life’ by cream was really hard but immensely satisfying. That must have been 1982 or 3.

I bought my first ‘real’ bass in August 1984 with the money that I earned from working as a ‘summer office gimp’ (dusting archives, etc.) in my school holidays – a red Ibanez Blazer with a white pickguard…

SL - Who were the bassists you saw that made you want to play?

SR - In the beginning nobody in particular, I just liked that ‘low thing’ in music that really made you feel something in the gut.

My pivotal bass moment was hearing Jaco Pastorius in my hometown in 1986. Some friends of mine said that there was this guy named Jaco Pastorius in town and we should go and check him out. We all thought he was a percussionist. We sat down in the first row and then, well, Jaco came out and it was a life changing experience! This was one year before he died and although he didn’t have the fire of earlier years he was still awesome. As it happens I have a video tape of that particular concert which I recently had converted to digital format. I will probably send it to the Pastorius Estate once it is done as it might be a nice record for them to have.

SL - At what point did you decide that this was what you wanted to do for a living?

SR -I didn’t ever decide ‘to do it for a living’. Making music as a life choice really appealed to me. For most of my twenties I didn’t think of the money aspect too much (except when I raised money to be able to go to Berklee College of music). I’m still not sure if I make a living in music, but I guess you could call it that, considering that I also teach.

SL - Did you study full time?

SR - I started to play with books and taught myself theory. I did not have a teacher for quite some time.

I went to business school whilst I started playing bass and I did not want to study music at University level as I thought it would tamper with my artistic integrity. I studied journalism and musicology instead. After one year of that I realised that I’m really interested in the performance aspect of music and playing bass.

I was playing with a band that played my music and we became 3rd or 4th in a big band competition. A guy came up to me and said – you have to study music, it would be really the right thing to do.

That was when I decided to give performance studies a serious go and signed myself up to audition for a place in the Jazz department of the Vienna Conservatory. It was nerve wracking – all these bassists playing Jaco licks and trying to get on the program and there was me, self-taught from another town.

You could not pay for this education – you had to earn it by your achievements. Well, luckily I got in and studied there for 5 years.

SL - How long after that was it that you decided to move to England?

Tell us about that whole process.

SR - When I graduated at the Vienna Conservatory, I think it was in 1993, I was working with various bands, had quite a few private students and did part–time work in a music store. From 1990 to 1993 I also spent a lot of time in Paris playing big band Jazz and practicing a lot of bass.

I was working at the Frankfurt music show in Germany in the spring of 1994 and decided to audition for Berklee College of Music who happened to be on their European scholarship tour. They offered me a scholarship high enough for me to consider raising the rest of the money. My initial intention was to study for one year only, but once I moved to Boston I was hooked and wanted to stay at least another year. I had to knock on everybody’s door for some funds and also took every job I could get – I even played Country and Western in a beer tent in Austria! Finally I got the money together to stay for another year and to finish my studies – I managed to cram in a 4-year program into 2 years – it was quite intense! Being at Berklee taught me how to ‘eat humble pie’ as there were some truly outstanding and immensely talented musicians there.

My move to London/England in 1996 was the result of happy coincidences coming together. I started playing and traveling in 1990 and that really awakened my interest in other cultures, countries and people. London has always appealed to me, but I got sidetracked with Boston and Berklee. As it happened, a couple of months before I graduated my then girlfriend got transferred with her job to London – it was perfect. We were living together in Boston and we did the same in London once I finished my studies and came over. (Any musicians jokes coming to mind?)

SL - Did you find it hard getting established over here?

SR - I’m not sure that I’m ‘established’ now and I’d say that I’m still working on it. London is a world metropolis, a big place where people come to be successful in all sorts of different fields. At any time there are people coming to town, ready to take it all on, people that are established, intent on keeping their status quo and people that want out and possibly rest on what they have achieved. In this explosive mixture of energy everyone has to carve out a path for himself or herself. At times it felt to me like chipping away at the rock of Gibraltar with a tiny plastic spoon. Well, 1,000,000 spoons later I think I’m doing all right.

SL - Were there any 'rude awakenings' on your early sessions, or did you feel adequately prepared for the session world when you jumped in?

SR - There will be always musical situations that will pose a challenge. Every bassist has strengths and weaknesses. For me it is important to realize those and play to my strengths to avoid disappointment or ‘rude awakenings’ when taking on a professional engagement. 

From a creative point of view, I also think that it is important to take risks, even at the risk of sounding bad and making mistakes as this is crucial in order to develop and learn. Many great things have been conceived through so called mistakes and necessity is the mother of all invention. (However some of my bass inventions as a young bass apprentice were not great enough to be called back…)

SL - At what point did you start writing your own music? For a lot of bassists, writing seem to be an afterthought, was that the case for you, or have you always had the desire to write your own music? 

SR - Creating music and learning how to play the bass always went hand in hand. I didn’t ever intend to play ‘sessions’ or to play for money (how charmingly naïve…), I intended to become a great bassist able to express myself with my own music and creations!

Ultimately the music is what really matters for me. My love for the bass means that I will always try to play what will yield the most attractive musical result as a whole. There is only good or bad music, and bad music with great bass playing is not attractive to me, I prefer good music (even with bad bass playing….).

SL - How did you go about putting a band together?

SR - As my ambition is the creation of a coherent band sound and organic arrangements it is important to play with musicians that I’m comfortable with on a musical and personal level. For me it is all about trust and developing relationships on and off stage.

The musicians in my band are friends and all truly remarkable musicians and individuals. My hope is to keep them together as long as possible to create a great ensemble with irresistible grooves, catchy and hooky tunes, all driven by punchy and infectious bass lines. It is crucial to leave the ego off the stage and out of the rehearsal room to truly become humble servants of good music.

SL - At what point did you start teaching? Did you teach privately first, and then move on to college teaching? Tell us about that. 

SR - I had my first private student after I played one of my first public gigs, which must have been around 1985. I felt flattered that people thought I’m good enough to take lessons from me, although I had only been playing for about a year then. Once I got used to the idea of having private students I realized this is actually quite a good way to make some money alongside my other activities (like temping in a music store). Of course, I made the classic mistake of teaching the students whatever I was into at any given moment, rather than teaching them what they wanted to know. However, a far few stuck with me for quite some time. When I came to London in 1996, I started teaching at the MI (Music Institute), London and had my first experience in classroom teaching with international students, which I enjoyed very much. I was also quite eager to impart my newly found Berklee knowledge on them (the poor souls). After a few years there I became the head of the bass department at the ACM (Academy of Contemporary Music) in Guildford, a position I still hold, even though it becomes increasingly difficult to balance it with all my other activities. Somewhat ironic, as I believe that now I’m a better tutor than I ever was.

At this stage for me teaching is more like sharing my experiences with people with no or little experience of the ‘real’ world. Sharing experience is actually my favourite form or teaching now. I find it hard to teach basics, I seem to lose patience for it. That is probably one of the reasons why I haven’t had any private students for about 5 years.

SL - How do you keep a mental balance between teaching, playing your own music and doing sessions? Do you see it all as part of the musician's life, or separate them all out in your head, devoting special time to playing your own music? 

SR - What balance? But on a more serious note:

To keep a balance between the three areas mentioned can be quite tricky, especially if all areas are going well and demand more time and commitment. Sometimes I think it is a drag that I’m somewhat drawn to all these different things. If I would only play bass, interpreting other people’s music, I think, it would be easier. Of course, it is not a real choice. The very fact that I am doing all these things shows that it suits my personality. I’m a believer in ‘gravity’ – people will naturally be attracted to the things that they ought to do…..

I’m talking about this to a lot of musicians and it seems that most people I talk to ultimately find their personal balance between playing gigs and sessions, teaching, writing and other music related activities they are in to. Some people do so out of necessity and some people by choice. The pendulum has to be carefully weighted so as to not loose a healthy balance and eventually people find a routine that suits them, although the goalposts and aspirations are always shifting too.

Priorities are also an important aspect in deciding which work to take and which to turn down. I have in the past (and still do) turned down financially lucrative opportunities in order to play with my own band, or to write at home, or to take on a gig or session for little money when the musicians and/or music is great! However, equally important, when reality knocks on your door (in the form of a British Gas bill, for example), I have turned down fun and musically and creative opportunities in order to stay afloat.

Finally, I think that these three working areas influence each other and as we are human and not machines (oh really?) it seems to me only a theoretical exercise in trying to separate them. If I’m talking to students about practise routine I can draw from my personal experience of practising my own music or for a session or live gig. If I’m preparing charts, booking flights, etc. for my band I’m drawing from my organisational experiences from teaching, etc. etc.

SL - As a composer, do you think that bassists bring something unique to the table? How has the perspective that we have as bassists shaped the way your write and arrange? 

SR - Oh yes, I think that very much. With the bass player all elements of the music come together – melody, harmony, rhythm, arrangement, dynamics…..unsurprisingly a fair few bassists turn out to be great producers too! To shape the music from the bottom up is very appealing to me, especially as the bass can be played melodicially, harmonically and rhythmically. On the other hand the ultimate goal is to create good music, whether with the bass or without it. I remember being very impressed by a beautiful piano piece by John Pattitucci on one of his solo records, and he didn’t even play bass on it – that is the ultimate musical statement to me for a writer who happens to be a bassist.

SL - Who are your biggest influences, both as a player and a writer? Were there any epiphany moments when discovering a certain player or band changed the way you thought about music? 

SR - As a player I have to ‘confess’ that the classic 70s Funk and Jazz Funk period always comes up trumps in my listening list. Bassists like Paul Jackson with the Headhunters, Rocco with TOP, Jaco with Weather Report, George Porter JR. with the Meters, Bootsy, Larry Graham, Marcus Miller with Miles, Anthony Jackson with Chaka Khan, Will Lee with the Brecker Brothers, the bassists of James Brown, Jamerson and all the Motown stuff, Nathan Watts with Stevie, Louis Johnson with Michael Jackson and Quincy,

One of my favorite acts of recent times are Medeski, Martin and Wood – I love some of their records. Oddly, I’m also a big fan of Sade and their bassist Stuart Denman who is now in a band called Sweetback. He has this great ability to come up with very catchy, hugely infectious and memorable bass lines. Incognito of the early 90s also had quite an impact – Julian Crampton and Randy Taylor are absolutely brilliant bassists.

Artists who really inspire me are Miles Davis (all the way from the 70s onwards), Prince, and Mozart (even though I only discovered Mozart once I left my hometown Salzburg where you get force-fed Mozart’s music on a daily basis), the funky records of John Scofield and a lot of the classic organ guys, like Brother Jack McDuff, Jimmy Smith, Richard ‘Groove’ Holmes, Dr. Lonnie Smith, etc.

Music of the 1960s in the Hard Bop and later ‘Soul Jazz’ vein also really appeals to me. The concept of mixing Jazz with Soul, Gospel, Blues and Funk is the ‘cat’s pyjamas’. To combine funky beats with improvisational elements is a knock-out! Artists like Miles, George Benson, Grant Green, Les McCann, Herbie and the cool Big Bands with all the massive horn sections are really hitting the right spot!

Epiphany moments? Well, as mention earlier – I saw Jaco in my hometown a year before his death. I was completely unaware of him then and having sat in the first row right in front of him changed my life irrevocably.

In my early years records that come to mind are Mozart’s G minor Symphony No. 40, Miles – ‘We Want Miles’ and later ‘Tutu’ with Mike Stern and Marcus and, I’m not ashamed to say it ‘Back in Black’ by AC/DC – I loved Angus Young, and finally Deep Purple, ‘In Rock’ and ‘Uprising’ by Bob Marley.

These records have really become the building blocks of my early ‘musical DNA’.

Later I expanded with records by Stevie Wonder, Donny Hathaway and Prince – if there ever was a ‘real sexy bass’ (= RSB) he recorded it.

Having seen Larry Graham and Chaka Khan opening up for Prince at Wembley Arena in about 1997 also make for a lasting and influential memory. I played the solo of ‘The track formerly known as…’ on my last album, the night I came back from that gig, and what a gig it was!

Now, thinking about it, my very first ephiphany moments must have been playing ‘Sweet Child of Time’ by Deep Purple on a function bands bassist’s 

Rickenbacker that was still plucked in the amp and resting on a guitar stand during one of their breaks. I played it upright just reaching for it from underneath the stage, I could not help it but play that without even asking!

Another early one is playing along to Peter Frampton’s  ‘Do you feel like we do’ from ‘Frampton comes alive’ and the Headhunter’s ‘Chameleon’ on my red Ibanez Blazer through an home made amp – I thought – ‘yes, this is it – I want to do this for the rest of my life’.

SL - What do you see yourself doing in 5 years time? Would you like to spend all your time as a band-leader, or keep the balance with the other areas of your musical career? 

SR - Seeing myself in 5 years time is a luxury that’s based on the assumption that I’m still around…..Life is short and every day is a gift! Actually, have you ever thought that with every single note you play you are closer to you leaving this world?…..well, let’s play along and I’ll give you some more factual answers. 

I think almost every musician’s dream is to have a rehearsal and studio space somewhere warm and nice, with good weather, good food and easy access to an airport – well, I definitely belong to this group then. The internet has changed music making dramatically in the last 10 years. For example - I’m working closely with a New York House music producer and we speak on the phone and send files back and forth. It really works and it is always exiting to get the final master sent to my home, the most recent example is doing ‘a long distance bass session’ for trumpeter Herb Albert’s new album (founder of A&M records and leader of his Tijuana Brass, for those of you who remember).

Consequently I ask myself if location becomes more and more irrelevant – my answer to myself is yes and no. Of course, I could record bass files anywhere in the world but ultimately at the base of every working relationship, as I know it, there is a personal relationship and to forge this you have to be physically present whilst forming them. So, as always it is to find a balance between the dream retreat and a place where you can meet lots of different people from different cultural and national backgrounds.

In 5 years time I think I will do similar things that I’m doing now with the difference of the distribution of time and commitment to my ‘working pie’. It would be nice to have a majority of my time taking up by writing, rehearsing and performing my own music with lovely, creative and interesting people as well as sharing my musical experiences with younger players in informal settings, only if they are really keen, talented and committed.
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