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Jazz master Branford Marsalis finds a new musical playground… 
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by Eric Myers  

 

ince the early 1980s, the American saxophonist Branford Marsalis has not 

only become known around the world as a jazz musician and turned up in 

rock or pop music contexts (Sting, The Grateful Dead), he has also taken 

on classical music, a genre with its own immense challenges. 

 

While certain distinct approaches are inherent in each genre, Marsalis points to 

something that unites them all. “Whether it’s rock ’n’ roll, or jazz, or classical 
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music, the sounds have to reflect some emotional context,” he says. “You have 

to give the people you’re playing for something to hold on to, to justify them 

even being there, and that is usually a kind of emotional immediacy, if you can 

create that.” 

 

Marsalis’s program with the Australian Chamber Orchestra (ACO) in 2019 

features British composer Sally Beamish’s Under the Wing of the Rock. In the 

early 2000s, he became aware of her concerto for soprano saxophone The 

Imagined Sound of Sun on Stone and in 2006 played it at the North Sea Jazz 

Festival, where he was artist-in-residence. 

 

 
 

Composer and violist Sally Beamish: she had taken the train from Scotland to 

Rotterdam and was present…PHOTO CREDIT ASHLEY COOMBES 

 

Unbeknown to Marsalis, Beamish had taken the train from Scotland to 

Rotterdam and was present. Marsalis relates that, after the performance, he was 

retrieving his saxophone stand and noticed a woman at the front of the stage, 

smiling. “How ya doin’?” he said, and she responded, “Hi, I’m Sally”. “Hi, 

great to meet you Sally”, said Marsalis, and walked away. Then he was struck 

by a realisation: not Sally Beamish? “Yes,” she responded. “Basically,” says 

Marsalis, “we then sat talking about music for two hours”. 

 

“I was intrigued,” Beamish told London’s Daily Telegraph, “that this classical 

work of mine, inspired by Orkney and traditional Swedish herding calls, should 

have been picked up by an American jazz musician I’d never worked with. 

 

“It was astonishing to sit at the back of this vast auditorium and listen to 

Branford’s reading of a piece that had been played only by classical soloists. 
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His sound was warm, rich and expressive, a revelation. When he plays classical 

music, he plays in a classical way… he didn’t turn it into a jazz piece.” 

 

Beamish, a violist, subsequently told Marsalis about her viola concerto, Under 

the Wing of the Rock, which she was thinking of transposing for alto saxophone. 

Marsalis liked the work, and subsequently played it live in Glasgow, in 2009. 

He recorded it in 2015 with the Royal Scottish National Orchestra, conducted 

by Martyn Brabbins. 

 

Marsalis points to the essential differences between jazz and classical music. 

“Jazz is more like a conversation with my mates,” he says, while “symphonic 

music is more like a play. You have to develop a character through sound, and 

make that character believable, and you have to take thousands of words that are 

not yours and make them your own. 

 

“It’s not enough to play the notes correctly; that character needs to shift from 

one piece to the next piece. You can’t really have a ‘one sound fits all’ 

approach, which unfortunately in jazz these days is what I hear more often than 

not.” 

 

Marsalis disputes the idea that there is little freedom of expression in classical 

music. “The music changes from night to night,” he says. “Tempos change, the 

way the orchestra feels changes, and I respond to whatever my fellow musicians 

are doing. I don’t simply go onstage and play the music the way I practise it in 

my living room.” 

 

 
 

Marsalis’s program will include two works from Brazilian composer Heitor 

Villa-Lobos (pictured above)... 

 

Marsalis looks forward to the two works from Brazilian composer Heitor Villa-

Lobos. One is Fantasia for Saxophone and Orchestra. “There are so few really 
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good pieces written for saxophone,” says Marsalis, “I’m just glad that this work 

exists.” 

 

The other Villa-Lobos piece is Ária (Cantilena) from Bachianas Brasileiras No 

5. It is normally sung by a soprano in Portuguese, and usually only the first 

movement is heard. The difficult second movement is rarely attempted. 

However Marsalis, who will play it on soprano saxophone, would be keen to 

play the second movement also. On soprano, he says, the second movement is 

“really cool”. 

 

“Villa-Lobos’s music is unique because he didn’t really have classical harmonic 

training,” Marsalis says. “He basically writes what he hears. He wrote for very 

strange combinations, and wrote things that most traditional composers would 

never think of writing. 

 

“Also, he loved being Brazilian, and really embraced the totality of Brazilian 

folk culture, and put it into his music. Some of it does not work, and it bombs 

magnificently, but a lot of it works well. He came up with some really brilliant 

stuff.” 

 

 
 

Marsalis: 10 performances scheduled with the ACO… 

 

Marsalis has 10 performances scheduled with the ACO and that will suit him. 

He will relish the opportunity to perform these pieces multiple times. “I can’t 

get better playing this music,” he says, “unless I play it.” 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

Branford Marsalis’s national tour with the ACO starts on May 9, 2019 in 

Wollongong then travels to Canberra, Melbourne, Brisbane, Perth and Sydney. 


