“Being a woman guitarist can be a positive advantage”

ELEFTERIA KOTZIA

Interview & photos by George Clinton

One of the pleasantest personalities on the English
guitar scene during the period 1984-5 belonged to
Elefterin Kotzia — yet another of those talented
Greeks. Elefteria was here on a British Couneil
gcholarship to study renaissance music and 20th
century composers; the former with lutenists Nigel
Morth and Jakob Lindberg. An enthusiastic
guitarist herself, Elafteria’s cheery smile could be
geen &t most of the London conceris, Her absences
invariably coincided with a concert given by
herself, for although she was here primarily to
study, during her sojourn her private recitals for
guitar eocieties atc., gained her a following, so that
her London debut at the Purcell Room in October
last was well enough attended — and reviewed,

Elefteria Kotzia was horn in Alexandroupolis
[whers at sixteen she was 1o glve her first reciial]
and studied al the Natlional Conservalory In
Athens with Dimitri Fampas. Later she (ravelled
to France o study with Alexandre Lagoya al the
Mational Conservatory of Paris. She has also
studied with Julian Bream.

Here we must correct a stalement we made in
March fssue concerning Elefleria’s compatriot
guitarist Elena Papandreou. We said she was the
first Greek to win a guilar competition. We were
wrong. And in conneclion with the subject under
discussion, Il is a pleasure to report that Elefteria
has also achisved a First — the Gth International
Guitar Competition in Milan.

Elafieria now lives in Paris where she enjoys a

busy professional life. She has given concerts in
Spain, Hungary, Morocco, Tunisia, Gresece,
France and the LK., hers, apart from the
aforementioned debut etc., she performed the
Giuliani concerto in St John's Smith Sguare.
Elefteria's guilaristic enthusiasms extend to her
leaching too. Since 1982 she has besn on the
teaching staff of the Conservatoire de Vaux le
Povil. “It Isn't at all an austere conservatoire”.
gald Elefterla. "It's verv progressive, wilh new
ideas. The staff are very yvoung with 8 young
director. I really enjoy teaching there."

Out of interest 1 asked her aboul the student’s
exam pieces: and she gave me the current list as
laid down by the Federation Nationale Des Ecoles
el Conservaioire Municipaux de Music, de Dance
el d'Arl dramatigue [FMSC) explaining to ma al
the same time:

“The idea is probably very French, During the
vear my sludenls work on more Iraditional
malerial, bul one month before lheir exams there
are special works to prepare and perform by
heart, completely unknown to them which they
have to do in a shorl time and perform from
meamaory. This starts in the first year. You'll notice
that #1's called concours — competition. Whean 1
gave the concours to enfer the Superieur Nalional
Conservatory 1 had to prepara in 1 month. the
Prelude and 2 Gavoltes from Bach's 4th Lute
Suite.”
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As readers can see from the list, the works are both testing and inleresting:

Débutant 1 Danza No. 1 (5 Danzas) M. Parison
Débutant 2 Hallade No. 2 [sans ornements) I.I. Wernar
{5 ballades d'antan)
Préparatoire 1 Piéce No. 10(12 piéces rythmigues) A. Miteran
ET La guitare barogue (menuet p. 2)
(12 pigces faciles originales du 17&me siécle) anonyme
Préparaloire 2 Orchidée (sans ornements)
[Voyelles) pour guitar seule .M. Mourat
ET Sehrleichte Ubungen opus 35 volume 2, piéce No. 14 F, Sor
ou No. 36 de la Guitare au XIXéme siécle
Elémentaire 1 Petite ouverture & parser No. 1 (petites piéces
intimes) F, Kleynjona
ET Lointaine no, 2 (créole et Lointaina) E. Vasgquer
Eléementaire 2 Etude No. 5, page 6, (6 &tudes pour 6 cordes) P. Meranger
ET Fantasiadel quarto tona pages 4 & 5. [Hispanag
Citharae Ars Viva) L. Milan/Pujol
Moyen 1 2 menueis de la 2éme suite page 17 (6 suites pour |5, Bach
violoncelle volume 1 — transcription Sadanowski)
ET Arietta I. Ibert
Maoyen 2 Vals chiiro [suite populaire brésilienne] Villa Lobos
ET Presto{Sonate en ré majeur) 5.L. Weiss
Fin d'études 5ir John Smith's Almain {Collection Davezac) I. Dowland
ET Chanson|{Sonate No, [11) M. Ponce
Supérienr Hommage & Tarrega [Garotin et Soleares) I. Turina
ET Courante (avec reprise dans la 1ére partie
senlement) (1 #re suita pour luth) I.5. Boch
Excellence El Decameron Negro L. Brouwer
ET 1ler mouvement [Sonate en do majeur Opus, 15) M. Giuliani

I asked Elefleria if studying the lule with such
acholars as Nigel North means that her future
performances of the music would be on that
instrument. To which she replied that as a
guitarist she would play it on that instrument,
adding that the present period of scholarship is a
good thing in that evervone can hear how the
mugic was played as far as style and manner is
concerned. Nor i8 she interested in the
compromisa of a ten stringed guitar.

“The ten stringed guitar doesn't appeal to me, 1
have heard it in performance and it was quile a
heavy sound for my taste, The guilar for me is the
gix string guitar, [ think ana can do so many things
on it All th.mugh the ecenturies wa have had
guitars with varying numbers of strings st the gix
atringed version has sustained."

A plus feature of Elafteria’s programme is a
healthy balance of popular classics — Albenls,
Grun&dm Villa Lobos etc., music from her own
couniry, [Glorginakis &  Fampas) and
contemporary mugic. When [ interviewed her
bafore Christmas she was working on Tippett's
Blue Guitar, and I notice that in her preseni
racilalg, for ingtance her recent. very sucoessful
concert on 5th April for the Havant Guitar Society,
that this work was included in the programme —
much to the enjoyment of her audience.

*l always try to have at least one modern work
in my repertoire each year. Lasu year 1 did
Mosaiqgue by OGeorge Delerue, the French
composer who now lives in America. [ love that
piece, it's really great. He's nol a guilaris!-
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composer and the piece iEn't wriltéen in a
guitaristic way, but it works well and I think tha
public and the critica really like it,

“0Of course being Greek I like to play Greek
music. 5o | include a work of my old teacher
Dimitri Fampas. As well as being a teacher he is a
vary good composer, It was Fampas who started
the guitar at the Athens Conservatory where there
ia the biggest tradition in guitar playing. | wouldn't
say his music is contemporary in style — it's more
nationaliste — his own ethnic origin comes
through very woll, and that's a greal attraction of
his pieces. George Anakis loo is s wonderful
improvisar. Whan I was a sthudent he hadn't
started writing, and when I saw his compositions |
thought God, they're go nica. These Four Greek
Images is a wonderful piece. And Dance of Clocks
too, is really good. His writing is inspirad by Greak
folklore bul also jarz and other influences, And
Halingas' Echo . . ., a wonderful pisce — thero's a
lot of really good guitar music from Gresocs now,'”

“MNext year I plan to do Fotum by Charles
Chaynes, another French composer. | play music
by Smith Brindle and Lennox Berkelay too; and of
courge ['ll play The Blue Guitar, which 1 love: 1
think it's a great work. It's very well written, Also
| think it sucoeeds well becanse of Julian Bream's
involvemeant with it, in the sense of the fingering,
for example, because everything is parfect for the
instrument. | heard Hream play this at the
Wigmaore Hall and it was fantastic. He plays some
pieces in such 8 way that it is unigue. "

“Unigque in the way Susanne Mebes said could



actually prohibit anyone else playing it?"

“Well no, | think it is true that there are some
performances you can't imagine otherwise, but
after all it is music and | think that one has to give
his own try. And if that was really the case. we
would have a very limited repertoire because most
of the important works of the 20th century wera
written for Bream and played by him in his genius
way: so we would be in trouble if we didn't play
these pieces,'”

Perhaps close proximity to the master induces
enthusiasms rather than inhibitions. This was
cartainly the result of Elefteria's studying with
Bream.

The geltar for me is the six string yuitar,

I firet met him in Greece where he had come to
give a concert; and it was unbelievable to hear
him. It was hard to balieve that | was even in the
hall to hear this great myth. But I remember even
in that moment, that I said to myeell what a great
idea it would be to study with him! I suppoge
everyone thinks that at those limes, especially
after the concert. Wall I saw him in the Green
Room and said I would like to study with you.™
And he repliad "1 don't teach.”” ""Oh", I said, "'
thought you would teach at one of the big colleges,
if a0, | would like to coma and study there after I
have finished my studies with Dimitri Fampas.”
And Bream said “Why don’t yvou go and study with
John Williams?"', Then I asked him if he was avar
going to give any masterclasses. To which he
replied that he did give occasional masterclasaes
but that he hears each player before hand, and if |
was Interested he would fix up an audition for me.
S0 tha British Council arranged things and I
played for him. [ asked him if he wantad me to play
this suite by Bach or the Mozart Variations by Sor
. . . | thomght it better if he chose because I couldn™t

make up my mind. And he chose the Bach, the
prelude and presto from the First Lute Suite, and
one or two other movemeants, And then he asked
for the Sor. I can remember it all as if it was
vesterday; all my fear and admiration for him, and
my playing. and what he said — everything. The
memory is so strong; it was like magic for me of
course. As to whal he said. it was maore
afterwards that things began to sink in. You know
sometimes there are things that yvon can't really
understand at the moment you are told them. It's
afterwards, even perhaps a while afterwards,
when you have matured enough to think about
them. He spoke sbout the Sor Theme, to think
about Mozart, to listen lo thal composar, to play i
like & Mozart thame and not like other influences 1
might have. Of course, in the Bach I was trying to
imitate him from his records, and of course, it
didn't really work.

*] romember Bream stressing that we must all
have a convinced idea of our ewn conception of
the work. You must pul your stamp on the piece.
Really it's like tha theatre — say in the ancient
Tragedies; you can see two or three of the hig
actresses, and each one plays it differantly. Yet
the images ara thare. But as [ said what he told me
took about three yvears to work through me."

“As the Russian proverb says ‘You learn to
swim in the winter and ski in the summer', How
important ie it for a player to breathe in the
ctlture of the music?"

“Vary important, | think. If you are Greek you
can never feel how it is to be under the weather in
England, for example. It might sound strange to
you but gince I've been living here I understand
much better the music of the English composers —
aven the lute music of Dowland. So when [ chose to
play English music it was obviously better for me
to come Lo England than go to Italy, | think living in
a country, ils cullura, climate, environment, all
tend to change your personality a little. If you are
an Englishman and want to play Spanish music
vou go to Spain, You discover things you can't even
dream about. And all this effects your
understanding and so the interpretation aof the
music, So yes, travel iz imporiant. But I love
teaching too. It is very important to me, just as
performing, because it sort of balances my
activitias wall, Also you can learn much from your
sludents, some of your solutions work well for
voursell too."

"“Ara there any aspects of performance that you
have to constantly work at?"" I asked Elefteria.

“When you eiart playing progress is obviously
much, much quicker. Then when vou arrive at o
certain level; at a highar standard, it is difficult to
progreas. Not in the technical way necessarily, but
to give better interpretations. To do better and
better | have to practise all aspects of my
performance — interpretational and technical.
Also improvement is very much tied to one’s own
devalopment as a person. and as thal changes so
does one's parformance.”

“Looking back on your career go far. and [ take
it thal at tha start you were full of optimiem, have
things turnad out to your expactations, or have
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any illusions been shatierad?"”

"Obviously it has changed. It doesn't only apply
o your career. When you're very young. you ara
much more idealistic and you think everylhing Is
wuondarful, it's like a fairy tale. And then there ara
moments when you just feal it would be better to
be a stone — without feelings. It's all part of
growing up. But you can'lt tell a very young
gultarist how things reslly are because he just
can't take it in; he can't understand, When you're
a kid you start the instrument and your teacher
says you have a certain talsnt and tells you 1o go
and practise aight hours a day — which you naver
do — and that you are going to be the besl woman
guitarisl in the whole world,”

“Do vou evar envy your male counlerparts as
far as your career is concerned?”

“Sometimes, yes — when I'm nol In my best
moods 1 can think God look at this chap with his
nica lady doing all his secretarial work, or his
washing, or his cooking, his cleaning — or
whataver. 1t's so easy for him lo concenlrate on
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his priorities, But really, | wouldn't like 1o have a
man around to do my chores. We women manage.
And being 8 woman guitarist can ba a positive
advaniaga in a man’s world, because there aren’t
go many of us around!"

Julisn Bream happened to pop in o see us at the
time we were transcribing the interview with
Elefteria and we plaved him her demonstration
cassette, We had played this ourselves a faw times
and enjoved it especially Elefteria’s performance
of Albéniz' Mallorco [one of her own favourites)
and the Greek pieces mentioned above, However,
we were critical of the opening of Torroba's Suile
Castellana, which seems 1o us & little turgid. |
opined this to Bream to which he replied “Oh, |
don't think so, it's a little laid back, but that's all
right. T think that's very pleasant playing and a
nice recording.” We felt honoured, iU's nol
pveryday we have Julian Bream as a reviawer,



