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Flying solo
Chris Donnelly could work with any top Canadian jazz band, but
prefers to go his own way
Doug Fischer
The Ottawa Citizen
Wednesday, November 12, 2008

For a 25-year-old, Toronto pianist Chris
Donnelly has already played alongside
some pretty impressive jazz musicians.
And he has more than held his own,
based on the praise coming from the likes
of Lina Allemano, Kirk MacDonald and
Rich Perry, who use words like "fantastic,
beautiful, distinctive" to describe his
playing.
With those kinds of reviews, Donnelly
could probably get steady work in the
bands of any number of top Canadian
players.

CREDIT:

But he prefers to go his own way, and to
do it alone.

Pianist Chris Donnelly will feature tunes
from his new album, Solo, at Cafe
Paradiso on Friday.

"There something very satisfying about crafting a performance when you're the
only one on the stage," he says. "It just seems to be the best vehicle for me
to get out what I want to get out."
For Donnelly, that means stripping a composition down to its bare essentials to
learn "what makes that song a song" and then re-creating it by playing it again
and again until it evolves into something fresh and personal.
There's plenty of that on his dazzling debut album -- called Solo, naturally -- a
collection of surprisingly mature original compositions mixed with brash takes
on tunes from jazz giants Bill Evans, Charlie Parker and Bud Powell.
The young pianist will feature tunes from the album when he makes his Ottawa
solo debut on Friday at Café Paradiso.
The disc not only shows Donnelly's considerable skills on the keyboard, it also
reveals an array of influences from both the jazz piano and classical worlds.
And it displays his penchant for careful preparation.
"When I sit down to play the first note of my first tune I know what that note
http://www.canada.com/components/print.aspx?id=94899c70-4c44-4d17-940f-89162bac95c8&sponsor=
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is going to be well in advance," he says.
"That's not saying I don't improvise, but before I do that I have to work
everything out."
Sometimes Donnelly prepares a tune to the last note and the improvisation
might come in the tempo or in the way he approaches the structure. In most
cases, though, he leaves spaces for improvisation in and around the parts he
has written out.
"Everyone has their own balance between what is prepared and what is
improvised," he says. "There's no question I will change that balance over
time, but at this point I need a lot of preparation."
That's not to imply his music lacks a sense of adventure. Far from it.
Donnelly's interpretation of the Charlie Parker classic Donna Lee is done as a
series of variations that allow the pianist to attack the piece from several
angles -- playfully, aggressively, buoyantly -- and show the saxophonist's
composing prowess in a new light.
Donnelly says that while most of the tune was carefully prepared and written
down, the sections he left for improvisation "work so well only because I had
an overall vision for the piece."
Similarly, his version of the Bill Evans ballad Very Early, which he begins
delicately and unexpectedly pushes to a quicker tempo, was purposefully
plotted.
"I know how I will begin and I know how I will end, but in between I have left
room for chance," he says. "Although there's a structure, the tune is never the
same twice."
Donnelly says he was delighted to discover when listening to bonus tracks on a
reissue of Evans's ground-breaking 1968 solo album, Alone, that the legendary
pianist took a similar approach to his playing.
"He had a clear vision of what he wanted from a tune," he says. "He wasn't
just sitting down and making this stuff up as he went along. That was a real
eye-opener for me."
The concept, of course, is not unique to Evans. Donnelly lists other players
known for their disciplined preparations -- Egberto Gismonti, Fred Hersch, Brad
Mehldau, Keith Jarrett and Russian composer-arranger Nikolai Kasputin -- as
influences.
Like many jazz pianists, Donnelly has received classical training. But unlike
some others, his formal training was done alongside a parallel stream that
encouraged improvisation.
At three, his parents enrolled him Humber College's Community Music School,
where he began by clapping, dancing, singing, playing the xylophone and
eventually the piano. Recognizing the youngster's talents, Donnelly's teacher
recommended he also get formal training at the Royal Conservatory.
"I had these two things going on," he says, "but I definitely leaned more
http://www.canada.com/components/print.aspx?id=94899c70-4c44-4d17-940f-89162bac95c8&sponsor=
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toward improvising. By the time I got to high school, my priority was
practising tunes and improvising over them."
At 16, in his second-last year of high school, he realized that he didn't need to
complete his final year to study music at University of Toronto. He took a few
summer courses and was accepted a year early at U of T, where his reputation
quickly flourished.
When he graduated with his master of music in jazz performance two years
ago, he won the award for the student with the greatest potential to make an
important contribution to music. In 2007, he finished second in the Great
American Jazz Piano Competition in Florida and was selected a finalist in the
Nottingham National Jazz Piano Competition in Britain earlier this year.
At 25, he's already teaching part-time on the U of T's music faculty. But his
priority remains composing and performing. On his own.
He's not ruling out leading a band some day, but for now he has a list of
projects -- writing music for a concept album inspired by the drawings of M.C.
Escher, for instance -- that will keep him busy for a few years.
"What I'm doing with my career is kind of what I do with tunes -- strip them
down to fundamentals," he says.
"One man and one piano is the way I learn about me as a performer and
composer. Maybe one day I'll bring in a trumpeter or a guitarist and start in
working in that direction."
Chris Donnelly performs Friday at 9:30 p.m. at Café Paradiso, 199 Bank St.
613-565-0657. No cover charge.
© The Ottawa Citizen 2008

Copyright © 2008 CanWest Interactive, a division of CanWest MediaWorks Publications, Inc.. All rights reserved.

CanWest Interactive, a division of CanWest MediaWorks Publications, Inc. . All rights reserved.

http://www.canada.com/components/print.aspx?id=94899c70-4c44-4d17-940f-89162bac95c8&sponsor=

Page 3 of 3

TheStar.com - entertainment - Up-and-coming pianist a lone arranger

27/05/09 3:32 PM

Up-and-coming pianist a lone arranger
Chris Donnelly raises
eyebrows for daring to go
solo on his first CD
release
May 14, 2009
ASHANTE INFANTRY
POP & JAZZ CRITIC

With his debut album Solo
having garnered a Juno
nomination this year,
pianist Chris Donnelly
would seem to have
proven himself for the
moment.
SUPPLIED PHOTO

“I’ve been debating whether to play an original,” says Chris Donnelly, out to prove
But the Toronto native
he’s the real deal at tonight’s National Jazz Awards.
may use his performance
at tonight's eighth annual
National Jazz Awards, where he is nominated for both keyboardist and jazz
recording, to silence skeptics.

"I've been debating whether to play an original, or `Donna Lee (Variations),'"
said Donnelly of the timeless Charlie Parker tune he adapted on Solo.
"I've had comments from a few people – in good humour – who aren't convinced
that I can actually play it. They thought there was some Pro Tools or
overdubbing involved. Part of me wants to just put it down and say, `Okay, this
is what it is.'"
Even the University of Toronto grad's decision to be unaccompanied on his first
recording raised a few eyebrows.
"People think a logical choice would be to start with a trio, or quartet, or some
kind of band," said the 25-year-old musician, who actually had to retool some of
his originals to fit the album's solo context.
"I just did what I was comfortable with and what spoke to me. Solo piano is
http://www.thestar.com/printArticle/633912
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where I connect with the piano most and I seem to have a much stronger
connection with listeners as well in that way."
Donnelly, who began playing as a toddler, balanced his interests in jazz and
classical repertoire in programs at Humber College Community Music School and
the Royal Conservatory of Music, respectively. Accordingly, his list of influences
is diverse, including pianists/composers Fred Hersch, J.S. Bach, Egberto Gismonti
and Glenn Gould, as well as trumpeter Miles Davis and saxists John Coltrane and
Charlie Parker.
"I don't sit down and say, `Okay, I'm going to combine jazz and classical,'" he
said.
"I will listen to the music that I like – it doesn't matter if there's improvising or
not, whether it's classical or jazz or whatever tradition – I'm going to study it
and naturally it's going to come out in my playing in some form or another."
That flexibility comes in handy, given that his wife, Natalie Donnelly, is an opera
singer whom he often accompanies.
"I'm her first call (pianist). I know some spouses don't like working together, but
I love working with Natalie. She definitely brings a completely different
perspective on learning music and listening to music.
"When I listen to music, I'm naturally drawn to the grooves, the rhythms or the
chords, and maybe the melody. She's naturally drawn to lyrics. An entire song
will go by and I won't know what the song is about. She'll know the story and all
the inside metaphors and references. Through her, I've come to appreciate what
goes on an opera stage."
The couple met at U of T's Faculty of Music and married in 2007. Their
recreational playlist includes pop stars such as Dave Matthews, Stevie Wonder,
Rihanna and Britney Spears – "for fun," Donnelly said.
"As well, every now and then Natalie will say, `Let's listen to La Bohème' and
I'm very happy doing that."
Is she as eager to listen to Coltrane?
"No," Donnelly revealed with a laugh. "Maybe early Coltrane she would dig, but
once you get into the Transition (1965) and Interstellar Space (1967) stuff, then
it's starting to push her tastes."
Just the facts
WHAT: National Jazz Awards with performances by Real Divas, Chris Donnelly,
Mario Allard Quintet, Christine & Ingrid Jensen with Joel Miller, National Jazz
Orchestra, Yamaha All-Stars, and a multimedia slideshow "Hamilton/New York:
Portraits of Sound" featuring photographs by Jimmy Katz.

WHERE: The Fleck Theatre, Harbourfront Centre
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WHEN: Tonight, 8 p.m.
TICKETS: $57 at 416-973-4000
or harbourfrontcentre.com
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MUSIC IS LIFELINE
BY ANJUM NAYYAR

JOHNNY GUATTO

Juno nominee Chris Donnelly teaches at U of T’s Faculty
of Music. Watch him on video at
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qVfKneuzNU4

•
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Newcolcollaborativecourse
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and scienceofholography
CAZ ZYVATKAUSKAS

Juno nominee Chris
Donnelly’s musical roots
run deep at the University of
Toronto.
Donnelly is a renowned jazz
musician whose success is very
much tied to the university. He
studied music here and now
teaches other music students
here as well. His first album,
recorded at U of T, was
nominated for a Juno Award
earlier this year.
“My relationship with
U of T has always been positive
because I could always do and
pursue whatever I wanted
here,” said Donnelly, who is
now on the faculty in the jazz
performance division at the
Faculty of Music “There were
always people that I could talk
to here to nurture me.”
“I was always studying music
even before U of T,” he noted.
In fact Donnelly says he’s had
music on the brain since he
was in high school, when he
was concurrently enrolled in
a special music program at
Humber College.
“If tomorrow I
woke up and
I couldn’t do
music, I’d be
pretty lost.”
Today Donnelly
has found his way
in the world through music
success. He
is a Toronto-based pianist,
composer and improviser
known for his musicality
and versatility. He did his
undergraduate work in jazz
performance, allowing him
the opportunity to perform in
master classes alongside top
international musicians such
as Kurt Elling, Lee Konitz and
Rich Perry.
After completing his master’s
degree at U of T’s Faculty of
Music in 2007, he recorded his
first album in Walter Hall. He
has performed with numerous
Canadian artists including
Brad Turner, Heather Bambrick
and Andrew Downing and has
been on stage in concert halls
throughout Toronto, such as
Roy Thomson Hall, CBC’s
Glenn Gould Studio and the
new Four Seasons Centre for
the Performing Arts. Donnelly
said he enjoys playing a solo
piano repertoire consisting of
originals, jazz standards and
other compositions with cross-

genre qualities.
In 2008, Donnelly released
his Juno-nominated debut
album, Solo, with Alma
Records, featuring a blend
of original material and
arrangements of jazz standards.
“I was in the company of
such great Canadian talent, it’s
such an honour to have been
nominated,” he said at the
time.
Professor Russell
Hartenberger, dean of
the Faculty of Music, isn’t
surprised by Donnelly’s
success.
“Chris in particular has such
a positive attitude towards life
and music-making that he’s
the kind of guy you want to
make music with and have in
any group and so I knew right
off the bat that he was really
an exceptional case,”
Hartenberger said.
Not only is Donnelly an
excellent musician, he’s a good
teacher who believes there are
key qualities that are important
when teaching other students.
“I try to be as honest and
non-judgmental as
possible,” Donnelly
said. “Students
know you’re being
genuine and they
genuinely
appreciate that.”
Tyson Kerr, one
of Donnelly’s students couldn’t
agree more.
“He’s very positive and
knows what you need to work
on, and so taking that active
role in addressing the
individual needs of a student
for me is a really strong
motivator,” said Kerr.
Donnelly said he hopes
students will continue to be
inspired through his teaching,
learning not only about music
but about tools for furthering
their own learning.
“You don’t give students all
the answers, you show them a
little crack in the door and
sometimes you don’t even
show them how to open the
door because if they are given
all the information they’re not
going to be able to create a
program for learning for
themselves,” Donnelly said.
“I would say that the most
important thing I could relay
to my three students is that
when they leave U of T, I
want them to be able to teach
themselves.”

TEACHING NEWS

Professor Emanuel Istrate is illuminated with the light from holographic lasers; below, his
image is reflected in a mirror used to generate holograms in the laboratory.
BY TAMMY THORNE
High-powered lasers, intricately mounted mirrors and a
table that floats… It could be
the set up for a magic show
but it’s actually a description
of the holography lab nestled
within the 4,000 square feet of
laboratory space at U of T’s
Institute for Optical Sciences,
housed at the McLennan
Physical Laboratories.
Thanks to a unique partnership between the institute and
the Ontario College of Art and
Design, 15
OCAD students and 15
U of T students
from all disciplines —
including science, philosophy, semiotics
and architecture — learned
how to create holograms this
spring. These students are the
first in Canada to literally learn
the art of holography in a scientific setting, a course called
Holography for 3-D
Visualization taught by
Professor Emanuel Istrate.
The course was first offered in
the spring of 2007 and became
a collaboration with OCAD
this year.
Essentially, holography is
a technique that allows light
scattered from an object to be
recorded and later reconstructed
to appear as if the object is in
the same position as when
it was recorded.
The image changes as the
position of the viewer changes
making the hologram appear

three dimensional. Holography
is used for security purposes
(such as the holographic stripe
on Canadian paper money), in
3-D medical imaging, by archeologists who don’t want to
erode precious artifacts and as a
precise measurement tool for
engineers. Istrate said the most
important future use of holography may be in data storage.
“When they record the hologram, it’s like taking a photograph. Really what this plate
with the photographic film
does is act like a window with

TEACHING
HOLOGRAPHY USING
ART AS THE MEDIUM
MAKES IT MORE
ACCESSIBLE AND
EASIER TO TEACH.
IT HELPS STUDENTS
REALIZE THAT
SCIENCE IS NOT
THREATENING.
PROFESSOR
EMANUEL ISTRATE

memory,” said Istrate, who
teaches and co-ordinates the
program. Besides the special
holographic film, it is the
physics of interference and
diffraction that is behind
the magic of holograms.
Interference is when two
wave forms interact.
Diffraction is when a wave
encounters an object and
bends around the object into
the shadow region behind it.
“The physics of interference
and diffraction works beautifully
to create holographic images
but these
phenomena
are used in
many other
places as well.
Our cellphones must
take interference into
account
since radio
waves and optic waves use the
same principles. Diffraction
can be used by two people with
radios who are living on either
side of a mountain — we can
deflect those waves and
send them to the other side of
the mountain,” explained
Istrate, who did his PhD in
electrical engineering at U of T.
Teaching holography using
art as the medium makes it
more accessible, Istrate said,
and easier to teach. It helps
students realize that “science
is not threatening.”
The course was a hit with
artists and scientists alike.
Istrate said it is the first time
he’s seen undergraduates ask
to do more work after the
course was over.
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Toronto native Chris Donnelly chose jazz
over classical piano because he disliked the
loneliness of the classical pianist. So it’s
pretty appropriate that, on Friday, he will be
joining eight other pianists in Piano Ecstasy,
a genre-crossing concert being presented by
Soundstreams at Koerner Hall.
Having nine pianists on the same bill is
unusual enough. Having as many as six of
them playing at the same time in a
traditional concert setting is even crazier.
But that’s exactly what’s happening Friday,
as Donnelly joins a Toronto who’s who of
the keyboard — Jamie Parker, Serouj
Kradjian, Tania Gill, Christina Petrowska
Quilico, Gregory Oh, Russell Hartenberger,
Simon Docking and Glenn Buhr — in a
programme of five 20th century works and
the premiere of a new commission.
Awe-inspiring works for 12 hands begin and
end the programme: John Cage is
represented by a late-life homage to the Fab
Four and the artists will be desperately
fighting their senses in Steve Reich’s
slightly-out-of-phase Six Pianos.
Parker and Quilico tackle Dmitri
Shostakovich’s Concertino for Two Pianos
(from 1954), Docking and Oh will splatter
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the hall with the magically ordered
randomness of Colin McPhee’s Balinese
Ceremonial Music, and Docking and
Kradjian will test their technical mettle in
Witold Lutoslawski’s Variations on a
Theme by Paganini.

Cries

Donnelly steps onto the stage alongside Gill
and the composer for Buhr’s 2 Pieces for 3
Pianos.

Mussel

“It should be an interesting concert.
Hopefully everyone likes piano,” laughs
Donnelly, whose boyish charm and keen
musical insights have been seeping back
into the classical realm ever since
establishing a professional relationship with
Toronto clarinettist Kornel Wolack.

Tempered Blog

The two have been presenting concerts
across the country, and are just about to
release their first duo album.
I first encountered Donnelly when he was
an undergraduate at University of Toronto,
very much focused on jazz piano, but
equally at home with classical repertoire.
His deeply committed artistry continues to
earn the respect of anyone within earshot.
And he’s a down-to-earth guy with a ready
smile.
I ask him about the way he straddles both
jazz and art music.
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“It goes back to my training,” he replies.
He grew up in Etobicoke, not too far from
Humber College and its excellent jazz
programme. Donnelly’s parents took him to
the Humber Community Music School to
study with one of the senior school’s
graduates, Catherine Mitro. She taught a
mix of methods, including Orff and Kodaly,
to build a foundation for jazz and
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improvisational playing.
“At the time I was 7 or 8 she suggested I also
go study at the [Royal] Conservatory, so I
was making my way downtown once a week
to study with James Anagnoson my first
year,” Donnelly recalls.
But between the anything-goes attitude of
his other piano lessons and the freeform
influences of attending a Montessori school,
Donnelly admits he was ill equipped for the
rigours of traditional piano lessons.
“I’m sure I was a misbehaving student, so
[Anagnoson] passed me on to Lynda
Metelsky,” Donnelly laughs.
“My Mom tells the story how, one time in
the Conservatory building, back when they
had big windows outside the piano studios, I
was playing and my Mom looked in at one
point and saw James rubbing his eyes with
one hand. I was on the floor, under the
piano because I saw an airplane pass by and
was pretending to shoot it down.”
But the real reason Donnelly was more
attracted to jazz than classical was a group
approach to learning and musicmaking.
In his classical studies, it was always a oneon-one situation with the teacher, whereas
in the jazz classes, he would be part of a
group or an ensemble.
“We were interacting, improvising, playing,
dancing with other kids,” he smiles. “I didn’t
enjoy my classical lessons, and I think it’s
because I was never playing with other kids
– ever. I was practicing alone, I was in the
studio alone, performing alone. Always by
myself.”
Ironically, Donnelly started building his

career and discography with two solo
albums for Alma Records, but over the past
couple of years he has brought other people
back into his everyday musicmaking: the
Myriad3 jazz trio, with bassist Dan Fortin
and Ernesto Cervini; and the Wolack /
Donnelly Duo.
The trio came about through a
serendipitous series of gig substitutions.
The duo came out of a tour application.
Wolack and Donnelly had worked together,
but had never considered a formal
arrangement until they had both separately
applied for Début Atlantic tours. The
presenter responded that they would have a
hard time booking them separately, but
might be able to book them a tour as a duo.
“We talked, we hung out and we had
lunches, and we would riff,” recalls
Donnelly. “We had to be careful, because
he’s not my accompanist, and I’m not his
accompanist. He’s a soloist and I’m a
soloist.”
“We’ll challenge each other with the
programme as well as the music. There are
fundamental differences in our music, as
well as fundamental similarities,” the
pianist explains. “It all comes back to
performance. We’re both really dedicated to
performing music; everything is about the
music.”
The way both of them are equals comes
through on Common Ground, their new CD
to be released next week on Alma Records.
It is a crazy quilt of an album that ranges
from the Flight of the Bumblebee and Tico
Tico to a very nice transcription of George
Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue and the
Clarinet Sonata by Johannes Brahms.

Unifying it is the care and expressiveness of
these two great young artists.
It’s great playlist-mixing fodder that tosses
genres and categories out the window — a
lot like the Soundstreams concert.
For all the details on Friday’s concert,
including full programme notes, click here.
+++
Unlike other musicians, a pianist is at the
mercy of each venue’s instrument. This
drives some artists crazy. Others, like
Donnelly, who has been to more than one
small Canadian town, learn to take it in
stride.
“I like to free up my mental capital and say I
will make music on whatever piano I have in
front of me,” says Donnelly.
Then there are the real surprises.
He tells of one jazz gig, where he arrived at
the club to discover that the owner had sold
the piano. He scrambled to get the closest
Yamaha dealer to deliver a piano by sunset
— at his own expense.
“And when I got home, the club owner’s
cheque bounced, and then the club went
bankrupt,” shrugs the pianist.
There’s one Toronto club with an upright so
battered as to barely qualify as a piano.
“I can say this is absolutely unplayable, but
the truth is, it’s only unplayable for the type
of music I’m looking to play on it,” Donnelly
explains. “It’s my bias and my repertoire
that makes me say this piano is unplayable.
If I were to play Brahms it would be awful,
but I played Scott Joplin, it might actually

be really cool and totally appropriate.”
Think of this as the musician’s equivalent of
the half-full versus half-empty glass.
John Terauds

Tagged with: 2013 • April 26 • Chris Donnelly • classical •
Concert • jazz • Piano Ecstasy • Soundstreams
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