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Culture 17

Alphorn with a pop and jazz twist
The traditional alphorn attracts modern musicians from a wide spectrum.

Its soft, gliding tone and Alpine sound lend it special appeal.

STÉPHANE HERZOG

It's a strikingly simple instrument. "A

pipe with a conical horn that widens

out," as musician and artist Balthasar

Streiff succinctly describes it. Originally

from Glarus but now living in
Basel, he performs on an array ofwind

instruments, from the btichel - a

coiled horn - to the simple cow horn.

He has been touring for many years,

playing the alphorn as a member of
the Hornroh Modern Alp Quartet, a

group mixing jazz, traditional music

and contemporary music. He also

fuses the alphorn with electronic music

in his Alpin Project, with a DJ adding

drum and bass beats.

Yet Balthasar Streiff does not
entirely go along with the idea of the alp-

horn's 'Swissness'. "Ninety-nine per

Eliana Burki plays

heralphornin a

modern style - and

hates performing
in traditional

costume...
Photo: Eva Müller

cent ofpeople who play the alphorn
are not shepherds or farmers: they are

city-dwellers," he laughs, suggesting

perhaps that there is little substance

to the popular myth. He reinforces his

point with a reminder that most

compositions for the instrument date from

the second half of the 20th century.
"Two hundred years ago, the ancestor

ofthe alphorn was played throughout
the world. Farmers blew on a stem or

a horn to call in the livestock at the

end ofthe day. The alphorn thatwe see

today -and that the Japanese love and

play - was developed in the 19th

century, when nationalists promoted
folklore for political reasons."

"Smoke on the Water" played on

the alphorn

Be that as it may, the sound of the

alphorn "evokes images of the Alps",

according to Laurent Aubert, director

ofthe Ateliers d'ethnomusicologie

in Geneva. "When you hear it, you can

imagine that you are in the Riitli
Meadow, and all Swiss people, even

Genevans, associate it with the Alps."

A number of musicians play on this
emotional bond. Among them is

Eliana Burki, who can be found in the

archives ofSwiss broadcaster RTS

performing "Smoke on the Water" in
Grindelwald. The musician from Sol-

othurn has toured the world with her

alphorn, which is modified in the style

of a trumpet. She began playing the

alphorn at the age ofsix and said that
she hated performing in traditional
costume. She is now on the US record

label Surf Dog. She plays in a band

whose name reflects the attachment

to the myth: I Alpinisti. "The sound of
the alphorn is unique in the world,"
she says.

In Château-d'Oex, the musicians

who make up the band Sonalp, formed

in 1999, have also introduced the

alphorn into their repertoire, after

starting out playing a new genre,
Swiss world music. At the beginning,
the band included a didgeridoo among
its instruments. "It was a way for us to

bring Oceania into our music,"

explains violinist Guillaume Wahli.

Next came a customised alphorn, with

a series of nozzles added to make it
easier to play. The group is currently
recording its fourth CD, on which the

traditional alphorn will feature

strongly. The musician from Sonalp
also enthuses about the "strong identity

of the sound, which is associated

with Switzerland", while at the same

time admitting that it is difficult to

play the alphorn given the instrument's

natural limitations.

"The alphorn is a voice

without words"

In fact, it is the alphorn's boundaries

that make it such a powerful and

fascinating instrument, according to
Balthasar Streiff. "It's a simple instrument

that requires a lot of inventiveness.

It's unlike anything else we
know." Streiff, who has adopted Basel

as his home town, praises the alphorn
for its sonorous sound, while playing
down the - some would say, kitsch -
image ofthe instrument. "The alphorn
has a beautiful resonance in streets of

towns and cities. If you play it in the

forest, people are attracted - and even

animals come to listen. The alphorn is

a vehicle for many emotions and

works like a voice without words."

Hans Kennel, a jazz trumpetplayer

from central Switzerland, was the first

to use the alphorn in a modern repertoire.

At the time, it was revolutionary,
remembers the musicologist Laurent

Aubert, who in 2013 invited the two
musicians to play at an event
dedicated to the music of the Alps and to
the new directions it is taking.

STEPHANE HERZOG IS A JOURNALIST WITH THE

"SWISS REVIEW".
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