Fern Lindzon

Two Kites

With the release of her second album, Two Kites, Fern Lindzon is set to soar to the heights of the Canadian jazz scene. This artistic tour de force showcases the multi-faceted talents of an adventurous artist in vibrant fashion, confirming her reputation as a jazz pianist, vocalist, composer and arranger of rare skill.

Two Kites is the keenly-awaited follow-up to Fern’s acclaimed 2008 debut, Moments Like These. That CD was an album of duets, and she now flies high with a star-studded quartet. Her accompanists are the Juno-winning saxophonist Mike Murley, one of Canada’s most in-demand drummers, Nick Fraser, and bassist George Koller. George served as the producer for Two Kites.

Together, Fern and her musicians have come up with a record that is refreshingly eclectic yet sonically coherent. ”It does appeal stylistically to my sense of eclecticism,” she admits, “but there are major thematic threads that run throughout the CD. First, there is the notion of flight: the birds ‘keeping our hopes alive’ in Distance, the whimsical, flighty flirtation of Two Kites, the laughing winds and the swallow flying freely in Dona Dona, and the images of being carried off by the wind and the heart riding on wings of eagles in Yam Lid. Similarly, Yam Lid (Song of the Sea) uses the sea as a metaphor to represent abandoning oneself to the embrace of the ocean, while Grey Green is about being lost in the sea of someone’s eyes, and Basin Street Blues speaks of taking a boat to the land of dreams. We even did our photo shoot on a beach by Lake Ontario where I could dance, run with kites and feel the wind blowing crazily through my dress.”

The intense but productive sessions for Two Kites took place in the noted Toronto studio Canterbury Sound, with studio owner Jeremy Darby handling engineering and mixing duties. "We recorded all the bed tracks in two days and with many of the tunes we only did a couple of takes, often using the first one!” 
The material on Two Kites includes Fern's fresh takes on some familiar standards. Her version of Rodgers and Hart's My Romance is preceded by the charming vocalese of her own Moon In The Sky. She explains, "I had been singing My Romance for a while but thought that if I was going to record it, I could write a little scat verse to go with it."

Basin Street Blues is given a slow, sparse and hauntingly soulful makeover, one that has already earned the approval of one of Fern's favourite jazz musicians, the British singer and composer Norma Winstone. 
One of Winstone’s own compositions, Distance, leads off the CD; Fern’s version also has elicited a thumbs-up from the composer. "Our version emerged very spontaneously in the studio," she recalls. "George began to lay out a groove, Jeremy hit record and, voilà, one take!" 

The instrumental All Fall Down is an original tune illustrating Fern’s own compositional prowess, while If He's Ever Near is a cover of a Karla Bonoff song made popular by Linda Ronstadt.

Fern’s deep knowledge of and affinity for Yiddish music is also reflected on Two Kites. The classic Dona Dona receives a refreshingly modern twist in an 11/4 rhythm, while the purity of Fern’s vocal delivery on Yam Lid reveals her earlier classical training. That tune segues into Lustige Chasidm and the spirited klezmer workout of Balkan Bellabusta, two instrumental displays that showcase Fern's adventurously free approach to jazz and klezmer music. She proves equally capable of singing in Portuguese on Ate Quem Sabe. 

The title track to Two Kites is a delightfully offbeat composition by Brazilian legend Antonio Carlos Jobim, given a suitably flirtatious rendering by Fern. "The words are wacky — sample lyric, I see a flash of your thigh like a spy in the sky — and it's a huge amount of fun to play," she says.

Fern’s key collaborators on Two Kites are eloquent in singing her praises. Notes George Koller, "Fern is gifted with a delightful, inquisitive and persistent imagination, the fruits of which manifest as highly original impressionistic arrangements and compositions. She is so easy to play music with and her enthusiasm and wide frame of repertoire opens many opportunities for freer forms and formless shapes to manifest in live performance."

The New York pianist Fred Hersch gives Fern a high grade on the album, commenting that "the singing, playing and arrangements are first rate. A very nice project all around.” The TD Toronto Downtown Jazz Festival has also recognized the strong artistic merit of Two Kites, lending its promotional support, through a juried TDJ Special Project initiative, to the CD’s launch at Lula Lounge in April.

Two Kites can be viewed as the satisfying culmination of Fern's musical journey to date. The daughter of noted Toronto artist Rose Lindzon, she made music her passion at an early age, although jazz was not initially on her radar. "I started off in classical music, singing and playing piano," she recalls. "I never imagined that I'd be playing jazz and improvising." Fern studied music history at the University of Toronto, explaining, "I thought that might lead to something practical like researching or teaching. My interests were 20th-century classical music and in ethnomusicology, and they both meet in jazz in bizarre little ways."

Fern’s introduction to jazz came in her third year at the University of Toronto. She accidentally stumbled into a Toronto jazz club for what would prove to be a life-changing experience. “Lorne Lofsky, Ted Moses and Kathryn Moses were playing,” Fern recalls, “and I thought, ‘This is what jazz is? This is what I want to be doing!’ My brother used to like Benny Goodman, but I didn’t relate to that music. I really had no idea what jazz was about until that night.”

Thus hooked, Fern started delving deeper, taking particular inspiration from the work of artists like Bill Evans and Ella Fitzgerald. “The first two notes of Evans’ Sunday at the Village Vanguard just killed me. They still do. The first Ella Fitzgerald recording I ever heard was Take Love Easy, with Joe Pass. I loved the intimate, introspective, and exploratory side of Ella.”

After graduation and a year of travel, Fern decided the time was right to plunge into her new musical passion. "I thought if I'm going to play jazz, I don't want to do it as a classical musician. I want to deeply understand ‘swing.’ After returning home, I studied with Frank Falco for a couple of years and attended workshops and regular sessions with other musicians."

Fern subsequently studied with several other noted teachers in Toronto, including voice with Elaine Overholt, piano with Don Thompson and, more recently, Marilyn Lerner. "Don was a huge influence," Fern says. "I was with him for perhaps three years, and often a two-hour lesson expanded to four as we'd just keep playing. I cherish those times. Don was extremely intuitive. 

Fern has also taken master classes with Barry Harris and Fred Hersch.

The confidence borne of successful appearances in Toronto jazz clubs led Fern to plan her debut jazz recording. Never one to back away from an artistic challenge, she decided on an album of duets, and the happy result was the compelling 2008 release, Moments Like These. With an A-list supporting cast of guitarist Reg Schwager, bassist George Koller, and Don Thompson on vibes, Fern's fluent piano work and clear and supple vocals hold the listener's attention throughout this dynamic and diverse record. 

The release of Moments Like These was met with highly favourable media coverage across Canada It received extensive radio play on the CBC, as well as on jazz and college stations, and remained in the Top 10 of HMV’s jazz chart for several months.

In 2010, Fern made her debut as a film composer in spectacular fashion when she was approached by the Toronto International Film Festival to write a score for Buster Keaton's silent film classic, Sherlock Jr., leading to four performances in September with a klezmer/jazz sextet at the festival's newly christened Bell Lightbox.  Response was unanimously positive.  “My mandate was to come up with original music that was klezmer-influenced, with some free jazz in there as well,” Fern explains. “I discovered that I really love writing music for film, and I already have my eye on another couple of Buster Keaton films."

Much as she loves all her different musical roles, Fern stresses that "performance takes precedence. There is nothing like the immediacy of actually playing music live." In recent years, she has appeared with her jazz ensemble leading Toronto jazz venues. She has also performed with distinction at the Toronto, Markham, Distillery, Barrie and Burlington jazz festivals, and has led trios at the Cellar in Vancouver and Hermann's Jazz Club in Victoria. She will be appearing at Ottawa’s Café Paradiso in May.

Fern’s deep involvement in the Toronto music community also includes her work at Havergal College, where she directs the jazz choir and teaches piano, and in her place on the advisory board of the Jazz Performance and Education Centre. ”My life is about constantly being in a state of wonder about what I'm doing," says Fern. "I definitely feel the best is yet to come." Following her future career promises to be a richly rewarding pursuit.
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