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The Slovenian pianist Kaja Draksler has 
forged a dynamic career by keeping her 
ears open, absorbing sounds and ideas 
from whatever environment she finds her-
self in and letting them take root in her 
imagination. That practice has, in part, al-
lowed her stunning music to reveal an im-
pressive range and openness.

Since she released her remarkably orig-
inal solo album The Lives Of Many Others 
(Clean Feed) in 2013, Draksler has estab-
lished herself as one of the most impressive 
musicians in Amsterdam, where she settled 
after finishing her studies. 

With the release of Gledalec (Clean 
Feed), a dazzling new double CD of art song 
and improvisation made with a generation- 
and discipline-spanning octet, there’s no 
doubt that this 30-year-old is a rising star. 
Indeed, she’s one of the boldest young art-
ists in contemporary music.

“I’ve never really searched consciously 
for music I liked,” Draksler said. Instead she 
checked out what friends and colleagues 
were into, which led her to translate early 
piano lessons into a deep interest in jazz. 
Studies with the reedist Michael Moore at 
the Prince Claus Conservatory in Gronin-
gen opened up her thinking about jazz, but 
it was the environment and ideas she en-
countered while earning a graduate degree 
at the Conservatory of Amsterdam that re-
ally changed her thinking. 

“I was immediately embraced by the 
improv community,” she recalled. “People 
wanted to play regardless of the fact that 
I was a complete beginner in that musical 
area, with very different aesthetics. Their 
music seemed odd to me at first, but I was 
intrigued by it, and I really liked the energy, 
the people and the fact that all generations 
worked together.”

Despite her jazz training, there’s no 
missing the way that free-improv and con-
temporary classical traditions have seeped 
organically into her work, both in her solo 
practice and in a growing number of impro-
visational duo projects—including Feecho, 
with Dutch drummer Onno Govaert; a proj-
ect with the superb Portuguese trumpeter 
Susana Santos Silva; and a new duo with 
French pianist Eve Risser called To Pianos, 
which drops its debut record in the fall. 

Still, no single project reflects her am-
bition and range like the octet, for which 
free improvisations are scattered among 
original compositions that function as set-
tings for poetry by the Chilean genius Pab-
lo Neruda, as well as Andriana Minou and 
Gregor Strnisa. The group brings together 
a multigenerational, international cast 
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with Govaert, the bracing reedist (and ICP 
member) Ab Baars, Argentine reedist Ada 
Rave, Icelandic singer Björk Níelsdóttir and 
Latvian singer Laura Polence, along with  
violist/violinist George Dumitriu (Romania) 
and bassist Lennart Heyndels (Belgium). 

“I have had an interest in combining 
improvisation and composition for a long 
time,” Draksler said. “I am interested in cre-
ating a situation where all the members in 
the group have an influence on the course 
of a piece, where we all share the respon-
sibility for the shape of the piece. But at 
the same time, I want each composition to 
have a ‘face,’ a specific energy, and I think 
that the texts really help that. 

“I love poetry, but I love the human 
voice even more. Voice for me is something 
that brings an instant connection to the 
music. It’s something we can all feel close 
to, and it brings intimacy. The texts give 
another dimension to the music, a context, 
an imaginary world to navigate through.” 

Níelsdóttir and Polence work beauti-
fully together, harmonizing, singing uni-
son shapes and mixing melody with spo-
ken-word delivery. “I wanted to have a mix 
of people who are good with blending in, 
but also a good mix of personalities, age 
and gender. I find that important for the 
growth of the group.”

Draksler has other exciting projects 
at work, including two combos that were 
born in October 2016 at the October Meet-
ing project organized by the Bimhuis. The 
first is a dynamic trio with the Berlin-based 
rhythm section of drummer Christian 
Lillinger and Swedish bassist Petter Eldh, 
and the second is a wind quartet with Silva, 
Rave and Trondheim-based Danish reedist 
Mette Rasmussen.  DB
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