
10 The Brass Herald August 2011

MNOZIL BRASS interviewed by Jens 
Lindemann

Mnozil Brass.

It is my fervent belief that Mnozil 
Brass is the greatest brass 
ensemble in the world today. The 

first time I saw them live, it filled 
me with an optimism regarding the 
future of brass playing that I had 
never sensed before. In the words of 
the legendary Doc Severinsen, who 
has literally seen and done everything 
there possibly is to do in our industry: 
“Who ARE these guys? I have never 
experienced anything like this in my 
life.” Their unique blend of sheer 
virtuosity, humour, staging and overall 
musical diversity has set them apart 
from everyone else to the point where 
they have literally created their own 
indescribable genre. It is a show filled 
with originality and joy that could 
only displease the most cynical of 
human beings. Well, guess what? They 
are for real! Some statements are 
worth standing by regardless of how 
biased they may seem. Mnozil Brass 
is quite simply the most amazing 
thing to ever happen in the history of 
chamber music!

Jens Lindemann
Melk, Austria, 2011

Mnozil Brass
Thomas Gansch, trumpet
Robert Rother, trumpet
Roman Rindberger, trumpet
Leonhard Paul, trombone
Gerhard Füssl, trombone
Zoltan Kiss, trombone
Wilfried Brandstötter, tuba

Jens Lindemann Tell me about the 
beginning of Mnozil Brass. What was your 
motivation for creating the most interesting 
brass show in the world today?

Thomas Gansch Every second 
Thursday of the month, there was 
the “musikanntenstammtisch”, a 
get together of musicians at the 
Mnozil pub, which was located on 
the other side of the street from the 
Viennese Music Academy, where I 
had studied the trumpet since 1991. 
Going there to jam on the “great 
Austrian/Bohemian brassbook”, as 
I would call our kind of standards, 
was soon an anchor in my schedule. 
A more or less fixed group (including 
Wolfgang Sohm, Gerhard Füssl, 
Sebastian Fuchsberger, Wilfried 
Brandstötter and me) was formed at 
these occasions in the fall of 1992 
and the first “official” gig happened 
on January 23, 1993. Just before the 
show started, the announcer asked us 
about our name, so the spontaneous 
answer was “Mnozil Brass”, because 
this pub was really the group’s 
birthplace. Nobody thought of 
anything else in those days. The main 
goal was to have fun and entertain 

people and that is, by the way, what we 
are still trying to do.

Wilfried Brandstötter It’s true that when 
we started we didn’t think about things 
like developing a show. We just played at 
the pub and wanted to have as much fun 
as we could and, of course, have as many 
drinks as they would buy us. As we didn’t 
plan to form a group and just played for 
fun, we had a lot of time to develop our 
own style.

Leonhard Paul I think the group created 
itself and the shows developed naturally 
by just playing and doing it. That sounds 
simple, but it’s the truth. From show to 
show we also wanted to keep a form 
of tension amongst the audience with 
the help of acting, dancing, singing and 
joking.

Gerhard Füssl The very first 
performances of Mnozil Brass in the early 
nineties were completely different to 
our shows nowadays - as different as the 
social and geographical distance between 
Eugendorf, Austria and Los Angeles. We 
didn’t perform concerts at all, but played 
for weddings, bio-agricultural events, 
funerals, birthday parties and so on. 
Actually, it was a very good opportunity 
to finance our student lives! On the 
other hand, ever since the beginning of 
Mnozil Brass, one fact never changed: 
the root of our music has always been a 
conglomeration of Austrian Folk Music, 
Bohemian Brass Music, jazz standards, 
as well as popular songs of the ‘ordinary 
people’, tunes we call “Schnulzen” - 
schmaltzy songs. Anyway, we just played 
numbers that were fun to perform, never 

accepting 
any advice 
or influences 
from outside. 
Although nowadays our music may be 
different, and it is indeed completely 
different to the music of the beginning, 
we try to establish no borders for any 
music: either it fits or it doesn’t. In 
fact, from the start, we didn’t think 
about performing shows the way we do 
now. The concerts we perform now are 
simply the result of many, many years of 
development: one step always causing 
another.

JL What are your influences? Which artists 
do you most admire?

TG For the group as we started it, I would 
say: the Czech Army Central Band (in 
my opinion the “Basie band of marching 
music”), Pro Brass, Canadian Brass and 
Lester Bowie’s Brass Fantasy. Over the 
years, we added a lot more. To name a 
few important performers I’d say: Spike 
Jones & the City Slickers, Stan Laurel & 
Oliver Hardy, Victor Borge and Danny 
Kaye. A list of composers would be too 
long, because we always loved to try 
everything out. Let’s just say: from Abba 
to Zappa.

WB Some of us started in a symphony 
orchestra, some have more of a jazzy 
background, some performed as 
musicians in theatres, some played 
contemporary music and almost all of us 
subbed in the Vienna State Opera. We 
admire any kind of good music and good 
entertainment.

GF All of us are influenced by Austrian 
Folk Music and the European kind 
of Harmonie Band including brass 
and reeds…the so called Austrian 
“Blasmusik”. Of course, everybody in 
the band also has their own personal 
favourites. In my case, I’m very close 
to the music of Eastern Europe, 
including all the folk music from the 
Balkan countries, music of the East-
European Jews such as Klezmer. On 
the other hand, although I live near 
Salzburg, I also feel influenced by 
the Russian music of Shostakovitch, 
Stravinsky and Schedrin as well as 
others.

JL When staging your shows, do 
you work with choreographers and 
movement directors?

WB Yes, for almost every new show 
we either work with a choreographer 
or a director or both. For the 
Salzburg Festival we even hired a 
vocal coach. Of course, we have a lot 
of our own ideas, but an objective 
eye from the outside is very helpful 
when deciding between good and 
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Thomas Gansch.

Gerhard Füssl.

bad concepts and how to eventually stage 
them.

TG It depends on what kind of show we 
are doing. A simple show like “Crème de 
la Crème”, we put together on our own, 
no help needed.

LP After some years working with 
directors and choreographers, we got a 
good feeling for it. Sometimes that makes 
it difficult for the director, because their 
idea must also be the best in our opinion. 
If not, the group starts to behave like 
young children who are getting no ice 
cream.

JL Your recent CD of Austrian folk tunes 
has an indescribable ‘groove’. Where do 
these rhythmic elements come from?

WB We all played in various Harmonie 
Bands before we started our studies in 
Vienna. You can’t explain that kind of 
style, you just feel it or not based on 
experience. However, that’s the same with 
classical music and jazz. Take Johann 
Strauss for example. If you play like it’s 
written, it doesn’t sound as good as we 
all know it. If you play it with the early 
two and the late three in a 3/4 bar, it 
just feels right. This is based on a true 
understanding not only of what a waltz 
sounds like, but also what it looks like on 
the dance floor.

TG Well, that’s our thing. The polkas, 
marches and waltzes are in our blood. We 
all grew up playing these typical Austrian 
standard grooves in marching bands for 
years. We can play a lot of music from 
different parts of the world well, but 
nothing grooves like our own stuff, that’s 
just natural. 

GF In my opinion, they don’t come 
from one single root, as nothing results 
from just one idea. The folk tunes on 
this CD are original compositions from 
members of our band using the Austrian 
folk tradition with all its basic rhythmic 
elements. Concerning the feel, it’s a result 
of many years playing dancing music (the 
main part of Austrian folk music is rooted 
in dance!) in a very intensive kind of way. 
Gambling with loudness, velocity and 
all other musical parameters - it evolved 
into what we call today “Mnozil Brass 
Groove”.

LP I had no 
experience with 
traditional folk music 
until I was a member 
of Mnozil Brass. I 
just had to switch on 
the “groovebutton”. 
Maybe it’s my 
Bohemian 
Grandmother still 
groovin’ in my 
brain.…who knows? 

JL I understand that 
you were recently 
commissioned by the 
prestigious Salzburg 

Festival to create fully staged operettas. 
Unprecedented for a chamber group….how 
did this come about?

WB We were actually commissioned by 
the Ruhrtriennale to make an operetta. 
For Salzburg, we actually made a 
complete opera. Jürgen Flimm, the 
Director of the Salzburg Festival had 
known us for a couple of years and he 
came up with the idea to make a full 
opera for the festival. This was in 2008 
and one of the main works, besides 
Traviata and others, was our opera 
“Irmingard”. We did all the singing, 
dancing and of course the whole 
orchestra part. Most of the music was 
written by our musicians Leonhard and 
Thomas, and smaller parts by Gerhard 
and Robert. Bernd Jeschek, who was our 
staging director, wrote the lyrics. This 
opera was very special and after Salzburg 
we performed it in many big houses in 
Germany, Austria and Switzerland - The 
Burgtheater Vienna, the Munich State 
Opera, the Stuttgart Opera, the KKL 
Lucerne and others. We even thought 
about translating it into English, but we 
were already interested in other projects 
and to learn the same opera again in 
another language was 
too much for us.

JL Why are there 
no French horns in 
your ensemble?

TG Although I love the sound 
of the French horns, the simple answer 
is: it just did not happen. 

WB Because they are not loud enough! 
We are seven and therefore the bass 
trumpet does a much better job. You 
could say that one bass trumpet has the 
sound of three French horns. Please don’t 
misunderstand, we think that the French 
horn is a wonderful instrument and fits 
perfectly for a symphony orchestra. 
However, in some brass constellations 
like ours it wouldn’t work very well.

LP I think the French horn is 
good for certain special styles 
of arrangements. The problem 
is that the French horn blows 
in the wrong direction and the 
handling of the instrument is 

counterproductive to the music we play. 
Sometimes I watch French hornists while 
they’re playing and it looks like hard 
work to attain even half the intensity of 
the trumpet and trombone players. From 
the view of the composer/arranger.…if 
you have no French horn in the group, 
you don’t think about it.

GF No French horn player could play one 
whole concert with the same fortissimo 
as the trumpeters and trombonists 
of the band. In fact, aside from some 
Russian orchestras from the 70’s playing 
Shostakovitch, I think that no brass 
section of any symphony even plays as 
loud as Mnozil Brass. 

JL How do you programme? Decide on new 
arrangements? Collectively or individually?

WB At the beginning of a new period 
of working on a programme, everybody 
brings ideas and music they want to play. 
In fact, this means that Leonhard and 
Thomas bring some new compositions 
and Gerhard often has arrangements. 
Then we play through it and try to find 
out if it’s a fit or not. Most of the things 
happen during the rehearsals, especially 
the process of creating and staging a new 
show. A funny thing is that very often we 
just start with a title like ‘Magic Moments’ 
or ‘Blofeld’ and then we fill it with music 
and life.

GF In theory, each member of the 
band has the right to contribute in the 
development of the show by composing 
or arranging music. However, Leonhard 
and Thomas are the main composers. 
Of course, all the music has to pass the 

“band-intern proof”, which 
simply means that it has 

to be accepted by most 
members of the 

group. 
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During rehearsals, everyone contributes 
to the development of the tunes. 

LP It’s like in Haydn’s “Creation”. In the 
beginning, there was Mnozil, heaven and 
earth, and the earth was cold and empty. 
Step by step we put things together and 
then divide them again. It is sometimes a 
painful process for the composers in the 
group, because you don’t get any reaction 
on your music, good or bad and you don’t 
get used to it. I wish it was, “Let there be 
light…and…there…was…LIGHT!!!!!”

TG The usual process is like this:

1) Two to three guys in the group work 
their asses off writing new stuff for 
months. 

2) Then the collective decides within ten 
minutes what is going to be performed. 
Sometimes that’s hard to take for the 
writers, but that’s the way it is…. 

JL Tell us about your relationship with 
the Schagerl instrument company and 
especially some of the unique designs that 
have been created.

TG In my case, it’s been a long term 
relationship, which started way back 
in the 50’s when my dad and Karl 
Schagerl’s father played together in 
a dance band called “Die Tönende 
7” (“The Sounding 7”). So the 
relationship between the Gansch 
and the Schagerl family has been 
close for decades. My brother Hans 
(solo trumpeter for the Vienna 
Philharmonic) started developing 
German trumpets with them 
about 20 years ago. I designed my 
“Ganschhorn” together with Robert 
Schagerl, the master of trumpet 
making, back in 2002. I needed a 
horn which was easy to hold with 
one hand since typical German 
rotary models are not very good to 
handle. The reason the bell goes 
up is because of the rotary valve 
configuration. For me, as a so 
called “downstreamer”, that’s also a 
very good thing.

WB Schagerl is an Austrian brand and 
Thomas and Robert grew up just a 
few miles away from their factory. 
In the beginning, we all played on 
various brands. However, when 
we became more popular, Schagerl 
offered us the possibility to work with 
them and develop new instruments. At 
the moment, Schagerl is certainly one of 
the most played trumpets and trombones 
in the German speaking world. We don’t 
get any money from them to play their 
instruments, but it’s great to have a 
connection to bring in your own ideas, 
to create your own instrument and to 
see a sound that you have in your mind 
come to life. Of course, over the years 
we have developed a friendship with 
them. We support their festival and we 
are continuously in contact. Thomas has 
designed the Ganschhorn, Zoli made the 

Kissbone, Leonhard the bass trumpet 
“Barrique” and just recently we have 
brought out a new series especially for 
the average user who is not a professional 
player. 

JL I have only ever seen standing ovations 
at the end of your concerts and I have seen 
your shows in many different places in the 
world. There is also little to no speaking….
how do you communicate so effectively?

WB Humour was always a part of our 
performances, from the very beginning 
on. When we started travelling around 
the world more and more we immediately 
realized that it’s not that easy to make all 
the announcements and the jokes in the 
language of the country. There are many 
countries where people are not so fluent 
in English and we always had this kind of 
dark, subversive, non-verbal humour in 
the band that is hard to describe. We just 
needed to put more focus on it and that 
was it. The nice thing is that our kind of 
humour works everywhere, whether it’s 
in Europe, America or Asia.

TG Music is the world’s most 
understood language….
pathetic, but true. I can’t 
really explain it….just 
come and see the show!

LP Of what one cannot 
speak about, one 
should remain silent. 
Maybe that’s a good 

enough reason not 
to talk on stage.

JL There is an 

overwhelming volume to your group sound 
that never seems to get ugly in terms of the 
tone. How is that possible?

GF It’s similar to the answer concerning 
the “groove” - we always joked around 
with the volume factor. We had fun by 
overstepping the borders of loudness, 
sometimes because we were just childish. 
However, as a result, we have been used 
to playing loud with a focused sound 
since the very beginning.

WB It’s also because we always played 
unplugged, even in the very big halls. If 
we really play over the top, sometimes we 
have intonation problems and, of course, 
after very loud parts it’s sometimes hard 
to play the perfect pianissimo….but who 
cares?

TG That’s just years of playing acoustic 
music together without changing the 
line up (except in the year 2004, when 
two original members left the group). 
For example, back in 2003 we played 
a show in the “Mozartsaal”, a 600 seat 
auditorium in Vienna and the size of that 
hall felt just right for us. A few years later 
we came back to this hall and it seemed 
way too small. It’s all about projection 
and the same goes for the singing by the 
way.

JL On average, how much does your group 
rehearse? 

WB It takes between six months to a year 
to bring a new show to its première with 
a lot of rehearsals, discussions and all 
that stuff. After the première, we try to 
avoid rehearsing because we don’t really 
like it. If something has gone wrong the 
day before we check it before the next 
show. Normally we don’t do a sound 
check or warm up together. We just walk 
on stage and start playing.

GF We never rehearse, except when we 
have to rehearse and that’s only because a 
new show is on the way. 

TG Actually not a lot, only before 
premières (laughing), but even then it’s 
still too much. It really depends on the 
project. As I mentioned before, Crème de 

la Crème needs a different amount 
of work than Irmingard. To be 
more precise, three weeks for one 
show, three months for another.

JL Tell me about the commitment 
that it takes to create something this 

unique.

WB We all agree that it’s wonderful 
to play in this group and we try to bring 

a big part of our energy into the band. 
We also know that it’s hard work and we 
try to be polite to each other and not use 
words we can’t take back. We are long 
distance runners and everybody in the 
band knows this as a fact. There is no 
written contract. It’s just the agreement 
that we want to do this as long as we 
want to do it. I think that everybody 
feels that what the seven of us create 
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collectively as Mnozil is bigger than the 
sum of our individual skills. It’s this magic 
point you can’t explain.

TG Learning to take a step back 
sometimes. It’s like being married. You 
need the will to stay together, in good 
and in tough times. I guess democracy 
is also very important, as much as never 
ending practicing routines. 

LP I never thought about that - that’s the 
truth. I just became member of a group 
that became a group itself at the same 
time. So, who should make a contract and 
why, when nothing is fixed and planned?

JL How long does it take to develop new 
shows and how many performances do 
you feel it takes to call something truly 
seasoned?

WB Between 6 to 12 months to create it. 
It’s like in the theatre. After the première, 
a show starts to really grow. It changes 
its face, it develops and new things come 
to the surface. It’s a very organic process 
and hard to say if the 10th or the 100th 
performance is better.

GF Well, it depends on the show. I would 
say it takes about half a year on average 
to develop it. Of course, getting more and 
more intensive from the very first reading 
until the première.

TG It all depends. For it to be seasoned, I 
would say about 5 to 25 shows.

JL Bohemian Rhapsody? 1,000,000 
YouTube hits. This made you an internet 
sensation. How did that arrangement come 
about?

TG As a diehard Queen fan, I forced this 
song upon the group!

WB Thomas came up with the idea 
almost ten years ago to do it. We never 
made an arrangement of it, we just 
listened to the tune very often and used 
a bad Harmonie band arrangement to 
get an idea of the structure. We’ve never 
written down our arrangement since 
it was a collective process during the 
rehearsals. The singing parts are quite 
tricky. We have a long a capella part in 
the middle and it’s always surprising in 
the end if we stayed in tune or not when 
we start playing again.

JL What do you feel about current 
instruction and direction of brass chamber 
music and how would you promote it 
differently?

TG A lot of musicians specialize too much 
and lose the full view. Of course, after 
years of practice and studies, they expect 
some respect for their hard work and 
deserve it without a doubt. However, I 
think a lot of them take themselves too 
seriously. They forget the most important 
thing about performing, which is to add 
their own personality to the music. Make 
the performance unique. For example: I 
love the Aratunian concerto and always 
wanted to play it with Mnozil. Knowing 
that there are hundreds of perfect 

recordings of it, we just used it as an intro 
for a western saloon scene. The music fits 
perfectly and we play it in a new context. 
Don’t get me wrong, I don’t encourage 
every brass group to jump around while 
playing, but it’s just an example of being 
able to give popular music a different 
angle.

WB The skills of the young players 
definitely have developed a lot over 
the last few years. People should never 
forget that music, whether it’s played in a 
symphony orchestra or in a string quartet 
or as a soloist or in a brass band or in 
another group, is a wonderful thing. It is 
full of joy, fun and happiness, and brings 
a lot of satisfaction to the players and the 
listeners. So it should not be judged all 
the time too harshly. When it feels right, 
when the emotions are right, who cares 
about the rest?

LP When teaching young people or 
students, I see that I have to awaken their 
own creativity. Most important is that 
quality must be on top. 

JL Your concerts flow so seamlessly that the 
audience is seemingly unaware of time. Do 
you plan this when developing shows?

WB You can’t plan it. We just want to 
give the audience a good time for two 
hours. This includes a lot of good music, 
humour, theatre, comedy, quiet moments 
and some other ingredients.

TG We just try to avoid the traditional 
concert routine of announcement - music 
- announcement and so on. We try to 
keep people’s hearts and minds with 
whatever is happening on stage. We 

try to tell an overall story. The pieces 
are only the connecting dots for the 
scenes, so it becomes more a show than 
a concert. 

LP Planning the show is a little like 
playing with fire….I know that it’s 
hot, but I still do it again and again. 
I personally also want to be a little 
impolite, not too much that it hurts, but 
also not so little that you don’t notice.

JL Singing is a huge part of your show. 
How did this first come about?

TG Well, when you have to play all 
evening, you’ll discover that your lips 
are getting weak. Need a break? No 
problem….sing!

WB Your voice is the first and last 
instrument in your life. You better use 
it! It also touches the audience in a 
different way. It’s easier to transport 
feelings. In fact, even if we brass 
players deny it, the voice is the most 
melodious and touching instrument we 
can use.

JL The Schagerl Festival in the Stift Melk 
is unique amongst brass festivals in the 
world. Tell me about the concept and why 
every three years?

WB The concept is very simple: 
Schagerl players and friends are coming 
together to have a good time for four 
days. At the moment, we are discussing 
if the next festival should actually be 
in three or four years. If you do the 
festival every year you get used to it 
very soon. If you make it every three 
or four years, everybody is looking 
forward to it, everybody finds the time 
for it and everybody wants to be a 
part of it. This year we had fantastic 
concerts with various groups and 
players. James Morrison who plays on 
Schagerl was outstanding; there were 
a lot of incredible jazz players, Hans 
Gansch, Gabor Tarkövi, Craig Morris, 
the Vienna Trombone Quartet, the 
Nordic Brass Ensemble….Jens, even 
YOU showed up to play.

JL I always say to people who have never 
seen your show in person that as great 
as the internet clips are, they don’t come 
close to the live experience. Why do you 
think that is?

TG Dynamic range. You can’t ‘feel’ the 
performance on YouTube!

WB Because live is live.…

LP ....and life is life!

JL What does the future hold for Mnozil 
Brass? Your musical direction?

TG Well, we’ll try to stick together for 
as long as our teeth allow it and try 
to entertain both the audience and 
ourselves!

WB We are happy to live in the 
present….the future will come anyway.

LP And tomorrow, the “today” will be 
the past.… 
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