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Jean Geoffroy is not solely a marimbist; like numerous 
percussionists, he is familiar with a multitude of 
instruments: marimba as well as vibraphone, xylophones 
and the whole gamut of tom-toms, timpani, metals, 
gongs… And, like them, he maintains a complex, almost 
distant, relationship with these instruments. In fact, 
percussionists hardly have the cult of the fetish or 
‘period’ instrument: the numerous instruments of the 
modern percussion are family-less. Not even orphans 
but industrial; some sound better than others, that’s all. 
In this place, this hall, today, with such and such a set of 
sticks. Elsewhere, tomorrow, soon a given vibraphone 
or marimba will be emptied, worn out from having been 
played; this skin will be permanently stretched; that set of 
cymbals will have lost its lustre from having been struck. 
So one never really becomes attached to a percussion 
instrument—which, moreover, is often difficult to 
transport—aside from the precise moment when it has 
to be played. That moment requires very particular 
attention and extremely acute listening: listening to the 
singular and the discontinuous; listening to unexpected 
resonances that follow every stroke, as well as vibrant 
relations that arise from the succession of strokes. 
Therein lies the whole business: every single stroke of 
the drumstick, isolated by nature, separate from the 



others and inevitably marked on the one hand—even 
minute—with unpredictability that must integrate into a 
continuity of resonances, giving birth to it and responding 
to it. Percussion is the art of the singular, which is 
resumed and never repeats itself; the art of the brilliance 
of the new, which we greet because in it we recognise 
novelty and precariousness; the art of the unique which 
is made heard that it is never totally isolated despite 
its difference—and that, first of all, because it is always 
accompanied by a halo of silence, a breath of contingent 
vibrations, which is the song of the world.

When you observe them, before or after a concert, 
percussionists often seem lost in a disparate multiplicity 
of instruments producing imprecise sounds, D.I.Y. 
men threatened with a disorder of heteroclite, overly 
sonorous objects. But you must not be misled: in every 
sound they know how to distinguish the promise of a 
song and the tensions that, all together, make it up and 
threaten it. These are musicians of the first instant, those 
who best know how to animate, both with and against 
the discontinuous that would lose them, the balance of 
mobile durations from which rhythms are born. And Jean 
Geoffroy is a very great percussionist.



Nothing demonstrates that better than this new disc, 
which further extends the main thread of his musical 
career: the interpretation of Bach pieces for solo violin 
or cello on the marimba. There is a fearsome key: for the 
musician—for any musician—, these scores represent so 
many traps, requiring the instrumentalist to surpass 
himself. They were in no way written for the marimba 
and challenge its technique, history and limits. But, 
precisely for that reason, at the heart of Jean Geoffroy’s 
musical commitment, they form the starting point from 
which he has chosen to question together the singularity 
of his instrument and the singularity of his options as a 
performer. Those options make him look for this initial 
place in every work where, from the rustling of silence, 
song is born, both fecund and precarious, unified and torn.

Everything with Jean Geoffroy is organised round Bach’s 
scores: his concert career and that of the teacher. In the 
former capacity, for more than twenty years he has been 
responsible for multiple contemporary creations, some of 
which are henceforth part of the classical repertoire. He 
is the dedicatee of major works, and everyone who has 
had the good fortune to attend one of his concerts knows 
it: this is a musician who likes risk and tension, who never 
premieres a piece without entirely giving himself over to 
its order. Fascinated by research and by work and dialogue 
with composers, he never commits himself on stage without 



demanding this kind of madness: an expressive word, full, 
urgent and uncompromising, which opens itself to novelty, 
the newness of the moment with—as paradoxical to write as 
that might seem—a reserve and a luminosity that are modest 
and patient. 
Regardless of the composer or the piece, in his opinion 
one thing remains: it is necessary to strive to achieve 
the intensity that stands out in Bach’s great sonatas 
and partitas. On the marimba as on all other percussion 
instruments, there is only one task for this fan of Bram 
van Velde : combining expressiveness and austerity; 
giving a new image, giving to see without ever giving in 
as regards sincerity. And always resuming.

A professor at the National Conservatory in Lyons, Jean 
Geoffroy has given innumerable master classes the world 
over. Every time, there are the same standards, the same 
listening, combined with the concern for denouncing all the 
easy ways behind which brilliant young instrumentalists 
who come to see him might be tempted to hide. He often 
asks his students to change places and positions, to start 
from another point of view—and here the diversity of 
instruments serves; it is not a matter of confining oneself 
to music that is simply ‘instrumental’ or remaining 
prisoner of a gesture, a way of holding a stick. Rather, 
it is a matter of reinventing the phrase, the gesture, the 
sound every time. That means refusing false skills of the 



technician to attain the work’s particular space.
In this sense, too, interpreting Bach pieces on the 
marimba is a precious asset. Here, there is no rest 
for the instrumentalist: performing—one then sees it 
better than anywhere else—means moving, questioning 
all his certainties and reinventing pieces that one 
thought one knew by heart.
Everything then happens as if putting the initial 
instrumental destination of the text into brackets made 
this reinvention clearer. It is not if he were not thoroughly 
versed in the history of music—moreover, Jean Geoffroy 
has had numerous occasions to work with Baroque 
musicians—but we suddenly hear—and, I believe, as never 
before—a ‘musical working drawing’; that which yields 
itself when you search for the point where you know your 
limits, where you know you are going to make do with 
what you have and with that alone—‘getting by as best 
one can,’ as Sartre would have said. 
Hearing Jean Geoffroy play Bach on the marimba 
entails first losing all your references and consequently 
rediscovering the secret: everything then happens 
as if the marimba were the instrument capable of 
singing when all the flattery and vain cleverness of 
instrumentalists have fallen silent—capable even of 
singing that silence. 
Listening to these recordings is to literally hear a voice, 
often neglected, arising from these old, so-familiar 



tunes: not, first of all, that of a musician who refuses to 
rest on his know-how, resolutely committing himself 
to the performance of extremely difficult pieces 
(and the listener will doubtless have no idea of this 
difficulty, since none of it is apparent here)—, but a 
profoundly orderly, coherent voice: that of Bach. Here, 
the instrumentalist, precisely because he has to brave 
distances and because he is allowed no complacency, 
places himself at the service of the composer by 
abandoning all effect. He lets the phrases blossom; 
he does what he has to do. And he reinvents what we 
thought we knew so well.

Jean Bourgault
Translated by John Tyler Tuttle





Jean Geoffroy : After studies at the Conservatoire 
National Supérieur de Musique de Paris, where he 
obtained a first prize in percussion, Jean Geoffroy 
carved out a highly individual path in the world of 
percussion that led him to promote and perform 
many new works.
Jean Geoffroy is a dedicatee and often the first 
performer of a great number of works for solo 
percussion, including pieces by Ivo Malec, Yoshihisa 
Taïra, José-Luis Campana, Frédéric Durieux, Eric 
Tanguy, Philippe Leroux, Luis Naon, François Paris, 
Yan Maresz, Daniel Tosi, Philippe Hurel, Bruno 
Giner, Bruno Mantovani, Bertrand Dubedout, Claude 
Lenners, L Martin, Michèle Reverdy, Martin Matalon, 
Jacopo Baboni, Suzanne Giraud, Isabel Urrutia, 
Pierre Jodlowski, Xu Yi, Michelangelo Lupone, 
François Narboni, Thierry de Mey... He has also 
premiered pieces by young composers, including 
Julien Dassié, Jy-hie Choï, Mei Fang, Jukka Koskinen 
and others.
A frequent guest soloist at the most prestigious 
European festivals, he took part in a series of 
concerts with Keiko Abe in the Netherlands. Jean 
Geoffroy regularly gives recitals and master classes 
in all the major cities in Europe and round the world: 

South America (Argentina, Chile, Mexico, Colombia), 
North America (Canada and the United States) and 
Asia (Korea, Japan, China, Taiwan).
Solo timpanist with the ”Ensemble Orchestral de 
Paris” from 1985 to 2000 and soloist with the 
contemporary chamber orchestra Court-Circuit, he 
was a winner of the Menuhin Foundation’s “Présence 
de la Musique”. A tireless performer, with a talent 
for making new works live, Jean Geoffroy has 
participated as a soloist on more than thirty discs 
including five devoted to Johann Sebastian Bach, 
“Attacca” hailed by music critics when it was released 
and “Monodrame”, published in 2006.  



In 2004, he gave the first performance of Thierry 
de Mey’s piece « Light Music » for “head solo” and 
interactive arrangement at the “Musique en Scène” 
festival in Lyons. That collaboration with the city’s 
Grame and Christophe Lebreton opened up new 
perspectives to him, enabling him to envisage other 
spaces and directions in his solo career.
Passionate about teaching and the author of several 
manuals, including a book on teaching percussion, he 
is the editor of “10 ans avec la Percussion…”, edited 
by La Cité de la Musique, Paris. Collection director at 
Editions Lemoine, he created also “Regards”, a new 
collection published in 2005 by Editions Alfonce.
Professor of percussion at the Music National 
Conservatory in Lyons since 1999, Jean Geoffroy 
also taught from 1993 to 1998 at the Paris 
Conservatoire with J. Delécluse and from 1998 
to 2007 at the Higher Music Academy of Geneva 
within the percussion’s department directed by Yves 
Brustaux.
Artistic director of the International Percussion 
Center in Geneva since 2006, president and artistic 
director of the Giot International Competition (for 
vibraphone), he’s regularly invited to serve as a jury 
member in numerous international competitions. 

Jean Geoffroy was also president of the last Geneva 
International Competition for Percussion (2009) and 
is a member of the lecture committee at IRCAM.
For some years now, Jean Geoffroy has been 
conducting various ensembles in France and South 
America. For instance, he conducted masterworks 
by Pierre Boulez, Karlheinz Stockhausen and Harold 
Vasquez with the Bogota University Instrumental 
Ensemble. He is also regularly invited by the French 
“Mesostics Ensemble”, which specialises in new 
repertoire. With this ensemble he conducted several 
concerts and recently recorded a CD dedicated to the 
music of Martin Matalon, as well as a DVD devoted to 
Philippe Hurel.
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