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THE YOUNG French guitarist Thibault Cauvin is
distinguishing himself with his international
touring which has taken him all over the globe,
non-stop for the past 10 years. He has just
released his second solo recording with Sony
Music, Vogue – an all-Albéniz album called Le
voyage d’Albéniz, following closely after his criti-
cally acclaimed all-Scarlatti recording called
Danse avec Scarlatti with Sony in 2013, which
was ranked among the Top 10 of the French sales
for three months. Of his recordings before these
Sony releases, most notable were his DVD Across
China and the album Cities. I spoke with him
while he was in Morocco, preparing to record the
Albéniz album for Sony – practising his guitar
and his surfing. As ‘Ambassador of the Greater
Bordeaux’, he had the privilege to record a few
days after our talk, in the hallowed wine cellars of
Château Lafite Rothschild.

Thérèse Wassily Saba: You have an incredible
list of countries where you have performed! 
Thibault Cauvin: Yes, I have had the great plea-
sure to have been on an almost non-stop tour for
the past ten years. Lots of people ask me how
many different countries have I been to with my
guitar, so I decided I would count them: it came
out at 121 countries.

That is amazing!  
Yes, and I am very happy to have had the oppor-
tunity to play in so many different venues, at gui-
tar festivals, at classical music series, but also at
world music festivals, general arts places and
some unexpected venues. So every concert is like
a single new experience for me: it is a new chal-
lenge, with a new audience to touch. I like expe-
riencing the different cultures and meeting peo-
ple – this is what makes things very interesting
for me. 

Which was the first out-of-the-way place you went
to perform in? 
I don’t know, I have played in so many different
places. I just received a video last week from a
concert which I had given many years ago in
Guatemala at a beautiful old ruin – it had been a
temple but now it has flowers and trees growing
inside the ruins. They arranged a beautiful stage
there for me with great lighting; that was one of
my more memorable experiences. 

What started you on this very different path for
international touring? 
It is a mix of different things I think. I played in
lots of competitions when I was a teenager and I
had the chance to win 13 first prizes and several

others, and because of these little victories, my
career started very strongly when I was about 20
years old. So I decided to stop doing competi-
tions at this time and I started to develop my
career and my musical identity, because when
you do competitions, more or less you have to
play pieces that are fit for it; you can express
yourself but you also have to play in a competi-
tion way. When my concert career started
strongly, I improved my own way of playing and
my philosophy of music. I developed my
approach to giving concerts, which was different
from others. I think because of that people want-
ed to have me. When you win competitions, every
year there is a good winner and all the winners
play well, but when someone wants to invite you
because you have a unique personality, then
things change, and I think that is what hap-
pened with me. Since then I have been playing
70 or 80 concerts each year for over ten years
now and I am very happy.

It doesn’t exhaust you?
No, I like it a lot. I have been living this nomad’s
life since I was a teenager; I feel my body is made
for it now, and I am fortunate that I don’t like to
sleep so much.

So the jetlag also isn’t too much of an issue then.
You went to Morocco early on in your career and it
continues to be a special place for you. How did
that all start?
I was invited to play in a festival in Rabat; it is
a string instrument festival, where you can
hear guitar, lute, etc, classical music but also
Arabic music, and very different things. People
liked my concert so I was invited to play many
more concerts there and now I go to Morocco
quite often; it has a culture which is close to
France and the people speak French there, so
we have a good relationship. I also like to go
there for the surfing – sometimes I go there just
to surf!
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Are there lots of classical guitarists there?
Actually there are lots of classical guitarists all
over the world; it’s very interesting to see that.
For example, a few months ago I was playing in
Ghana and I gave a masterclass there as well. I
didn’t know what to expect but I met so many
great classical players; I am very happy to see the
power of this instrument all over the world. It’s a
very great thing.

Is the repertoire very different? Are they playing
Bach and Scarlatti or are they playing their own
compositions?
The big pieces are played all over the world but
sometimes people play local compositions as well,
which I find very interesting because I am always
trying to develop new music. I have been working
for years with composers and it is very important
for me to develop new compositions and to con-
tinue the evolution of the guitar
with new techniques and new
influences from different
musics. That is also why I like to
give masterclasses and especial-
ly in more exotic places because
there I have the opportunity to
listen to new music and new
compositions. It influences me
and sometimes I pick up pieces
that I will play in my concerts. 

It must be quite a different
atmosphere.
Yes, of course I like to play in big
concert halls where everyone knows about the
music that I play, like the Carnegie Hall in New
York, which is a fantastic experience or in the
Tchaikovsky Concert Hall in Moscow, but then I
also like the contrast of playing one night at Hong
Kong Opera for example, where people are very
into classical music and the day after, in a place
like Cambodia where people don’t know much
about guitar. I like that contrast; I like to touch dif-
ferent audiences in different ways. It’s like when
you meet people, you are still yourself but you
adapt a little bit your way of talking to the people
you meet, and I am really doing this in perfor-
mance. My playing can be very influenced by the
hall, by the audience, by the crowd. I really try to
make the concert an interactive experience. When
you go to look at a painting, the painting is com-
plete and the people stand to look at it but there is
nothing happening – you are seeing a great oeuvre
which is already done. But my mentality for a con-
cert, I think, must not be like that. I try to make it
interactive, that there is an exchange, so the play-
er can be influenced by the audience, by the
acoustic of the hall, by many things.

Before you recorded your all-Scarlatti CD for Sony,
you had made a recording called Cities?
It was a very special project; I was and I am still
really into it. During my ten years of travelling I

have visited many cities that touched me a lot,
and I wanted to share those experiences with my
family, my friends and my public; the best way to
do this was with music. The idea was that, in
association with composers from different coun-
tries, generations and styles, we would compose
music like a short film about a city that we both
like. The music is influenced by the popular
music of the city but we try to go further and also
try to describe the atmosphere, the colours, the
flavours and the sounds of the cities. So every
piece is a homage to a specific city in the world
and every piece is like a short film where I am try-
ing to take the public musically. 

I recorded seven cities for this Cities CD but we
have done more and the project is still ongoing.
At the beginning of 2014 a Collector’s Edition of
this Cities CD was released, only in vinyl and with
a new mastering. I also recorded a new piece as a

bonus track, which is Ulan
Bator in Mongolia, composed by
the French composer, Mathias
Duplessy. He has played with
many Mongolian musicians. He
composes a lot of music for
films, so he has a cinemato-
graphic style of writing and I
really like that. 

Who has composed the other
pieces on the Cities CD?
For the city of Buenos Aires, I
did some arrangements of
Milonga del Angel and Muerte

del Angel by Piazzolla. Then for the city of
Bordeaux, my hometown in France, my father
composed a unique piece.

Your father is a composer!
Yes, Philippe Cauvin and he was my first teacher.
I started to play guitar with him from a very early
age. He is so much in love with music, he is just
playing all day long; he is like a psycho-guitar
player – he never stops working. So when I was
very young, I was immersed in this strong musi-
cal atmosphere: all his friends and the friends of
the family are also musicians, coming mostly
from jazz and modern styles. And I started learn-
ing with him, in this crazy atmosphere, thinking
that all the children of the world were also play-
ing guitar, all taught by their fathers, like learn-
ing to walk or to talk. So everything up to now
happened quite naturally. I studied at the con-
servatoires in France, then came the competi-
tions, the ‘endless’ tour, the collaboration with
Sony, ... 

I am still very close to my father, for example,
he was the artistic director of my Scarlatti record-
ing and for my new Albéniz recording also. To go
back to the Cities project, he composed the piece
Guitar City for Bordeaux. There is the city of
Kolkata in India with a piece Raga du Soir, writ-
ten by a friend of mine, Sébastien Vachez; for

“every piece is a
homage to a 

specific city in
the world and

every piece is like
a short film

where I am trying
to take the public

musically.”
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Moscow there is a piece by Nikita Koshkin; there
is Kyoto in Japan with A Young Sprout by Minoru
Miki, who is a Japanese composer writing great
music for koto. I also did some others like Seville
in Spain. When I play concerts, I select several
cities and I try to take the audience on a musical
journey around the world. 

Do you have pieces by African composers that you
have discovered in your travels?
A few weeks ago I was on a new tour in Nigeria
and in Ethiopia. Both countries have an incredi-
ble music scene: Nigeria with Highlife music and
Ethiopia with Ehtio-Jazz music. I have met some
fantastic musicians there, so I’m now thinking
about a new city for my project, maybe Addis
Ababa, maybe Lagos, we’ll see. 

I still used to play a lot of my Cities project in
concert and Sony gave me a special agreement to
make my Collector’s Limited Edition of the Cities
recording on vinyl. We have a very good relation-
ship, and they respect my way of doing music. So
the Cities recording is just like a little hello from
my underground personal things and there will
probably be more Cities albums in the future
because I am still working in this direction.

There is interesting music to listen to every-
where, in South America, in Central America, but
maybe we know a little more about their music,
especially in the guitar world, we are quite aware
of what is going on there but in Africa a little less
and I think they have great music that could
work for guitar as well. I also play a lot on South-
East Asia and in Asia in general and it is very
interesting too. I am going to Kuwait in a few days
and I’m sure they have great music there too ...

Are a lot of people giving you their manuscripts?
Yes, and I like that, or sometimes we try to write
things together. It’s quite interesting because
people have different approaches. But I am not a
jazz player, so I don’t know how to improvise or to
pick up music just like that – I need a score. Even
though I like modern things, I still have a classi-
cal way of working, so every collaboration takes
time.

How does your guitar manage with all this travel-
ling and the changes in climate and humidity?
Does it adjust as well as you seem to?
I have a good guitar which works well with my
philosophy and my way of working; it is by a
French guitar-maker, Jean-Luc Joie who is from
Bordeaux as well. He makes a beautiful guitar,
which works with a revolutionary amplification
system. Jean-Luc has worked in collaboration
with some engineers and they created an incred-
ible amplification system. It’s inside of the guitar,
with no cable or anything visible, so when I am on
stage, you cannot see that I am being amplified.
And most importantly, the sound is incredibly
natural, which is shocking; sometimes I even for-
get that I am being amplified. It is very good

because it gives me the opportunity to play in a
very big hall or in open-air venues, with a natur-
al sound and all that invisible. I now play all my
concerts with this instrument, even in smaller
halls.

Is the guitar heavier than usual? 
No, it is exactly the same as the standard guitar
and when you play acoustically, it is just perfect.
There are just little mics inside the guitar that
don’t weigh anything.

Your Scarlatti recording is only of Scarlatti’s music,
which is quite a contrast to everything else you
have done, in terms of focus. Why is it called
Danse avec Scarlatti – Dancing with Scarlatti?
Actually this recording was my sixth release, but
it is the first CD I have done for Sony Music. I
have the big pleasure of being part of this great
family now and I feel very honoured. It was such
a comfort to work in these conditions and to have
their support. This CD was released at the same
time as I was celebrating my ten-year anniversary
concert. The concert was in Bordeaux in a
famous theatre called Femina – about 1,200 peo-
ple came. We created this big orchestra of 100
guitars to open the night; it reflected my philoso-
phy of the guitar with young players, old players,
professionals, amateurs, some electric players,
classical players and a friend of mine from New
York, Stanley Cole, composed a beautiful piece
that put all these guys together called Brooklyn to
Bordeaux. The music was influenced by different
styles; it was a new way of writing. The conduc-
tor Jonathan Raspiengeas, who is also a friend of
mine, who also acted as DJ. That was in April
2013. 

So your first international concert was in 2004?
Yes, I had had some concerts before, of course – I
played my first concert when I was like 13 or 14
– but my first real big tours abroad were when I
was 18 years old. The Scarlatti CD came at this
point, at the end of ten years of giving concerts; it
was my first collaboration with Sony, so I wanted
to do something as important as I could. Over the
years I really wanted to experience new music, to
collaborate with composers – that is what I did
with my Cities CD and with some other CDs
before that. I was really working hard trying to
attract a larger audience to the guitar, to attract
new people and younger people, that has really
been my goal and my philosophy. But for this CD
I wanted to come back to the origin of what I liked
with the guitar. These were the first pieces that
touched me. I really liked Scarlatti from my
teenage years and in every competition, I always
played one or two of his sonatas. I always felt per-
sonally close to the Scarlatti’s music. I enjoyed
his vision which was not so intellectually strong –
he wrote pieces for fun and they have natural and
physical effects on the audience and on the play-
er. It touches you and that creates something
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physically, like good pop music if I could say, and
I really liked that. Also I wanted to turn back to a
big composer at this turning point in my career
and in my life, so naturally I chose Scarlatti. I
spent weeks selecting sonatas to have a special
set. I wanted to put the rhythmical sides and the
fact this CD is going along like going on a train,
so that one sonata flows naturally onto the next
one. I wanted it to be a full project from the first
to the last notes, everything goes together with
good sense. The general idea of this CD is the
dancing aspect, be it fast or slow. I hope in this
CD you have this grooving thing in your body and
I wanted to do that and to put in a contrast. I
wanted the funny things that are in the music
and the dynamics trying to have something very
energetic but also something natural and simple
and in a way child-like and I hope that it will
touch people very much. 

When you are touring, would you play the same
repertoire at a concert in Georgia, as you would in
the United States for example? 
I do very small changes; I like to adapt myself to
the audience or to the country a little more in my
way of playing rather than in my selection of
music. When I am preparing a programme, I am
trying to have something very personal and I
work very thoroughly on how and why I am play-
ing these pieces. I also try to see the concert from
the first to the last note, so that it is very homo-
geneous. Therefore, it is not easy to change just
one piece in a programme; if I change one piece,
it changes the whole balance of it. Sometimes in
the past, people would invite me to perform and
they would ask me to play a specific piece, but I
didn’t like to do that. I didn’t want to feel like a
worker of music, playing what people wanted to
hear. I am really trying to go deeper; I am trying
to have a philosophic vision of the music, and to
have a special way of playing and of why I play
this piece and what I want from the piece and so
on. So I work very hard on that with every piece
that I play. I don’t like to adapt my concert pro-
grammes, so for example when I play in Munich,
Germany and then the day after in Cape Verde, I
like to play the same repertoire and only change
my way of playing it, changing the interpretation.

The hall can make a difference as well, for
example if it has a big acoustic or if it is very dry.
Sometimes I play in very big halls that have audi-
ences of 2000 people, which is very different to
playing for just 200 people. My mood can be dif-
ferent too and this can influence things. I am try-
ing to keep the quality high but at the same time
I like to be influenced by these different situa-
tions. This is more interesting for me and I hope
for my audience too because every note that I
play is living in its own time.

After the success of the Scarlatti recording, you are
now making your second recording with Sony,
which is all Albéniz. 

Yes, what a great time again, a lot of thoughts,
selections, questions, etc. As you understood the
idea of travelling is dear to me, so I wanted to
have a project in this mood, like my Cities. For
Sony, it was important to have some big com-
posers, so Isaac Albéniz was a natural choice, as
he composed many pieces in homage to cities and
regions of Spain. The title of my album is Le voy-
age d’Albéniz – the journey of Albéniz – it is a
journey in the Spain of Albéniz, full of colours,
intensity and diversity. The music is at the same
time both intellectual and popular. 

You do like extremes: either you are incorporating
the cities of the world or you are completely
focused on one composer.
Yes, I like contrast! Also, Sony wants to produce
masterwork recordings so it is an opportunity for
me to dedicate my time to a big name composer,
to great music, and I really wanted to go full
speed in this direction which is quiet challenging.
When I chose a great composer like Albéniz or
Scarlatti, I like to get totally immersed in his
music – for me it is a good way of working. 

I understand that surfing is another love in your
life as you are in Morocco. 
I am always travelling like crazy and so I wanted
to have a calm atmosphere for one month, just to
practise very hard for the album, and also I want-
ed to be in a place which is inspiring in relation
to the music of Albéniz. I spent few days in Spain
where my dad has a nice place by the sea, and
now I’m in a beautiful little village in Morocco by
the beach, so I can surf every day!

Does the surfing disturb your nails?
No, I take care; it’s fine. I put gel on the nails, so
they are very strong and it works perfectly. 

Have you done your own arrangements of
Albéniz?
Yes, it is a parallel thing: Scarlatti wrote for the
harpsichord and Albéniz for the piano. I like
piano music very much. So it is similar work but
slightly different. With the Scarlatti I did the

Surfing in Morocco.
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transcriptions myself, but for Albéniz, I think
there are already some very good arrangements
that we consider part of the guitar repertoire –
some are actually more famous than the original
piece for piano. So I took the piano score, some
good guitar arrangements and then I did a mix
and create my own version. 

Is Asturias there?
Yes, Asturias is there. I am doing a mixture with
some famous cities/pieces in Spain, like Asturias
and Granada, Cordoba, Sevilla but I have also
chosen some less famous ones that I like very
much, such as Aragon or Castilla, among others.
I am very happy to work on these pieces because
I used to play them many years ago when I was
studying in the conservatories. I had stopped
working on his music and now it’s a great oppor-
tunity to come back to this wonderful composer
with more experience and maturity – I just turned
30 on 16 July! 

Is there anything about surfing technique that
helps you with your guitar technique?
Yes, I love surfing so much and I have the luck
that my endless concert tours take me regularly
to the best surf spots of the world, for example, I
was in Rio a few weeks ago – it would be impos-
sible to not surf there! I have been to many won-
derful places for surfing, California, Salvador. I go
to Chile in a few weeks time and I love that. When
I go into the water, I just forget about everything
and there is a sensation that you are not a
human any more. Also I love the feeling of being
scared, when there are big and strong waves,
going further than the fear to access to the amaz-
ing fun of riding the waves. It’s actually quiet sim-
ilar to the concert feeling: you have a little stress
before but you know that it’s going to be wonder-
ful if you manage to go to it; if you surf well or if
you play well … I don’t have the words to describe
it, especially not in English but surfers will under-
stand! When you arrive on stage, you forget all the
work you have done; you forget all the practice;
you just play as if you would be listening to your-
self. When you surf a great wave, it’s the same,
you forget all about the technical things, you just
go and when it works … 

But when it doesn’t work, it’s a little bit danger-
ous, isn’t it?
Yes, it’s more dangerous than when a concert
doesn’t go well! In a concert, you always have air
to breathe. 

[After the recording is over] 
Thibault, you have now completed the Albéniz record-
ing. Can you please tell us about this most presti-
gious venue imaginable, where you recorded it?
Yes, we talked a few weeks ago, while everything
was still in preparation, and now we just finished
the mastering yesterday. We had great fun and it
will be released on 10 November. 

I wanted to record this album in a place with
a great acoustic to go in the direction of
Albéniz’s colourful music. For my previous
recordings, we used to work on the post-pro-
duction with reverbs, equalisation, and so on,
but for this one I wanted to have a very pure
sound. I wanted the pieces on the CD to sound
exactly as they did while I was recording them.
So for weeks, I was on a quest to find this room
with a great acoustic. As Ambassador of the
Greater Bordeaux, I was looking for a place
around my dear region. I knew that wine
châteaux have great acoustics and I specifical-
ly knew that the very famous Château Lafite
Rothschild did. In addition to its incredible his-
tory – the fact that it produces one of the best
wines of the world – it has a cellar with the most
incredible acoustic. So I found the courage to
present them with my project and they loved it.
The sound was even more magical than I had
expected – it was just fantastic! We worked with
two wonderful sound engineers that set up five
mics: three for the guitar and two only for the
natural reverb, which we called for fun the
‘Rothschild reverb’. And all this artistic direc-
tion was confirmed at the very futurist Globe
Audio mastering studio: the HD sound is amaz-
ing. I’m so happy and proud of this recording. I
can’t wait for people to hear it. 

On 15 January 2015, we will have a Gala con-
cert at the Château, with their best wine tasting,
and some surprises. We expect the press from all
over the world, the television and a great audi-
ence, you are all very welcome!

That sounds wonderful! And before this great
event?
Yes, before Christmas 2014 my endless tour will
take me to Chile, China, Korea, Hong Kong,
Mongolia, Belgium, Italy, Congo and also France.
Then a few days of surfing in Bali for Christmas
before it all starts again ... 

www.ThibaultCauvin.com 

Thibault Cauvin working with his 
father Philippe Cauvin.


