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“I feel more expressive 

when I play smooth 

jazz because what 

people hear is my heart 

playing, and this is 

what I want.”



For saxophonist Rocco Ventrella, the lure of smooth jazz is 
powerful. It’s so powerful, in fact, that it regularly leads him from 
his home in Bari, Italy — on the shore of the Adriatic Sea — to the 
shores of the United States. Actually, there is no smooth-jazz scene 
to speak of in his native country, or, indeed, in Europe as a whole. 
For Ventrella, who loves smooth jazz and is determined to make 
his mark playing it, that leaves America, smooth-jazz capital of the 
world, home of Dave Koz, Boney James, Euge Groove, Kenny G, Eric 
Marienthal, Kim Waters, and many other smooth-jazz saxophon-
ists. In America, the 47-year-old Ventrella must compete against a 
great multitude of like-minded talent. So far, he loves every minute 
of it. “It’s very good here in the United States,” he said via telephone 
during a recent visit to the States. “It’s my wish to move here. My 
dream is to live in Los Angeles. I’ve got contacts there, and I would 
like to stay there.”

Since there is no appreciable market or outlet for smooth jazz 
in Italy, Ventrella relies on classical, pop, and funk performances 
— even playing at weddings and the like — to make a living there. 
He moonlights as an instrument repairman, working on saxo-
phones and clarinets.

His music career began with classical studies on clarinet 
and piano before he discovered pop music and then jazz. But 

it was upon hearing the sound of smooth jazz, courtesy of a 
London-based Internet radio station, that he decided on his 
musical future. “I heard my first jazz album at 15 when my father 
gave me a Duke Ellington album,” he says in heavily accented 
English. “I was captured from Johnny Hodges’ sound and solos. 
But I feel more expressive when I play smooth jazz because what 
people hear is my heart playing, and this is what I want.”

Among the artists who inspired him are familiar names like 
Kirk Whalum, Bob James, Boney James, and Eric Marienthal. “The 
first was Grover Washington Jr.,” he says, “then Dave Sanborn, 
George Howard, and more followed. I loved Grover because I was 
able to capture quickly his groove, his feel, his sound. I felt that 
was his heart playing, and I love so much his music still today.”

Ventrella is not the first European instrumentalist 
to try to make it in the world of smooth jazz. Some, of course, have 
found success — among them guitarists Peter White from England 
and Marc Antoine from France; Dutch saxophonist Praful; and 
the British group Acoustic Alchemy. Another saxophonist from 
Holland, altoist Candy Dulfer, has been popular with smooth-jazz 
audiences since the release of her debut album, Saxuality, in 1991. 
That disc sold more than a million copies worldwide, and her latest 

jazziz   april 2008   43

Yo, Rocco!
An Italian smooth-jazz saxophonist makes a go of it in the States.
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release, last year’s Candy Store, 
continues to sell well.

Despite her success, Dulfer 
agrees that playing smooth 
jazz in Europe is a decidedly 
difficult proposition. “Smooth 
jazz is basically non-existent in 
Europe,” she says. “Jazz is popu-
lar, but in Europe there’s not so 
much room for saxophone. In 
the United States, there are a 
lot of sax players. A musician 
has got to have something that 
makes them different. Miles 
[Davis] was a genius, but he 
was also a character onstage, 
very well-dressed, articulate, 
outspoken. Even if you don’t 
have that genius inside of you, 
you can bring something differ-
ent. Boney James, for example 
— he’s very quiet onstage, kind 
of mysterious. And a nice guy.”

So if you’re an Italian 
instrumentalist who wants 
to make it in smooth jazz, 
you should be nice, mysterious, a good player, and head for the 
States? Not a bad strategy, says Allen Kepler, president of Broadcast 
Architecture, a highly successful consulting firm for smooth-jazz 
radio stations. “Even with depressed sales, this is still one of the 
more open markets. Smooth jazz has no walls. There are groups 
like Four80East from Canada, Praful from Holland. It boils down 
to talent and a performer who has a show, not an MTV-created 
image or persona. It’s acts that are out touring. Smooth-jazz 
cruises are booked solid, and there are festivals across the U.S. 
There are definitely more opportunities here than abroad.”

Carol Archer, who writes a smooth-jazz column for Radio 
and Records, says the best way for a musician like Ventrella to 
make it is to go where the competition is because that’s where 
the audience is as well. “You’ve got to go to the United States, 
Japan, or Southeast Asia,” Archer says. Beyond that, she adds, 
artists need hits. “By far, the most effective way of expos-
ing music to potential buyers is radio airplay. Adults make 
choices based on what they hear on the radio. Without some 
level of airplay and popularity, it’s hard to get booked into clubs. 
Having a hit and the exposure and airplay is the way to go.”

That said, Archer continues, “It’s harder for [smooth-jazz] 
artists to get airplay because smooth jazz is song-driven, rather 
than artist-driven.” Furthermore, artists have to fit their music 
into what else is being played on radio. “It’s a sonic tapestry,” 
Archer explains. “Production is extremely important. There’s 
not a thread out of place. There is a formula to follow.”

Will Ventrella make it? If his debut CD, Give Me the Groove, 
(Smooth Sounds) is any indication, the possibility certainly exists. 

The disc is a well-produced mix 
of familiar tunes and original 
material. It opens with “Soulful 
Strut,” popularized by Ventrella’s 
hero, Grover Washington Jr. Here, 
Ventrella is soulful, indeed, with 
his soprano sax soaring above 
the bubbling rhythms. He turns 
delicate on the following track, 
“Alleria,” before taking on four 
more familiar tunes: “Where 
is the Love” and “Feel Like 
Makin’ Love,” both associated 
with Roberta Flack; and “Come 
Morning” and “Winelight,” two 
more tunes identified with 
Washington. Ventrella brings 
his personality to these tunes 
without going so far afield as to 
render them unfamiliar to the 
listener.

Four Ventrella originals, 
including the smoothly pro-
pulsive title track, are even 
more engaging. “On the Night” 
may be the best of the bunch: a 

lilting melody atop a bed of electronic keyboards and programmed 
percussion (including finger snaps) that leads to a gently swing-
ing chorus. The only misstep on the disc is an overly relaxed “A 
Night In Tunisia,” with synthesizers unable to take the place of a 
big band and with programmed beats that are simply too stiff.

Besides Ventrella’s sax and keyboards, Give Me the Groove 
includes contributions by keyboardist Renato Falaschi and work 
on keyboards, guitars, and bass by producer Bruce Nazarian. For 
his few live performances in the United States, Ventrella enlisted 
the aid of drummer Sergio Bellotti (who also hails from Bari) 
and Belotti’s band Spajazzy, which also includes fellow Italian 
Tino D’Agostino on bass and Maxim Lubarsky on keyboards.

Ventrella bemoans the fact that his opportunities to play 
smooth jazz disappear when he returns to Italy. “There are 
some opportunities outside the United States, but not for 
smooth jazz,” he says. “There’s pop and funk, but it’s hard to 
do smooth jazz.” Thus Ventrella commutes across the Atlantic 
for gigs in the States. “I’ll stay here, more or less, for a month, 
then go back to Italy,” he explains. “I am spending nine or 
10 months in Italy and the rest in the United States.”

He hopes his shows with Spajazzy along with his CD will 
help him gain a foothold in America. Unfortunately, as Carol 
Archer points out, “It’s a very challenging time in the music 
business. It’s not an environment that currently encourages 
labels to find and support artists the way they used to.”

Ventrella is undaunted by such talk. Despite the fact that he’s 
still a very small fish in the very large American pond, his ability, 
joy, and enthusiasm for smooth jazz are serving him well. “Now,” he 
says, “what I need is to find good management, and then play.” s

Candy Dulfer


