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            ‘Now I will do nothing but listen,

To accrue what I hear into this song, to let sounds contribute toward it …

I hear all sounds running together, combined, fused or following, Sounds of the city and sounds out of the city, sounds of the day and night …’1

            WALT WHITMAN, ‘SONG OF MYSELF’, LEAVES OF GRASS

            ‘You can only go as far forward as you have gone back.’2

            RAHSAAN ROLAND KIRKvi
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1
            1: The Searcher

         

         Bill Frisell has a dream. It’s a real dream, one that he had thirty years ago now but that has stayed with him. A dream that occasionally comes back to him during waking hours, yet only partially, mutably, like a sequence of fading and distorting Polaroids.

         In it, Frisell enters a large mansion and climbs a series of winding stairs that take him higher and higher. The building is rambling, ornate, American Gothic; it is dark and shadowy, and feels strangely claustrophobic.

         At the top of the house, at the end of a long wood-panelled corridor, he scales a ladder that leads him up, through a gap in the ceiling, to a dimly lit attic lined with mahogany shelves, tall bookcases and curious artefacts – it’s a cocoon-like space, a private library, perhaps.

         Seated around a heavy central table are three ‘nice little people’ dressed in dark brown hooded robes. The ‘miniature monks’ tell Frisell they are going to show him ‘stuff, the real stuff, how things really are’. They are going to share special truths, secret quiddities that very few come to know. One of them takes from a shelf a small wooden box containing cubes of different colours. He invites Frisell to open it. ‘This is the true essence of colour, what colour really looks like,’ he tells him.

         Frisell looks at a red so bright and intense that it hurts his eyes: ‘It was a red like I’d never seen, like it was psychedelic or something, or lit from within.’ He has the same experience with blue and green: ‘It was like I’d been blind and was seeing colour for the first time.’

         Another ‘monk’ then turns to Frisell and says, ‘We know you’re a musician, so we’d like you to hear what real music sounds like.’

         The sound that streams into the room is so pure and physical that it feels like a rod passing through his head. ‘It was like an arrow shot between my eyes or a rocket ship travelling through my brain,’ he explains. It’s every piece of music he has imagined or heard, coexisting 2and playing simultaneously. Yet what could be cacophony coalesces into the most harmonious, beautiful and perfect music. Then suddenly, of course, Bill Frisell wakes up.

         ‘It was the most amazing thing I’ve ever heard, though it would be impossible to describe,’ he tells me. He cannot recall what the melody was, be sure there even was one, or what type of music was being played: ‘It was like one of those super-elaborate Chinese carved ivory [puzzle] balls – you don’t know how they do it, but the further and further you look inside, the more and more layers you discover. I sort of remember the sound of strings – like a thousand violins playing independent parts. But it wasn’t really a particular instrument, or instruments. And it wasn’t a drone, because you could hear every little bit. It just included everything. It was all one thing. It was one sound.’

         His memory of the dream may be elusive, yet its meaning and significance to Bill Frisell seem more clear. On one level, the dream represents the ideal (and myth) of artistic perfection, the apogee of creative struggle and endeavour, the liminal, mysterious forces at work in music and the arts. On another, it symbolises Bill Frisell’s search.

         ‘I could never, in any way, achieve anything remotely close to what I heard in the dream,’ he says. ‘But I got a glimpse of something to strive for, something real and concrete, something that I feel I actually heard. Something I know is there. I’m always reaching out for things that are just a little bit beyond my grasp, different things that sort of float by a little outside my focus. Sometimes I reach out, and they disappear. But that’s what keeps me going, every day, every time I play.’

         Frisell says he has experienced the sound, fleetingly, when playing in concert. ‘There have been a few moments, just for a split second, when things have really lifted off, when I’ve just totally lost who’s playing what, and I’ve had a tiny flash or reflection of that sound. I’ve barely seen it; it’s like I’m on a high-speed train. But it’s pretty awesome to even think that it might be there, to be reminded that maybe there’s a way to get to all this stuff. Maybe that’s what the beam or rod [of sound] means. It’s about paying more attention, right? About staying clear, and making sure you 3somehow stay on target. It’s about there being no reason why music can’t be all together in one place.’

         It may seem fanciful, romantic even, to allude to the power of such a dreamworld in the music of Bill Frisell. Yet he is not the first musician to have experienced such a striking epiphany. The inimitable jazz original Rahsaan Roland Kirk said that the extraordinary innovation of playing more than one horn at the same time came directly from a dream. ‘The idea came from a whole lot of different dreams that I was having,’1 he once said. ‘I’d be so frustrated after I’d practised, day in and day out. And I’d lay down and have these dreams; I’d hear different instruments simultaneously … one of the dreams … showed me playing two instruments simultaneously. So after that I set out to find the instruments that I heard in my dreams, by looking in antique shops and different types of music shops and things.’

         From Paul McCartney to Keith Richards, Johnny Cash to Jimi Hendrix, Wagner to Ravel, Stravinsky and Berlioz, countless musicians and composers have said songs and compositions have come partially or fully formed to them in dreams. Jazz pianist Dave Brubeck even claimed to have found religion through a reverie of music.2 After hearing in a dream an entire composition and orchestration of the prayer ‘Our Father’ for a mass he had been commissioned to write, he was reportedly so moved by the revelation that he joined the Catholic Church.

         The influence of Frisell’s dream continues to resonate. He has written compositions with oneiric titles such as ‘Like Dreamers Do’, ‘Dream On’ and ‘Shutter, Dream’. Then there are the albums Beautiful Dreamers, which includes a gently oblique version of Stephen Foster’s 1864 parlour song ‘Beautiful Dreamer’, and Blues Dream, a suite of songs that stretches and expands across many American musical forms, and is widely considered to be one of his finest works. Beautiful Dreamers also became the name of one of Frisell’s most consistently creative groups, a trio with Eyvind Kang on viola and Rudy Royston on drums.

         Those who’ve worked closely with Frisell recognise the dream, and the search, as being important and revealing.4

         ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah, that sounds exactly what Bill is like,’3 says drummer Kenny Wollesen, when I describe The Frisell Dream to him. ‘Because he has these ears that just capture everything. I mean, it’s amazing, man; crazy. It’s all going into his brain, and it makes me realise that there’s a lot more going on than what I’m hearing.’

         Eyvind Kang sees the dream as a kind of enlightenment. ‘A dream like that is not just another wild dream; it represents a polarity, a dialectic with the practical side of Bill’s world – all the extreme travelling and the brutal stuff to do with the making of the gigs,’4 he says. ‘That dream, and other things, have hinted to me over the years that, from time to time, he’s kind of operating on a sublime and visionary level.’

         Cartoonist and animator Jim Woodring, who has illustrated two of Frisell’s album covers, also takes a knowingly mystical line on The Frisell Dream: ‘It’s about something transcendental he can’t remember, but that he knows is there. He’s been to the mountain; he’s heard it. Jesus, that’s a great story. It’s like a chapter from the Bible: “Bill’s Revelations”.’5
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         The abiding impact of Frisell’s dream is at the heart of his singular vision and exploratory drive – forces that over a period of forty-five years, forty-one albums as leader, appearances on more than three hundred recordings, and innumerable tours and live performances have established him as one of the most important, pioneering and panoramic musicians at work today.

         Frisell has been lauded in the New York Times as ‘the most significant and widely imitated guitarist to emerge in jazz since the beginning of the 1980s’.6 He has been called ‘the musing poet of the jazz guitar’7 and ‘the most distinctive stylist in contemporary jazz’.8 He has topped jazz charts, played major concert halls and festivals around the world, received prestigious grants and awards, and influential American jazz magazine DownBeat has acclaimed him as ‘Best Guitarist’ no less than fifteen times in its annual critics’ poll. 5

         Frisell has worked with many jazz luminaries, including venerated elder statesmen Charles Lloyd, Ron Carter and McCoy Tyner, venturesome free spirits Tim Berne, Andrew Cyrille and Julius Hemphill, and fellow guitar greats Jim Hall, John Scofield and Pat Metheny. He is the active embodiment of Metheny’s memorable maxim that ‘jazz is more of a verb than a noun’.9

         For almost thirty years Frisell was also part of a peerless trio led by one of the most important musicians in modern jazz: drummer Paul Motian. Motian established a working unit with Frisell and saxophonist Joe Lovano in the mid-1980s that would come to be regarded as the ne plus ultra of group interaction and improvisation.

         ‘I’m fine with being described as “a jazz guitarist”, and I respect that, and there’s certainly plenty to do within that form,’10 says Frisell. ‘It’s just that when I think about some of the people who’ve inspired me – Thelonious Monk and Sonny Rollins and Miles Davis – for me, jazz is not so much a style as a way of thinking, a process of transforming what’s around you. What bothers me is when the word is used to describe some music that excludes something else; it’s like there are these rules that keep people apart. I’m just trying not to shut anything out.’

         That open and adventurous approach is a major part of the wider appeal of Bill Frisell’s music. His reach and dedicated following stretch far beyond the freeform yet sometimes introspective borders of jazz into a musical world shaped and inspired by a multifarious range of forms, from bluegrass to pop, Americana to avant-garde, blues to West African, folk to film music, ambient to alt-rock, country to classical. By bringing and blending all these styles into his playing, Frisell has changed the sound of jazz, the sound of the guitar, and the sound of American music.

         Other guitarists have, to varying degrees, fused jazz with elements of rock (Larry Coryell), prog (Allan Holdsworth), metal (Vernon Reid), R&B (John Scofield), funk (James Blood Ulmer), soul (George Benson), pop (Les Paul), country (Lenny Breau), classical (Ralph Towner) and the avant-garde (Elliott Sharp). 6

         The process has worked vice versa too in the jazz-tinged flamenco of Paco de Lucía; the Latin rock of Carlos Santana; the experimental soundscapes of Robert Fripp; the alt-rock explorations of Thurston Moore; the later albums of ‘country gentleman’ Chet Atkins; the extended solos of the Grateful Dead’s Jerry Garcia; Hendrix.

         Yet no one before Bill Frisell has so successfully and seamlessly synthesised so many disparate musical elements into one highly individual sound. Frisell has looked past and beyond taxonomy to work in a new realm that thrillingly ignores categories and constraints. You can hear it in his music, across the breadth of his compositions and contrasting groups – the infinite sounds of his impossibly beautiful dream.

         Bill Frisell’s music reaches out, like an open hand. It embraces, and it renders the idea of genre in music, however useful as a shorthand or handle, redundant. Genre becomes the least interesting and meaningful way of thinking about his music.

         ‘Frisell plays guitar like Miles Davis played trumpet: in the hands of such radical thinkers, their instruments simply become different animals,’11 read a preview in the New Yorker. By creating music that is free-moving yet deep-rooted, Frisell has forged something entirely distinctive and of itself, a sound that, even after one note, is instantly, irrefutably, unmistakably his and his alone.

         He has an ability to connect to forms outside jazz, and to the music of the American past, without, crucially, sounding kitsch or ersatz. It is a rare and particular artistry: a respect for musical antecedents that never succumbs to mimicry or, worst of all, sentimentality. No nostalgia. Frisell always seems to be reimagining and reworking, to be filtering the music through his own highly developed musical personality.

         ‘The older I get, the more I keep looking back trying to figure out where I come from, and why,’12 he says. ‘And the more I look back, the more information it gives me to move forward.’ 7
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         Frisell is a shy, modest, contradictory, gentle giant of a man. His tall frame and bespectacled face led critic Gene Santoro to dub him ‘the Clark Kent of the electric guitar’.13 ‘Soft-spoken and self-effacing in conversation, he apparently breathes in lungfuls of raw fire when he straps on his guitar,’ wrote Santoro in Spin magazine. ‘His music is not what is typically called jazz, though it turns on improvisation; it’s not rock ’n’ roll; and it sure ain’t that tired dinosaur called fusion. In one of the biggest leaps of imagination since the Yardbirds and Jimi Hendrix, Frisell … slams his hovering split-toned ax into shapes of things to come.’

         Add a spare yet evocative playing technique that values space, shape and structure; a playful and irreverent slant – though never to the point of parody or pastiche; and a very musical approach to the infinite opportunities afforded by an array of pedals and effects – and the layers of meaning and possibility in his music become even greater.

         Frisell has also explored the interplay between music and the visual arts. He has written abstract compositions in response to the work of German painter Gerhard Richter, created wonderfully slapstick scores for the silent films of Buster Keaton and crafted offbeat soundtracks for television specials by The Far Side cartoonist Gary Larson.

         By turns, some of them quick and disorientating, Frisell’s music can be graceful, melancholic, fluid, warm, haunting, violent, unsettling and heartbreaking. It is like a journey through the landscape of the American West: mythic, expansive, cinematic and, yes, dreamlike.

         It is a free-spirited approach that has proven at once quietly revolutionary and vastly transformative. ‘Bill Frisell’s influence on what is now a few generations of guitarists is incalculable: his eclecticism, economy of means, and judicious use of effects have become a stylistic blueprint of sorts,’14 wrote Steve Futterman in the New Yorker in 2018.

         By steadfastly following his own path Frisell has become the most unlikely of guitar heroes, an unexpected agent of change who has inspired others to endlessly expand their view of what jazz and music can be. As the British poet Michael Horovitz once said, Frisell is the ‘maestro of all guitar possibilities’.15 He has altered and expanded the 8vocabulary of his instrument – and the language of jazz.

         Musicians today working broadly within, or informed by, jazz may take this remodelling as read: the twenty-first-century millennial mix is wide open and genre-blind. But it wasn’t always like this.

         ‘Bill is like nothing else – there’s jazz guitar up until Bill Frisell, and then there’s [jazz guitar] after Bill Frisell,’16 drummer Dave King of the Bad Plus has said. ‘You have to somehow deal with Bill Frisell, as far as I’m concerned. I think he’s one of those voices in jazz history … that changed the game, and everybody knows it.’

         By celebrating the connections between American and other musical forms, by finding what lies at the heart of them, and then, like his musical heroes, transforming them into music at once faithful and original, old and new, urban and rural, black and white, Frisell has also subtly reconfigured and reconstituted what it means to be a modern American musician, and to play American music.

         Frisell’s desire to integrate is not lost on trumpeter Ron Miles. ‘America has this race issue because it’s so diverse, and each generation has sought a way to look at it, and find a solution through it, through sound,’17 he says. ‘Bill is one of those guys who has found a way to deal with that issue, in a way that resonates with a lot of different people and a lot of different communities. So in that regard, I think he is a historically important American musician.’

         Frisell has dissolved differences and broken down borders. In divisive times, he has been a unifying force. While some have sought to exclude, he has stood squarely for inclusion, for a broader church. Where some see contradiction, he hears harmony. He has reasserted a timeless value, an idea that represents America at its best: e pluribus unum. Contain multitudes.
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         Frisell’s widescreen vision of music, his versatility and pluralism, have made him one of the most highly respected and sought-after players in 9contemporary music. If Frisell finds a connection to, or inspiration in a musician or project, there appears to be no context, no setting, that he will not risk putting himself into. It seems wilful, fearless, a restless restatement of the search.

         Justin Vernon of Bon Iver may have been voted by the Guardian in 2018 as one of the ‘most influential artists in music today’,18 but the most influential musician on Vernon himself is Bill Frisell, so much so that Vernon has a tattoo of the title of one of Frisell’s songs, ‘That Was Then’, across the top of his back. ‘I don’t think there’s anybody else that I could say was a bigger influence on us – by which I mean my group of friends that are all still playing music – than Bill. He’s our touchstone,’19 he says.

         Lucinda Williams is no mean picker herself, but her ‘favourite guitarist in the whole world’,20 the musician she considers the ‘best living contemporary guitar player’ is Bill Frisell. ‘I keep thinking, “How am I going to make another album without Bill Frisell?”’21 she has said.

         ‘He is one of America’s most unique musicians … a great American voice,’22 wrote Elvis Costello. Marianne Faithfull considers Frisell ‘a genius’. ‘I feel completely covered playing with him – like a full tapestry of sound has been hung behind me,’23 she says.

         Others who have worked with and hailed Frisell include a diverse group that ranges from Paul Simon to Gus Van Sant, songwriter/arranger Van Dyke Parks to leading contemporary composer Gavin Bryars; free-folk innovator Sam Amidon to downtown experimentalist John Zorn; Irish fiddle virtuoso Martin Hayes to American roots singer-songwriter Rhiannon Giddens.

         It can seem as if there is hardly anyone who knows about music who doesn’t love Bill Frisell. He is, to quote saxophonist Paul Desmond’s encomium to Jim Hall, ‘the favourite guitarist of many people who agree on little else in music’.24

         Everybody digs Bill Frisell. This is the story of why.

      

   


   
      
         
10
            2: Billy the Kid

         

         Bill Frisell is driving around Denver, showing me the city he grew up in. It is early March 2017 and cold outside; Frisell is wearing an olive-green hooded fleece and a thick grey and ochre houndstooth woollen jacket. Tuning the radio of the hire car to Denver’s jazz station, KUVO, he hits upon the Morning Beat with Victor Cooper. ‘He went to the same school as me, East High, and when I was sixteen, he was the second singer we had in the Soul Merchants, our kind of R&B funk band,’ says Frisell, smiling.

         Frisell turns into Larimer Street, where we’re stopping for brunch at hip downtown café Snooze. ‘This area has been drastically cleaned up, but in the sixties it was skid row, where all the bums and the pawn shops were,’ he continues. ‘In the pawn shops it was just guitars, guitars, guitars, and my friend Karle Seydel and I used to get the bus down here – and just look at them. Then Karle actually got a guitar from a downtown store called Wells Music. Soon after that, I got my first electric guitar from a place near here on California Street called Happy Logan Music. It was 1965 and I was fourteen. I paid for it with money from my paper route.’

         More than forty years after he left Denver, Frisell still has a strong emotional attachment to the city. He seems to savour strolling down familiar streets – for him Denver represents a childhood of mostly happy memories, of support, safety and opportunity. Perhaps because he has led the peripatetic life of a gigging musician, Denver also symbolises stability. He is not sentimental about the place, and knows full well the stark reality of the civil rights struggles Denver faced in the 1960s. Yet he retains a certain idealism about his early years. Even now he finds revisiting Denver, and looking back to his time there, comforting and nurturing.

         ‘I think there have been some filters going on over the years, because I know it definitely wasn’t like that, but my perception of it now is that it 11 was idyllic,’ he says. ‘It’s almost like I’ve concocted some kind of utopian and completely fictionalised memory of the place, almost like a dream,’ he adds. ‘In fact, I still have dreams about Denver. I’ll drive down some of the streets I lived in, and walk through some of the houses I lived in, and those dreams always give me the most wonderful kind of feeling. And I think I draw on that.’
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         William Richard Frisell was born in Baltimore, Maryland, on 18 March 1951, but his family moved to Denver just a few months afterwards. His father, also known as Bill, was a biochemist and educator, and had been offered an assistant professorship at the University of Colorado School of Medicine. That July, Bill Sr, Bill’s mother Jane, and their four-month-old baby, whom they called ‘Billy’, travelled 1,700 miles west. ‘They got a 1951 Plymouth, brand new,’1 Frisell told Ethan Iverson for his blog Do the Math. ‘We drove and left a trail of dirty diapers all the way across the country.’

         In a short memoir written fifty-one years later, Jane Frisell related, ‘We started out with Billy in the back seat, in a cardboard box we were using as a carrier. It really wasn’t as bad as it sounds. We had covered the outside and inside with white butcher paper and had put a small pillow inside … We also expected the motion of the car to soothe him to sleep. How wrong we were!’2

         The Frisell family moved into a modest apartment in a complex on Locust Street, on the then eastern edge of the city. Shortly afterwards they found a small single-storey brick house nearby at 949 Krameria Street in the Montclair neighbourhood. ‘It seemed like our “dream house” – just the cosy kind we liked,’ Bill’s mother enthused in her memoir, seemingly aware of ‘the typical fifties suburban life’ she was now living.

         That life was dramatically ruptured in January 1952 when baby Billy almost died. Suffering from chronic diarrhoea and unable to retain foods or liquids, the ten-month-old was rushed to hospital on the advice of a 12paediatrician named Dr Robinson. By the time they left Krameria Street though, Bill was already, according to Jane, ‘limp in my arms’.

         He was immediately put on an IV and the parents sent home. ‘Hospital policy wouldn’t allow us to stay, and we went away, terrified,’ wrote Jane. Visits were also not permitted. Over the next five days, however, Bill slowly recovered, and his parents were allowed to see him. ‘It turned out I was completely dehydrated and it was very, very touch and go,’ Bill recalls. ‘I don’t know exactly what it was, but I think I got some kind of infection, like an intestinal thing.’

         ‘We were thankful ever after for Dr Robinson,’ wrote Jane in her memoir. ‘We always believed that, because of his quick concern and action, he saved Billy’s life.’

         Bill’s parents met in Baltimore in 1946: Jane worked as an assistant in one of the labs at Johns Hopkins University, where Bill Sr was teaching and conducting postdoctoral research. Their first date was to an orchestral concert that was part of a series to which Bill had subscribed.

         ‘My father was interested in her, but he was so shy he couldn’t get to the point where he could ask her to go out,’3 explains Bill’s younger brother Bob, laughing. ‘So he actually had his friend, a colleague, do it for him: “Bill really wants to …”’

         They married two years later. In 1949 Bill was awarded an American-Scandinavian Foundation fellowship to study for a year at Uppsala University in Sweden with Theodor Svedberg and Arne Tiselius: two distinguished biochemists who had both won the Nobel Prize in Chemistry.

         Bill’s father had a direct family connection to Sweden. He was born Wilhelm Richard Frisell on 27 April 1920 in the small city of Two Harbors in northeastern Minnesota, on the shores of Lake Superior – a half-hour’s drive northeast along Highway 61 from Duluth, birthplace of Bob Dylan. Bill Frisell’s paternal grandparents, Olof and Thyra, had met in Two Harbors and married a month before Bill Sr was born. Both were from Sweden. Olof – or Ole, as he was known – was the youngest of seven and moved with his parents in 1910, aged fourteen, from the 13hamlet of Eda Glasbruk in the far west of Sweden, just a mile from the border with Norway, on what is also now the Route 61 road.

         Thyra Falk was one of fourteen children and from Gräsmark, around twenty miles east of Eda Glasbruk. In 1913, aged sixteen, she emigrated to Two Harbors – through Ellis Island, as had Ole; around 1.2 million Swedish immigrants arrived in the US between 1885 and 1915. Ole worked on the railway that had been built along the North Shore from Duluth; later he was general manager of a department store in Two Harbors. Bill Sr was Thyra and Ole’s only son and Swedish was the language of life at home; he spoke hardly any English until he went to school aged five.

         Frisell’s grandparents were sturdy, stoic, hard-working, and Lutheran by birth, if not always by practice. They were family-oriented, fun-loving and enjoyed the great outdoors. In 1928 Ole built a cedarwood log cabin on forty acres of land he had bought near Two Harbors.4 ‘We would visit Two Harbors almost every summer and I have strong memories of going out fishing on the lake in a little motorboat or rowboat with my father and grandfather,’ says Bill. ‘But it’s the cabin I remember the most – it had one small room, a little bedroom and kitchen, a well and an outhouse at the back. It was right in the middle of the woods, and it was an amazing place for me to go as a kid.’

         Music was an important part of family and community life. Ole played violin, cornet and euphonium; Bill Sr was encouraged to learn tuba and double bass – he played the latter in the town band. Thyra loved to sing, especially Swedish folk songs; she used to lull her grandchildren, Billy and Bobby, to sleep, when they visited.

         Education was also a priority and Bill Sr excelled at school; in 1938 he won a full scholarship to study chemistry at St Olaf College in North-field, Minnesota, around thirty-five miles south of Minneapolis. ‘My father was a straight-A student, but I never got the feeling that his parents were real strict disciplinarians or anything – it was just something in him,’ says Frisell. ‘He had some kind of internal drive to be super-perfect with whatever he was doing, and his handwriting was all super-neat and careful. He was incredible.’ 14

         Bill Sr was included in the 1941 edition of Who’s Who Among Students in American Universities and Colleges. ‘Selection is not based on scholarship alone, but rather on a well-rounded college life, placing extracurricular activities on a level with scholarship,’ the book states. ‘The qualifications considered are character, leadership, scholarship, and potentialities.’ Bill Sr was a member of St Olaf’s Honors Society, Science Club, German Club, concert band and orchestra. Graduating with the highest honours, he was accepted for a masters at Johns Hopkins. He worked at the US Government’s wartime Office of Scientific Research and Development during 1943–44, and was awarded a doctorate in biochemistry at Johns Hopkins in early 1946, the year he met Jane.

         ‘My father would take me into his lab and start talking about his work, and I knew it was something related to bacteria – and I should know more, even now – but it was just so beyond what I could understand,’ says Frisell. ‘It seemed so foreign to me, like another language. I do remember noticing how fired up he was about it all, how he just tried as hard as he could the whole way. He was meticulous, and I’m aware I’ve got some of that obsessiveness myself. I’m sure he’s influenced my persistence and stubbornness, too. I can see now that biochemistry for him is what music is for me.’

         Margaret Jane Fleagle was born on 6 July 1920 in Colonial Park, on the western edge of Baltimore County, Maryland. Her German-American family had worked hard and done well; Jane grew up in a large, three-storey, wooden-framed clapboard property with covered porches and gabled dormer windows.5 She was the youngest of four children; she had one sister, Mary, and two brothers, Robert and Benjamin; Benjamin was born in 1914 but lived for just nine days. Jane’s father was also called Benjamin – ‘There has been an “Uncle Ben” in every generation of our family for two hundred years,’6 Frisell’s second cousin Matt Fleagle once declared.

         Benjamin Fleagle, Bill’s maternal grandfather, was born in Taneytown in northern Maryland as one of nine children, and grew up on a small farm in Mayberry, about three miles east of Taneytown (just a few miles down the road is a small community called Frizzellburg). He was a teacher 15and educator, serving as principal of Hampstead High School, twenty-five miles northwest of Baltimore, then head of the English department of Baltimore City College. He also worked at Johns Hopkins, and at the university in Columbia, on the outskirts of the city. Jane’s father was, by most accounts, strict, stern, conservative and church-going – he was an active member of the Baltimore Presbyterian Church board and a Sunday school superintendent.

         ‘He was tall, had thick white hair, always wore a suit, and I remember him as kind of stiff and uptight – he didn’t talk much,’ says Bill. ‘But when he got to church every week he would really let loose. He’d sing the hymns so loudly that he would drown out all the others, or he’d try to sort of harmonise the melodies, or he’d carry on after everyone else in the church had finished. I just remember being so embarrassed; I can hear it in my mind even now.’

         Frisell jokes there was another branch to the extended Fleagle family tree: ‘I once came across a group called the Fleagle Gang, who were famous bank robbers that terrorised the country in the early twentieth century. I don’t know if I’m related to them,’ he deadpans, ‘but that’s pretty good.’

         Bill’s maternal grandmother, Frances (‘Fanny’) Guthrie was born in West Virginia. She was the fifth of eight children and grew up on a large farm near the town of Romney, the state’s oldest settlement. The Guthries can trace their American roots back to around 1700, mostly to New England and Pennsylvania, and before that to the county of Angus in Scotland. Like the Fleagles, they were members of the Presbyterian Church; Jane’s grandfather, William, was said to be ‘a man of unbending integrity’7 – yet also one of ‘generous impulses, open-hearted and frank’.

         ‘Our grandfather was conservative, but my mother’s mother was actually quite liberal,’ says Bob Frisell. ‘So it was sort of a mixed marriage.’8

         While there is no known link to the Woody Guthrie line of the extended family – all that was happening around a thousand miles west in Oklahoma – Fanny had a keen interest in music, studying piano at a conservatory in Baltimore before she married Benjamin. It’s likely that 16she also had some feel for local Appalachian folk music, especially its songs and ballads. If so, it was a passion she passed on to her daughter.

         ‘My mother used to sing and whistle when she was working around the house, and she knew hundreds of old standard songs … the words and everything,’9 Bill has said. ‘Years and years later when I became interested in … trying to learn some of these old songs, I was surprised to realise that she knew all of them.’

         Jane’s parents moved to Catonsville, just to the west of Baltimore, in 1946. In the 1950s and 1960s, the Frisells would try to visit Jane’s family every summer. ‘I can’t imagine this now, but when I was six, my brother and I would take the trolley car [from Catonsville] to downtown Baltimore by ourselves,’10 Frisell told the Baltimore City Paper. ‘I remember all those rowhouses with the marble steps. I remember it being so hot that the tar on the street was bubbling up.’

         Bill’s mother inherited her father’s love of education and literature, and her mother’s liberal approach to life and the arts. But she shared one overriding characteristic with her husband: shyness. ‘Shy is actually a mild way to put it,’ says Frisell. ‘I don’t know if it was being repressed in some way, or whether my parents were just naturally withdrawn or inward-looking, or it was the religious thing, or a certain fearfulness, or something … but they were both very shy.’

         Bill Sr’s work as a prominent scientist and educator forced him to overcome such a potentially debilitating trait. ‘I feel like that’s happened with me and music,’ says Frisell. ‘I’m shy, but the music has always given me a way; it’s brought me out of that feeling of being locked in or just terrified.’

         Perhaps Bill Sr’s shyness was, in part, a Swedish attribute. In his book Shrinking Violets: A Field Guide to Shyness, British author and academic Joe Moran suggests certain cultures may simply be more prone to diffidence and modesty: ‘Nordic people have a reputation for shyness – a product, perhaps of a Calvinist Protestant tradition that shunned brazenness and ostentation, the freezing temperatures that necessitated taciturnity when outdoors, and the ethnic homogeneity which meant 17that shared experiences and feelings needed only to be implied rather than said out loud.’11

         Moran also quotes Susan Sontag, who lived in Stockholm at the end of the 1960s. ‘Talking apparently never ceases to be a problem for the Swedes: a lean across an abyss,’12 she wrote. ‘Conversations are always in danger of running out of gas, both from the imperative of secretiveness and from the positive lure of silence. Silence is the Swedish national vice.’

         Bob Frisell agrees, yet sees its effectiveness. ‘I remember one evening when I was around seven years old, Bill and I and our parents were on the couch watching television, and the cartoons were about to come on – and my dad turned the channel to some boring Walter Cronkite news programme. I actually had a temper tantrum, and I tore up the newspaper. My father didn’t say a word,’13 laughs Bob. ‘He just sat there calmly, and let me rant and rave, until I realised that the channel would not be turned to the cartoons, and I gave up. He was firm, and that was it. He just did the job without saying anything.’

         Moran points out that the Swedish word for shyness, blyg, carries ‘positive associations, suggesting someone who is unassuming and willing to listen to others’.14 He also draws reference to Swedish-speaking Finnish author and illustrator Tove Jansson, creator of the much loved Moomin books: ‘Jansson’s lesson is not that shy people should come out of their shells; it is that they should learn to become non-neurotic introverts. Moomins may sulk and skulk fleetingly, but most of the time they are neither needy nor neurotic. Their response to a problem is to think deeply and then make something – a hut, a painting, a poem, a boat carved out of bark – as a way of whittling meaning out of a terrifying world.’15

         Bill’s paternal grandfather built a hut in the woods. Bill’s father painted his entire life.16 Bill made music.
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         Bill Frisell is standing outside 834 Cook Street. The third Frisell family home in Denver was small but nearer downtown, and even closer to the 18School of Medicine; Bill’s father used to walk to work.

         ‘We moved here in 1955, around the time we got our first television – I can clearly remember the evening my father brought this strange box into the house, and it being a big deal,’ Frisell says. ‘When I was around four or five, I’d watch cartoons on that black-and-white TV in this house every day, and I sort of became addicted. I’d watch The Mickey Mouse Club and at the end of the show the host, a guy named Jimmie Dodd, would come on to say goodbye, or sometimes to deliver some message, and all the kids with their Mouseketeer ears on would gather round, and he would play his guitar and they’d sing a song.

         ‘Jimmie Dodd’s guitar had a drawing of Mickey Mouse’s head on it, with two big round ears on the body up by the neck. It was called a “Mousegetar” and I thought it was just so cool. It was this beautiful, fascinating object that seemed to have the power to bring everyone together. So I took a piece of cardboard, drew out the shape of a guitar, cut it out and put rubber bands on it for strings. That was my first guitar.’

         This was the post-war era of boundless American power and prosperity, of national optimism and space-age vision, of no less than the galvanising potential of the American Dream made real. There was another very different and divided America, of course, especially if you were African American and living in the South, but the Frisell family in Denver benefited fully from this revolution. They were almost a 1950s American archetype: of the baby boom, high employment, rising wages and suburban expansion; of the consumerism of new cars, televisions, washing machines and vacuum cleaners; and of radios, and increasingly record players, that started playing a new music which would transform everything – youth culture, society, language, sex, rigid segregation, the country itself.

         The chief instrument of that change, the one swaying suggestively between the sneer of Elvis’s lip and the swivel of his hips, the one slung provocatively between the spreadeagled legs of Chuck Berry, the one adding an off-beat appeal to bespectacled Buddy Holly, was the electric guitar. In a country that was still politically, socially and culturally 19conservative, the electric guitar symbolised freedom, modernity, mischief and rebellion.

         With more and more technologically advanced models being produced by manufacturers such as Gibson, Gretsch and Fender (the Fender Telecaster was ‘born’ the same year as Bill Frisell, in 1951), electric guitars were suddenly increasingly available and affordable. Democratic, populist and versatile, they were the instruments of a new music and a new generation. It was little wonder that they appealed to the young Bill Frisell, even – or especially – in distant suburban Denver.

         ‘From a really, really little kid I remember always being fascinated with it [the electric guitar] … then growing up during that time it just seemed sort of normal – so many people had guitars,’17 Frisell has said. ‘There was a time it was almost like sports or something. People would play baseball and then they would play guitar.’

         Walking along Cook Street, Frisell points to a house across the road, towards the junction with 9th Avenue. ‘That second-to-last house over there, that was where my friend George Kawamoto lived,’ he says. ‘He could make knives from pieces of metal and wood and stuff, and he was just a huge hero of mine. I used to really look up to him. When I was about ten or eleven, George got a guitar, and another kid I played with had a guitar in his house, and I just started noodling around on them, and I connected with it. But George was the guy who made me want to play the guitar.’

         He’d had a positive impact on Frisell a few years earlier too. ‘There was a little girl called Bea Davis, who lived next to George and that I didn’t like, and one time I got into a fight with her,’ confesses Frisell. ‘I was only six, but it was my early juvenile delinquent phase, or something, and I thought I was being cool. George Kawamoto beat the shit out of me. Taught me a lesson: you’re not supposed to beat up girls. I’m glad I got that straight back then.’

         After many requests, Frisell’s mother bought Bill his own small Japanese transistor radio. ‘I can remember that radio even now, because I was just in love with the sounds that were coming out of it,’ he says. ‘It was a very 20powerful thing; I could almost taste the music. I would go to sleep with it.’

         The sounds of surf music were the first to make serious waves in Bill Frisell’s world – significantly, guitar-led instrumental surf music – despite the fact that Denver boasted a vibrant sixties acoustic folk music scene, and was around a thousand miles from the nearest ocean.

         But what Colorado did have, wonderfully and perversely, was its own popular homegrown sixties surf group: the Astronauts. The five-piece band was based in Boulder, twenty-five miles northwest of Denver, a liberal college town in the foothills of the Rockies.18 In 1963 the Astronauts had a minor hit with ‘Baja’, a bright, catchy, Fender reverb-soaked surf-rock instrumental written by Lee Hazlewood. More than fifty years later, Frisell would pay tribute to its enduring influence by recording the song on an album called Guitar in the Space Age!

         ‘The first stuff that ever got me fired up was surf music – the Ventures, the Astronauts, the Beach Boys … [that] awareness of guitars and how cool they must be to play,’19 Frisell told the Minneapolis Star Tribune. ‘[That was] the tipping point for me becoming obsessed with music as a kid.’ Frisell would buy surf magazines and pore over photographs of surfers, as sporting daredevils and pop-cultural pioneers; ‘I’d fantasise about buying a surfboard – not even to surf, but just to have it, just to look at it,’ he told me.

         The first record he bought with his own money was the Beach Boys’ single ‘Surfer Girl’, also released in the summer of 1963. Frisell was attracted not just to the twangy guitar riffs, but to the song’s swaying melody and swooning vocal harmonies: ‘I didn’t know what was going on, but I knew it was the most beautiful sound I’d ever heard.’20

         The B-side of that 45 was ‘Little Deuce Coupe’. As a classic child of the early sixties, Frisell was a serious fan of performance engines, custom cars and hot rods (cartoons, rockets, dinosaurs, monsters, science fiction and outer space also rocked his world around this age). He was once asked, ‘What musical/performing/visual artists turned your world upside down as a teenager?’ Frisell replied, ‘Ed “Big Daddy” Roth, Bob Dylan, Miles Davis.’21 In that order. Roth was a Southern Californian cartoonist, 21illustrator and custom car designer, builder and provocateur who created the hot-rod anti-hero Rat Fink. ‘I had this fantasy about being a drag racer or race-car driver, but then I also loved guitars, and I remember one day it kind of shifted in my mind that I wanted to play guitar instead of being a racer,’ says Frisell. ‘I was in the alley and my mother was taking the trash out, or something – and I said to her, “I’ve decided I would rather play the guitar than be a race-car driver.” And she was like, “Oh Billy, that’s just wonderful.”’

         That Christmas 1963, Bill got his very first guitar: a cheap $20 archtop.
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         The guitar wasn’t his first instrument, however. When Frisell was nine and in fourth grade at Teller Elementary School, he was asked whether he wanted to play an instrument. He chose, or more accurately his father chose for him, the clarinet.

         ‘He thought it was a good instrument, and I remember he was excited and enthusiastic about the idea of me playing it,’ says Frisell. ‘My brother Bob was encouraged in the same way, on the trumpet, and he had a lot of musical ability. He sort of had a natural ear for music. It’s just that he didn’t stick with it the same way I did.’

         Frisell would continue with the clarinet for the next ten years, playing the instrument through school and college, and being urged by his parents to work hard and practise diligently and daily. He had a series of supportive teachers who quickly recognised his talent and commitment: Jack Frederiksen at Teller, who was also a composer and working musician; Charles Fields at Gove Junior High School; and the director of the East High School band, Vincent Tagliavore.

         Frisell joined the Denver Youth Musicians’ marching and concert band, quickly progressing from the beginners’ band, through intermediate, to lead clarinettist in the Gold Sash Band. ‘It was a big deal to get into that band,’ he says. It meant, for example, travelling to New 22York, aged thirteen, to play at the huge ‘Peace Through Understanding’ 1964 World’s Fair in Flushing Meadows Park in Queens. Frisell would play in the band until he was seventeen.

         The director of the Gold Sash Band, Jack Stevens, was also a clarinet player, and an important early influence on Frisell: ‘Jack was strict, and everything had to be just really regimented and organised; it was almost a military process. But he was an amazing teacher, he had a plan, and it was through him that I really began to learn the fundamentals of music. And to make progress, especially when it came to rhythm and time. That marching thing – left, right, left, right, left, right – had to get into me and affect me in some way.’

         Frisell has also described playing in the band as his ‘most character-building experience’:22 ‘You had to show up exactly on time, and then march in a dead straight line, while playing music and wearing a really uncomfortable uniform. One of the first parades I took part in was at the 1960 Denver Stock Show, and it was in January and freezing – so cold I couldn’t move my fingers. And you couldn’t break the line – whatever. If there were big piles of cow shit on the ground, you just had to splat right through them.’

         Stevens became Frisell’s private teacher, encouraging him at twelve to take up tenor saxophone. Later, when Frisell was sixteen and showing signs of becoming an exceptional musician – he had started playing in woodwind quintets and chamber groups and become first chair clarinet in the Colorado All-State Orchestra for high-school students – Stevens passed him on to study with Richard Joiner, the principal clarinettist with the Denver Symphony Orchestra. That involved playing Debussy’s Première Rhapsodie and the Mozart Clarinet Concerto.

         But Frisell’s heart was not really in it. Six weeks or so after he was given that first acoustic guitar, and a little more than a month before his thirteenth birthday, the Beatles appeared on The Ed Sullivan Show. Frisell’s world, like that of many kids his age at the time, changed fundamentally and for ever: ‘[The Beatles were] absolutely gigantic – about as gigantic as you can get. It’s at the very beginning of me wanting to do this stuff. 23Then they come along and it was like, “Oh my God!” It’s so huge for me. It’s about as big a thing in my life, an event, as you could possibly imagine. It got me playing music, really.’23

         Maybe it’s hard, almost sixty years on, to fully appreciate the unprecedented hysteria surrounding the Beatles’ first appearances in America: the outrageous success and crazy sales figures; the madness and the screaming and the fainting.

         An estimated seventy-three million people, almost forty per cent of the American population, watched the Beatles on The Ed Sullivan Show on 9 February 1964; it was the largest ever television audience at that time. And every American kid who saw them heard that indelible early Beatles sound, at once oddly familiar and radically new. ‘It was absolutely shocking, devastating. It was so strong, that sound,’24 Frisell told Jazziz magazine. ‘When I first heard “I Want to Hold Your Hand”, the harmony and power of all of them together was just … I’d never heard anything like it.’ E Street Band guitarist and actor Steven Van Zandt, who was thirteen at the time, summed up the impact in the New Yorker: ‘For those of us who were already the freaks and misfits and outcasts of the future, it was literally as shocking as a flying saucer landing in Central Park.’25

         Bill Frisell may have been no nascent ‘freak’, but his shyness made him something of a social misfit and outsider. He didn’t like high school and was not an academic achiever. ‘I was sort of just a B student; I wasn’t enough of a rebel to totally flunk out of the whole thing,’ he says. He wasn’t naturally communicative or outgoing either. ‘I flunked speech class in school,’26 Frisell explained to Premier Guitar magazine. ‘Just to be alone and standing up in front of people and making statements … I’ve never been comfortable with that.’

         Pop and rock music were the salve, and the guitar was the solution. Soon Frisell was trading his cheap archtop for a proper classical guitar and saving hard for his first electric. He started taking guitar lessons from Bob Marcus at the Denver Folklore Center (DFC), a now legendary ‘rustic and rough-hewn’27 instrument, guitar and record shop-cum-performance space that opened in 1962. The DFC quickly became the focus of hippie, 24folkie and Beatnik life in the city: Judy Collins would regularly play at the store when she returned to Denver from performing in the folk clubs of Greenwich Village alongside Bob Dylan.28 Denver may have been an isolated backwater in the mid-sixties, yet the DFC was a tiny window into a wider American world that was radically in flux.29 It was equal parts meeting place, hangout and alternative community centre; many had gathered there in November 1963 during the days following the assassination of John F. Kennedy.

         ‘A few other things happened in 1964,’30 Frisell has written. ‘Muhammad Ali (Cassius Clay) beat Sonny Liston. The Civil Rights Act was signed. Nelson Mandela was sentenced to life in prison. John Coltrane recorded A Love Supreme. Martin Luther King won the Nobel Peace Prize. The times they are a changin’. I turned thirteen and decided I had to get an electric guitar and try to play it.’

         People also gathered at the DFC to listen to music. Frisell was being swept up in the British Invasion, not just by the Beatles, but through Rolling Stones’ singles such as ‘Not Fade Away’ and ‘It’s All Over Now’, Manfred Mann’s ‘Got My Mojo Working’ and ‘Do Wah Diddy Diddy’,31 and Herman’s Hermits’ ‘I’m into Something Good’ – the Manchester beat-band’s August 1965 gig at Denver University football stadium was the first live concert Frisell attended.

         It was also at the DFC that he began to listen to the American artists that inspired those British groups: Buddy Holly, Bobby Womack, Paul Butterfield, Mike Bloomfield, Mississippi John Hurt, Otis Spann, Junior Wells, Buddy Guy, Muddy Waters and Elizabeth Cotten. Frisell was still just thirteen, however, and he is the first to admit that he didn’t make such a key connection – arriving at American music, particularly the blues, backwards – until a few years later.
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         The following June, Frisell went to Happy Logan Music and bought that first electric guitar: a Fender Mustang with a Deluxe amp. ‘“Happy” 25Logan himself showed me the guitar, and even though I hadn’t saved up enough money from my paper route, he let me have it,’ says Frisell. ‘I think the guitar was $215 and the amp $165.’32

         Shortly after, he was forming his first band, the Weeds, with school friends Greg Jones on drums and Tony Eberhart on hollow-body guitar; Frisell claims they were all entirely innocent of the name’s dope-related associations. By this time the Frisell family had moved just up the road to a much larger house on East 7th Avenue that had a sizeable basement where the trio could rehearse. They played tunes, mostly by the Beatles, Stones and Byrds, at private parties and in friends’ basements.

         ‘When I first started playing guitar, it was like a completely different side of my brain was working,’33 Frisell told Jazziz. ‘Clarinet was a real intellectual process. I read well, read music … But when I started guitar, I just sort of did it all on my own. It was weird. I couldn’t read music on the guitar, but I could figure out stuff from records.’ This is the genesis of the advanced Frisell approach to music, a combination of structure and freedom, composition and improvisation, rule and rebellion, of an all-embracing aesthetic that champions seemingly contrasting collisions and coalitions.

         ‘If you took away those experiences in that marching band, then whatever my music is, it wouldn’t be anywhere; it’s just so much a part of it,’ says Frisell. ‘My greatest joy is to be soaring, flying, right? But you can’t do that unless you have the ground to take off from. If it’s not there, then you’re just floundering around, lost. It just doesn’t work. Even rebelling against those things – that has so much to do with what I love about music. It’s the joy of realising you can push up against these structures, or just go ahead anyway and juxtapose one musical element against another.

         ‘I think I learned something from that time in my life, having all that rigidity and structure, and wanting to break out of it somehow. There was the marching-band thing going on, and then there was the total freedom of playing guitar with my friends. And then I realised: wow, what if you could have both, have it all be in the same place?’
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            3: Once Upon a Time in the West

         

         Bill Frisell and I are in Hooked on Colfax, a café, bakery, community space and ‘chill hangout’ on East Colfax Avenue, part of the near fifty-mile main drag that slices east–west through metropolitan Denver. Once described by Playboy as ‘the longest, wickedest street in America’, it’s been cleaned up quite a bit since then and, as we sit drinking cortados from organic locally roasted coffee, the neighbourhood seems the epitome of the new twenty-first-century city: hip, modern, dynamic and forward-thinking.

         East Colfax Avenue is less than a mile north of Bill’s former family home on well-to-do East 7th Avenue – a large house to which the Frisells moved in 1964 – and just a few doors down from the Bluebird Theater. Now a celebrated Denver music venue, the Bluebird was a cinema in the sixties where teenage Frisell went most Saturday nights.

         ‘We’ve talked about how my idea of growing up around here is still quite idyllic,’ Bill says, ‘but it doesn’t take me too long to recall a different kind of experience, one that involves darkness, and a lot of pain, a lot of fear. Yes, I grew up in a safe neighbourhood with trees and houses with front lawns. I used to cycle everywhere, I had a paper route, I was a junior deacon at my parents’ church. It was kind of like Leave it to Beaver.’1 But Bill also recalls that he was ‘pretty painfully shy. I remember a feeling of being afraid and sort of trapped. I had to fight all the time against closing myself off.’

         This duality of light and shade, high optimism and a more stark view of the world, existed on a number of levels for Frisell. One of which, of course, was his awkward introversion, and how music could be its catharsis – and antithesis, his social life. Friends, and friends of friends, would come over to jam in his parent’s basement, and a year after forming the Weeds, Bill traded his Mustang for a flashier and more flexible second-hand Fender Jaguar and banded together with a few fellow 27teenagers to start a new five-piece group.2 With Frisell and Tony Eberhart again on guitars, plus Jack Hubble on vocals and harmonica, Paul Vanbuskirk on bass, and Bill Kraus on drums, they were called the Publik, then Market Street Trolley. The band played such popular hits as ‘I’ll Feel a Whole Lot Better’ by the Byrds, ‘You Really Got Me’ by the Kinks, and ‘House of the Rising Sun’ by the Animals. In 1966 the group won a Battle of the Bands contest at the Clayton College for Boys on the other side of Denver’s City Park.

         Rather than being defined by formal marching and concert bands, and the clarinet – ‘talk about the most uncool instrument you could be playing’ – Frisell was playing guitar, playing in groups, having a social life, being taken outside of himself. His school, East High, was a significant part of that evolution. Located a few blocks from where we are sitting, the imposing red-brick public school had a strong academic record and reputation; in Bill’s junior year, in 1968, it was ranked as one of America’s top ten schools. The school’s ambitious standards, however, didn’t rub off too much on Frisell. He was even temporarily suspended when he was seventeen for smoking on school grounds.3

         Still, East High offered alternative learning opportunities, both social and musical. Located at the intersection of two distinct Denver communities – the mostly working-class African American and Latino neighbourhoods to the east and north; and a predominantly white middle-class area to the south – the school had always managed to achieve a remarkable degree of integration.

         ‘It was like a beacon of political progressiveness,’4 says Ron Miles, who attended East High in the late seventies, and has worked in various Frisell bands since 1993. ‘There was a kind of easier racial interaction at the school, and having friends from different races and stuff was like [Miles claps his hands] … yeah, of course. East seemed to be a place where racial turmoil was worked out without any kind of crazy violence.’

         East High had an active and well-funded music department that encouraged both individual advancement and participation in the school’s orchestra, concert and jazz bands, ensembles and choirs. There 28were theory classes, small group sessions and extracurricular activities. This suited Frisell just fine: all he really wanted to do, other than smoke cigarettes, was to play music.

         As with racial and social differences, musical distinctions were largely disregarded. ‘There were a lot of vocal groups, Temptations-type bands. I ended up playing in soul bands, and that seemed close to the blues,’5 Frisell told critic Josef Woodard. ‘Some of the guys in Earth, Wind & Fire – Philip Bailey, Larry Dunn, Andrew Woolfolk – were at East High. We were in rival groups, but we played in the school band together and had jam sessions.’

         Some of these groups required shrinking, self-conscious teenage Frisell to don dark glasses, a shiny silver suit, and attempt loosely choreographed dance routines. He even played in ‘soul bands backing up singers doing their James Brown things. It must’ve been pretty strange to see me on stage playing “Say it Loud – I’m Black and I’m Proud”.’6

         Frisell was living through a period of both immense social change – sexual liberation, the rise of the women’s movement, the counterculture, Woodstock – and political unrest:7 the struggle for civil rights, Black Power, street protests and nationwide riots, Vietnam. In Denver there were confrontations between the police and the city’s African American and Mexican-Hispanic communities. Forced ‘desegregation bussing’ of students from 1969 onwards led to fierce opposition among white parents; arsonists destroyed a third of the city’s school buses.

         Frisell was also affected by one of the most cataclysmic events of the decade: the assassination of Martin Luther King in April 1968. Four years earlier, Reverend King had spoken at the church where Frisell was a junior deacon, Montview Boulevard Presbyterian; Bill and his family had attended.

         Frisell remembers the assassination well. ‘I was playing clarinet with my concert band in the main auditorium at East High, and almost the whole school was there,’ he says. ‘But in the middle of the [evening] concert the principal came in and said, “Children, I’m sorry, I’ve got some really bad news: Martin Luther King has just been killed.” The whole 29place erupted. I remember running home from school, guys chasing me with sticks and baseball bats. I got hit on the arm; it was mayhem.’

         Riots and violence erupted across the US. In Denver, schools were closed and there were marches, memorials and rallies; nineteen stores were looted, fifty-two fires started, and one hundred vehicles damaged.8 But there was no major civil unrest. Denver wasn’t Watts. But it wasn’t exactly Wyoming either.

         It sounds almost wilfully naïve, even utopian, but Frisell says East High gave him a sense of harmony, a model, a way of working; it advanced the idea that music can transcend division and overcome conflict. ‘Even though I knew there was all this darkness and tension in the world, within my area of music there was this feeling that we were coming out of it somehow and making some kind of progress,’ he says. ‘It was like, “I know that shit is messed up, but we’re figuring it out and working through this together.” That feeling has never really left me: music gives me a structure to think about how the world could possibly be.’

         
            [image: ]

         

         East High also had a lasting impact on Frisell through Vincent Tagliavore – associate director of instrumental music, director of the school concert band, and organiser of the music for school theatre productions and talent shows.

         One of the acts for the talent show of autumn 1967 was a dance routine, performed by four girls, to Wes Montgomery’s ‘Bumpin’ on Sunset’; the radio-friendly Montgomery original, from his LP Tequila, had been released as a single the year before.9 The laidback Latin-jazz track had a cool and breezy West Coast feel, stylishly propelled by guitarist Montgomery’s softly seductive three-octave melodic lines. ‘[The girls] were going to use the record, but the band director [Mr Tagliavore] thought it would sound cheesy,’10 Frisell told DownBeat in 2004. ‘He knew I played guitar and … gave me the album. I went home and learned the song [by 30ear]. I thought, “Oh, so this is jazz.” Which I had never been exposed to up to that point.’

         Luckily, ‘Bumpin’ on Sunset’ is not ‘Giant Steps’; it’s a simple enough melody based on one A-minor chord throughout. Frisell enlisted school friends Bob Chamberlain and Mike Ringler on bass and drums, and when they played the music for the dance routine, ‘the whole school went nuts’.

         For Frisell, the track had everything he was looking for, but hadn’t known existed. It had the catchiness of pop and the Californian shimmer of surf rock; the rhythmic pulse of Latin and R&B and the warmth of soul; and the harmonic sophistication and improvisatory freedom of jazz. It also had the easy-going sound of Montgomery’s famous hollow-body Gibson L-5: full of light and space, yet punctuated with powerful block chords and the occasional thrilling attack.

         ‘Everything changed from that moment on,’11 Frisell continued in DownBeat. ‘That opened the door to jazz for me. Wes had hooked me.’

         In Wes Montgomery, Frisell had found a role model whose journey into guitar playing and jazz closely echoed his own. ‘Charlie Christian was my inspiration,’12 Montgomery says in the liner notes to Tequila, about his own discovery of a love of jazz. ‘I heard his “Solo Flight” [with Benny Goodman in 1943] and something about it made an impression. When you hear something that sounds good, you want to hear it again over … And when it still sounds good, you want to make something like it … So I bought a guitar and started teaching myself.’

         Frisell listened repeatedly and played along to the rest of the Tequila album. There was the fifties mambo-meets-rock ’n’ roll instrumental title track; ‘Insensatez (How Insensitive)’, a bossa nova classic composed by Antônio Carlos Jobim; and Burt Bacharach and Hal David’s ‘What the World Needs Now Is Love’, which Frisell still plays to this day.

         He decided to seek out other Wes Montgomery albums, other jazz records.13 First stop was his local Woolworths: ‘It was incredible what was in there. There were Riverside records and Fantasy records and tons of Blue Note records – all 79 cents each. I bought as many as I could afford. 31I got The Wes Montgomery Trio record, which turned out to be his first album under his own name. Unbelievable.’14

         Frisell’s young world was becoming more interesting, more complex. Rather than being moved by styles such as surf music, or groups such as the Beatles or the Byrds, Frisell began to focus more on the individual, on each player’s own distinctive ‘absolutely one-of-a-kind’ sound, on jazz’s essential and exceptional quality of personal freedom of expression. He started listening to jazz guitarists such as Kenny Burrell, Grant Green and Barney Kessel, and other instrumentalists, particularly saxophonist Sonny Rollins. He noticed connections: Tequila bass player Ron Carter also appeared on several of his Kenny Burrell albums, so he began to seek out records featuring Carter in the list of personnel.

         That, in turn, led him to such giants of the music as Wayne Shorter and Miles Davis – to such epochal Davis albums as Miles Smiles and Miles in the Sky, and the live recording My Funny Valentine.15 The latter remains, if he’s pushed, Frisell’s all-time favourite album, with the Rodgers and Hart title ballad his number-one ‘particular performance of a particular song’. ‘It’s one of those records that I keep coming back to and that still sounds totally … it always has sounded extremely beautiful to me,’ he says. ‘But at the same time it continues to be completely mysterious. Like on “My Funny Valentine” … it doesn’t seem humanly possible Miles and the band could play on that level. I still haven’t been able to figure out how they were doing it, and I don’t think I’ll ever understand it.’

         In the summer of 1968 Frisell went with his father to his first jazz concert: a touring Newport Jazz Festival show at the open-air Red Rocks amphitheatre ten miles west of Denver. In one evening Frisell got to see, among others, Thelonious Monk, Dionne Warwick (performing several hits written for her by Bacharach and David), and a quartet led by vibraphonist Gary Burton – featuring Larry Coryell, Steve Swallow and Bob Moses – who were breaking new ground in the borderlands between jazz, country and rock. ‘That Gary Burton group was another one of those mind-expanding moments; they blew my brains out,’ he says. ‘Larry Coryell somehow seemed connected to both jazz and the rock ’n’ roll 32guitar music I’d been playing, but he was also stretching the music out in all directions. I had never heard anything like it. I didn’t understand it at all, but it hit me in a very emotional way.’

         Wes Montgomery was also advertised in the Newport Festival line-up at Red Rocks. ‘All I could think was, “Oh, boy, Wes Montgomery is playing, Wes Montgomery is playing,”’ says Frisell. But he never got to see him live. Aged only forty-five, Montgomery died of a heart attack a month before the show.
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         At the same time that Frisell was beginning to discover a love of jazz, he was continuing to be exposed to many other forms of music. This was a time of unprecedented change in American popular music and Frisell was in the right place at the right time to experience it.

         Denver in the late sixties was certainly remote. Framed by the theatrical backdrop of the Rocky Mountains and the slow, flat, endless slide of the Great Plains, the city was little more than a speck in the monumental landscape of the American West. It had a music scene that was more wedded to the revival of acoustic folk music than to the arrival of new electric pop. This was an era still in thrall to the radical post-Beatnik protest songs of Pete Seeger, Woody Guthrie, Joan Baez, Josh White and Denver’s own Judy Collins. And to Dylan, of course. Rebel music that reflected the turbulent times.

         Yet Denver also had a vibrant FM radio culture that connected listeners to the latest American and British trends. Frisell would go to Woolworths, Walgreens and the Denver Folklore Center and come back with LPs by, for example, Paul Butterfield, Mississippi John Hurt, Cream, Marianne Faithfull and Frank Zappa and the Mothers of Invention. He would play along with them, try to figure out the chords, learn the solos.

         ‘There is a spirit here in Denver and Colorado that’s born out of geographic isolation and that creates a sense of community, a sense of being outsiders who can embrace diverse styles and create something 33independent,’16 says Megan Friedel, a former curator at the History Colorado museum in Denver. ‘Unlike the New York Greenwich Village folk scene of the 1960s or the Seattle grunge scene of the 1980s and nineties, we didn’t have the luxury in Denver of focusing on one genre.’

         Denver was also big enough to be visited by the major artists of the day – it became a regular stopover for acts travelling between Chicago and San Francisco or Los Angeles. Frisell had already attended some further concerts with his father, such as an evening of Indian classical music with Ravi Shankar, but as he got older started to go to gigs with his friends. He saw bands and musicians as diverse as Buffalo Springfield, Chuck Berry, Bob Dylan and James Brown. During 1967 alone Frisell also came into contact with San Francisco Sound bands such as psychedelic rockers Big Brother and the Holding Company (which, at that time, included Janis Joplin), funky R&B band Sons of Champlin, and heavy metal pioneers Blue Cheer. Frisell even got to see the Jimi Hendrix Experience – twice: first at a concert in the sports hall of Regis College on St Valentine’s Day 1968, with support from English psychedelic jazz-rockers The Soft Machine (as they were then called); and again, less than seven months later, as Hendrix hysteria continued to grow, at nine-thousand-capacity Red Rocks.

         He could have seen Hendrix for a third time at the riotous 1969 Denver Pop Festival: it was an event attended by an estimated fifty thousand people that turned out to be the trio’s final gig. But for Frisell, it seems, twice was enough. He went to the festival on the other two days, catching acts such as Creedence Clearwater Revival, Tim Buckley, Johnny Winter, Frank Zappa, Poco, and Big Mama Thornton. New local hard rock band Zephyr were also on the bill; the group featured seventeen-year-old Denver guitar sensation Tommy Bolin, who would later play with both Billy Cobham and Deep Purple.  

         ‘From age twelve to sixteen or seventeen, I raced through tons of music; it was just pouring in,’17 Frisell once told Vintage Guitar magazine. ‘In a short period of time, there was a massive amount of information.’ It was information that, at this early stage, he didn’t feel a need to differentiate 34between or categorise; there was little idea in Frisell’s musical mind of placing one style above another. The same couldn’t be said for his playing, however, where the guitar was beginning to gain more precedence. He continued to play clarinet, and occasionally tenor saxophone, with the Gold Sash marching band, but he left in the summer of 1968 before his final year at East High. When Vincent Tagliavore secured Frisell a place on the prestigious ‘national music camp’ at Interlochen Arts Academy in Michigan during the summer of 1967, Frisell recalls being largely ungrateful and unimpressed. ‘By that time, I was already leaning … my heart was in the guitar, but … that was a hard summer, because I couldn’t bring my guitar, and it seemed like an eternity not to be able to play it for two months,’ he says. ‘I just remember how good it felt when I got home and I got my hands back on it.’

         The following year Frisell gained one of only a hundred places in the national McDonald’s All-American High School Band, participating in the Rose Parade in Pasadena, California, and the Thanksgiving Day Parade in New York. But, again, he was something of a reluctant participant. He just wanted to play guitar with his friends.

         The trio that had performed ‘Bumpin’ on Sunset’ in the East High talent show eventually grew into a group called the Soul Merchants; vocals were added by Chauncey Blakely, then Victor Cooper, and there was a horn section of Ken Wright on trumpet, Rick Yamamoto on alto saxophone, and Keary Nitta on tenor saxophone, who was one of Frisell’s best friends. The student band was popular, playing songs by James Brown and the Temptations for school dances and fraternity parties.

         Frisell was no showman. ‘I never got into the physical thing,’18 he has said. ‘Getting down on my knees, playing with my teeth … the guys in the band told me, “You can’t just stand there, you gotta move around.”’ He did, however, have one major musical advantage over most of his bandmates: the support of his parents. A love of music was part of Frisell family life and, while Bill’s father may no longer have been playing the tuba or double bass, Jane would sing songs around the house such as Stephen Foster’s ‘Beautiful Dreamer’ and Jerome Kern 35and Oscar Hammerstein’s ‘All the Things You Are’.

         When Frisell was eleven his parents bought a Hammond organ. Two years later, when the family moved up the road to the larger house at 3401 E 7th Avenue, the Frisells also purchased a piano – there was even room for a baby grand. Frisell began to colonise the basement, as a den, record room and practice and rehearsal space; he even began to sleep down there. ‘I spent a lot of time playing music with my friends in that basement,’ says Frisell. ‘My parents could sometimes be overly strict and protective, especially when I was getting to be a teenager – but not when it came to music. Because of their love of music, my parents allowed my friends to come over and just make a bunch of noise.19 They made it safe for me to do what I’m doing now. My father was into music, so the idea of me doing that, as a career, even back then, was not so crazy to him. I just feel so lucky. They backed me up, and I owe a lot to my parents for that.’

         Frisell’s wife, Carole d’Inverno, agrees, but says Bill’s parents also expected a certain level of commitment. ‘They were very supportive, but they also expected him to study and take music seriously,’20 she says. ‘They were insistent; they expected him to deliver.’

         It is another Frisellian teenage duality: his parents may have been personally reserved and socially conservative, yet they were also culturally liberal and politically progressive. Frisell admits that as a teenager he began to pull away and distance himself (hence his retreat into the basement), and to rebel, or at least non-conform. Yet, to his parents, he certainly wasn’t, as Dylan warned in ‘The Times They Are a-Changin’’, ‘beyond your command’; more often than not they supported him, and Frisell reciprocated.

         ‘Bill was one of the first in his large Denver school to let his hair grow long,’21 wrote Jane Frisell in 1978. Bill’s brother Bob soon followed suit. ‘I still can’t understand why the question of hair length became such a vital issue in those days. My intelligence told me that it really didn’t matter in the least. The thing that was important was what was inside my sons – in their hearts and minds. And their hearts and minds were OK.’

         Bill and Bob stubbornly resisted all requests to shorten their hair – apart 36from when their paternal grandfather, Ole, died, aged seventy-three in July 1969. ‘They willingly allowed one of my friends to cut their hair the night before the funeral,’ wrote Jane. ‘I know this was a tremendous sacrifice for them and a real act of love, and I’ll always remember it with gratitude.’
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         In early 1969, in his senior year at high school, Frisell traded his guitar again – this time for a very different instrument, a Univox archtop, a copy of Wes Montgomery’s guitar. He knew that he had reached the stage where he required lessons, so he asked around and Dale Bruning was recommended to him. Bruning is a fine guitarist from Pennsylvania who in the late 1950s studied with influential teacher Dennis Sandole, an important early mentor to John Coltrane. In 1964, aged twenty-nine, Bruning had moved with his young family to Denver, quickly gaining a reputation as a gifted jazz player and inspirational private teacher.

         ‘At first I couldn’t play anything – I would just be noodling around on some sort of blues scale – but then I remember Dale asking me if I’d heard of Charlie Parker,’ says Frisell. ‘And I think I said, “Oh, is he a guitar player?” After that he introduced me to Dizzy Gillespie and Oscar Peterson, to standards such as “Stella by Starlight” and newer songs such as Johnny Mandel’s “The Shadow of Your Smile”.’

         Bruning gave Frisell saxophonist Lennie Niehaus’s books on jazz styles and techniques, as well as instruction on harmony, articulation, soloing and melodic phrasing. His two worlds were coming together: a theoretical foundation and practical facility on the clarinet and saxophone combined with his passion for the possibilities of the guitar. Mind and heart.

         ‘Bill was tall, wore glasses, had lots of hair, and was very quiet and reticent – he might’ve been one of the first teenage students that I’d had,’22 says Bruning. ‘But the one thing that stood out about Bill, in a huge way, was his talent. Any assignment that I gave him, I could be sure the following week, when he would return, that he would be well prepared and eager for the next instalment. He just wanted to learn anything and 37everything that he could about jazz and the guitar. And because of that, and the promise he was showing, I felt a kind of responsibility. I wanted him to listen to the historic innovators of the music, because that’s what Dennis Sandole had shown me.’

         Two of those pioneering progressives were pianist Bill Evans and guitarist Jim Hall. On Bruning’s recommendation, Frisell bought the 1966 Evans/Hall duo album Intermodulation. ‘The first time I heard Wes Montgomery, it was like having your head blown off,’23 Frisell has said. ‘This [Jim Hall’s playing] was more subtle. But then I listened to the thing again, and I listened again, and it didn’t take long before it absolutely flipped me out.’

         Hall connected not just to Bill Evans, but to other major contemporary jazz figures such as Sonny Rollins, Art Farmer and Jimmy Giuffre. Frisell became fascinated with the way Jim Hall could adapt to different contexts, relate to and harmonise with them, become an instant orchestrator of the group sound. He began to see the guitar in a completely new way, like ‘a legitimate instrument, not just a poppy thing’.24

         ‘It was at a very crucial time in my life,’25 Frisell told Denver Westword magazine. ‘I don’t know if I’d really be playing now if it wasn’t for Dale; I can’t overstate the importance of him in my life. He opened the door on this gigantic world of music that I really knew nothing about. He also just gave me confidence. I knew I wanted to do it, but that was the beginning of me thinking about it in a really serious way. He gave me a way to believe in it. It was like this was real music. And that I could maybe do it.’
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         Towards the end of summer 1969 Frisell’s parents moved to suburban South Orange, New Jersey; Bill Sr had been offered a position as professor and head of the department of biochemistry in the New Jersey Medical School in nearby Newark. This gave Frisell a place to stay within striking distance of New York City. In August, he went for the first time to the famous Village Vanguard jazz club in Greenwich Village, once 38described by New Yorker jazz critic Whitney Balliett as ‘the Parnassus of jazz’. He took his friend from Denver, drummer Mike Ringler, and together they saw the Gary Burton Quartet.26 Burton’s album Country Roads & Other Places had recently been released; the LP features further fascinating syntheses of jazz, country, rock and even classical. This was the new form of ‘fusion’ at its most quietly radical. It was also for Frisell vastly influential; in Burton’s late sixties music lie some of the seeds of Frisell’s subsequent adventures in Americana.

         Determined on music as a future career, eighteen-year-old Frisell applied to study clarinet at the renowned Eastman School of Music in Rochester, New York. He was guided again by Ron Carter; the bass player and cellist had graduated from the college a decade earlier, having played in the Eastman Philharmonia and gigged around the city in jazz groups. By the late sixties, Eastman had introduced additional ‘jazz studies’ courses, one of the few music colleges in America to do so.

         Frisell’s application was rejected, however. Instead of a performance degree, he was offered a music education major, which he turned down. He applied to study as a music major at Colorado State College (as the University of Northern Colorado was known at that time) in Greeley, a city of around forty thousand people fifty miles north of Denver. He was accepted and received a scholarship. Frisell’s parents bought him a 1961 red Volvo 544.

         Frisell majored in clarinet, and played tenor saxophone and guitar in the university’s big bands. He was soon making an impression. While the jazz programme at the college was still in its infancy, Colorado State did enter bands and smaller ensembles at collegiate jazz festivals and Frisell was quickly recruited to the number-one jazz band, even as a freshman.

         During his time at the college Frisell would win the ‘outstanding soloist’ award at festivals in both Salt Lake City, Utah and Champaign-Urbana, Illinois – on guitar. Dale Bruning’s tuition was clearly paying off. The judges at the festivals included such jazz luminaries as Quincy Jones, Oliver Nelson, Cannonball Adderley, Benny Carter and Gary Burton. 39

         He was recruited into new college bands too, most significantly a jazz-rock group called Joshua, which trumpeter, fellow student and good friend Bob Gillis helped put together. The band also included Keary Nitta from the Soul Merchants on tenor saxophone, Lyle Waller on trombone, John Sherberg on electric piano and vocals, Alan Aluisi on drums, and Fred Hamilton on bass.

         ‘Bill had a different sound even back then,’27 says Gillis. ‘Not just the distinct sound of his guitar, but he already had an individual voice. There was a logic and structure to his solos, and a sort of different sense of time. There was also an economy to his playing; he played fewer notes and fewer chords, but somehow they had more impact. He made every note matter.’
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            4: A Portrait of the Guitarist as a Young Man

         

         For four years, from 1969 onwards, Bill Frisell continued to have regular guitar lessons with Dale Bruning. He would make the hour’s drive from Greeley to Denver once a week in his red Volvo – often alongside tenor player Keary Nitta, or sometimes with trumpeter Bob Gillis. One of the pair would wait in the room next to Bruning’s music studio while the other was having his lesson. On the way back, they would compare notes – not just on what they had learned, but on Bruning’s first-hand accounts of some of the musicians they were listening to: Dizzy Gillespie, Erroll Garner, Percy Heath and Jim Hall.

         Bruning kept expanding Frisell’s musical education, introducing him to figures outside of jazz. ‘When I studied with [Dennis] Sandole, we listened to and looked at all of Bartók’s [six] string quartets. So, in turn, I was trying to share that with Bill,’1 says Bruning. ‘I wanted him to be aware of such things as harmony, rhythm and orchestration in the music of Charles Ives, Leonard Bernstein, Poulenc, impressionists like Ravel and Debussy, and certainly somebody like Béla Bartók. And, just like when I first began teaching him, Bill was like a sponge.’

         Bruning concluded that his young protégé needed a far better guitar than his second-rate Univox copy. The year before Frisell began lessons with him, Bruning had taken delivery of a new customised Gibson ES-175, one of the most famous guitars in jazz. A hollow-body archtop played by such jazz masters as Jim Hall, Joe Pass, Pat Metheny, Herb Ellis, Kenny Burrell and even, on occasions, Wes Montgomery, the instrument is prized for its warm, clean, rich tone, and for its versatility. Elvis’s guitarist, Scotty Moore, played an ES-295 (essentially a 175 with decorative gold lacquer) on Presley’s 1954 Sun singles, earning it the badge of ‘the guitar that changed the world’.2

         Bruning found an older, early fifties ES-175 that he liked better, so he sold the newer model to Frisell. ‘It was a big deal; he was passing this 41along,’3 Frisell told Fretboard Journal magazine. ‘I think he sold it to me for $450.’ The cost today would be around $3,300; Frisell sold the Univox and his parents made up the shortfall. ‘It was a heavy thing, the best guitar I ever owned … I had a real guitar; I played it non-stop. I just lived with this guitar. Everywhere I went, this was my only instrument. This guitar came at the point where I decided that music was going to be my life.’4
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         While he was at the University of Northern Colorado, Frisell was taught by one of the great, if criminally unsung, jazz guitarists of the 1950s and 1960s – Johnny Smith. While there was no dedicated guitar programme, Smith had been hired for one semester to teach a class that was open to any student interested in learning the instrument.

         Smith had spent most of the fifties in New York, playing regularly at Birdland, though since 1958 he’d been living in conservative Colorado Springs.5 He had moved west after his wife died and he was left as the sole carer of their four-year-old daughter; Smith’s mother and two of his brothers lived in the city. Johnny Smith opened a music store in Colorado Springs and he helped design guitars for companies such as Gibson and Guild.6 He also continued to record albums for the Roost and Verve labels.

         Thinking back on Smith’s UNC class, Frisell told JazzTimes magazine in 2014, ‘It was as if the course just happened to have this master teaching it. I signed up for that class, but after a few weeks it was too much for everyone else – they didn’t want to be learning scales and inversions and all this stuff. Everybody dropped out, except me. It pretty much ended up being a private lesson with Johnny Smith.’7

         Frisell admits now, however, that he didn’t fully appreciate the opportunity he was being given. Increasingly under the influence of the progressive playing of Jim Hall, and leaning more towards the contemporary sounds of Thelonious Monk, Ornette Coleman and Sonny 42Rollins, Frisell too easily dismissed Smith as a schmaltzy relic of the uncool past. ‘I wanted to be a modern avant-garde bebop jazz cat,’8 Frisell once wrote, only half-jokingly.

         Smith was best known for his 1952 hit single ‘Moonlight in Vermont’, a cover version of the popular ballad that to nineteen-year-old Frisell must have seemed the epitome of all that was soft and syrupy in jazz. Yet Smith had also written the instrumental ‘Walk, Don’t Run’, which had subsequently become a hit for Frisell’s beloved band the Ventures and a song he had played himself. Smith had recorded compelling solo versions too of traditional American folk songs such as ‘Black is the Colour (of My True Love’s Hair)’ and ‘Shenandoah’ (the latter would become something of a Frisell standard). He had a quiet finesse, harmonic richness, ringing clarity of tone, and a commanding gift for revealing the internal dynamics of a song that would later become hallmarks of the advanced Frisell sound and style. ‘Johnny Smith will always be the poet laureate of the archtop guitar,’9 journalist and musician Chip Stern has written.

         ‘I didn’t realise what was right there in front of me,’ says Frisell. ‘I had the utmost respect for him as a guitarist, and everything he told me to do I took very seriously. But I wasn’t as open as I should have been. I was seeing him as a little bit corny, sort of almost easy-listening. It’s embarrassing how stupid I was.’

         Frisell was full of self-doubt and insecurity at the time about his playing and the possibility of forging any kind of career in music, let alone as a jazz guitarist.10 Johnny Smith provided crucial support at a crucial time. ‘He was so encouraging to me,’11 says Frisell. ‘He was one of the guys who took me aside and said, “You’ve really got something going.” He gave me so much.’

         Buddy Baker, head of the jazz programme at UNC, instilled similar confidence in Frisell. Baker was a gifted trombonist and experienced musician, and an influential early advocate of university jazz studies.12 He remained a dedicated player too, even turning up at student jam sessions. ‘One day I was so discouraged and I was thinking about quitting music; 43I didn’t think I could do it, I was seriously bummed out,’13 Frisell remembers. ‘And then, out of nowhere, walking down the hallway, Buddy Baker appeared before me, and he said, “You know, you’ve got it, you can be a real musician, keep at it.” He said that right at the moment when I needed to hear it the most. Saved my ass.’

         During Frisell’s two years at UNC he mostly immersed himself in music, studying conscientiously and rehearsing and playing gigs with various student bands in Greeley, and in Boulder, sixty miles to the south, near Denver. He carried his guitar wherever he went. Frisell also listened to a lot of records, often with Bob Gillis, with whom he shared the basement apartment of a UNC frat house; they played albums not just by jazz stars of the day such as Miles Davis, Gary Burton and Carla Bley, but also the new folk-rock records of Bob Dylan and Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young, among others.

         Gary Burton was to have a rather more direct impact on Frisell in April 1971. Coming to the university as a snazzily dressed guest soloist for the inaugural UNC/Greeley Jazz Festival, Burton not only played a concert with the UNC big band, with Frisell on tenor saxophone, but he also gave a talk to the music students. Burton described the time in his late teens at Boston’s Berklee School of Music when he felt he had to decide between the piano, the instrument he was majoring in, and the vibraphone, the instrument he was passionate about.

         ‘He said just this simple thing,’ Frisell recalls. ‘“If you are going to play an instrument, you have to commit to it solely, because to try to play one instrument well is more than enough to worry about. Focus. Put all your energy into one thing.” It was around the time that I was thinking of going to Berklee, and I had known for a while that the guitar, not the clarinet or saxophone, was where my heart was, so I said to myself, “I’m just going to play guitar.” I took Gary Burton’s advice. I pretty much right away went out and sold my clarinet and sax.’

         Although Frisell remained shy and soft-spoken, he expressed his newfound independence and freedom by growing his thick brown hair down to the shoulders of his treasured green corduroy jacket. He sported a 44moustache, mostly unconvincingly, and smoked a lot of cigarettes, which he loved – and pot, especially when listening to records.

         One time, he and Fred Hamilton, a fellow guitarist, drove to Boulder and bought some mescaline; on another occasion Frisell took acid with his close friend, saxophonist Keary Nitta. ‘Both were pretty heavy and intense, and I had some extreme hallucinations with the mescaline, but I think it was too much for me, and I didn’t want to deal with either again. I was just trying to see what it would do to playing or listening to the music, I guess.’

         On the way to a competition in Salt Lake City in April 1971, Frisell’s college band Joshua played a concert at a high school in Glenwood Springs, Colorado. Before the performance began, as was customary, everyone in the school hall was asked to stand for the Pledge of Allegiance. This was at the height of the time of protests against, and a growing opposition to, the war in Vietnam – especially to such controversies as the military draft lottery, to which Frisell was subjected in July 1970 (luckily for him, his birth date was not called). Opinion in the country was polarised and feelings were running high. ‘We were on stage,’ says Frisell. ‘I did not stand up. And none of my friends did either.’14

         Some members of the high-school faculty were markedly critical of the students’ actions and complained to the UNC president.15 The jazz faculty issued a new ‘Dress and Conduct Code for UNC Jazz Ensembles’,16 which listed such handy instructions as ‘while en route on a trip: sport or dress slacks only – no blue jeans of any type’ and ‘hair must be less than shoulder length, clean, combed and well-groomed at all times’. The code also stated that ‘anyone who cannot in good faith and honesty pledge allegiance and loyalty to this country and to this school will not perform anywhere with the jazz ensembles’ and may face ‘immediate dismissal’.

         That June the UNC big band had been invited to perform, with Johnny Smith, at Montreux, the prestigious jazz festival by the shores of Lake Geneva in Switzerland. It was to have been Frisell’s first trip abroad. Frisell, Gillis and Nitta resigned from the band, however, and stayed at home. 45

         ‘It wasn’t like I was really politically active, or anything,’ says Frisell. ‘I’d been to a few protest marches, but they seemed to turn more into parties, like another excuse for everybody to get high. But having your hair that long at that time in that little town of Greeley was a badge of pride. There were definitely a lot of really right-wing conservative people living there, and they called us freaks, and we called ourselves freaks and we gave each other the peace sign and felt we were part of a sister- and brotherhood, or something. There was this big controversy about whether we should or we shouldn’t go [to Montreux]. But I wasn’t gonna cut my hair just because they’d given us an ultimatum. It felt wrong. I didn’t feel like I had done anything wrong. So I, and a few others, just said, “No.”’
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         By spring 1971 Frisell had decided to quit the course at UNC and apply to the most renowned jazz studies school in the country: the private Berklee College of Music in Boston. In 1962 Berklee had become the first higher education institution in America to offer a dedicated guitar degree. Frisell had almost gone to Berklee the year before; the ‘outstanding soloist’ award he had won at the 1970 National Collegiate Jazz Festival in Champaign-Urbana included a scholarship to the summer programme at the college. The prize, however, did not include room and board, and Frisell’s funds and his parents’ goodwill would not stretch that far. Not attending, though, only strengthened his desire and determination to study there.

         Frisell’s parents were concerned. It was one thing to be studying music at UNC on a respectable instrument such as the clarinet, and to be potentially leaving with a teaching qualification at worst. It was quite another for Frisell to be thinking of concentrating exclusively on the ubiquitous electric guitar, with all its disreputable pop, rock and jazz associations and excesses. Booze. Drugs. Sex. Violence. Altamont. It was as if Frisell, the firstborn, the eldest son, was about to run away with the 46rock ’n’ roll circus. Bill Sr and Jane flew in from New Jersey.

         ‘I remember my parents were … like, “Oh my God, what is our son doing?” So we had this meeting over at Dale’s house, with me and my parents and Dale. They just wanted to talk to him and get his take on if I was really imagining things.’17

         Bruning remembers Bill Sr and Jane sitting in the small waiting room next to his music studio, looking worried but sincere. ‘Not only did Bill’s new focus on the guitar cause them some anxiety – that it could take him down some primrose path to destruction or something,’18 says Bruning, laughing gently. ‘But they also asked me, more generally and very politely, “Do you really think that our son, Bill, has enough talent to be able to make his way in the world of music, because it’s a very unstable and precarious kind of a pursuit, and you’d better have a lot of musical skills and wherewithal in order to do that?”

         ‘Well, that just brought a smile to my face, because I could, without any hesitation, answer, “Absolutely, yes. He’s got the talent, the enthusiasm, the determination, the willingness to spend a lot of time practising and to learn, an eagerness to play with others – Bill’s got all that you would want to be successful in the world of music.” And I didn’t say that just to set their minds at ease; I said it because I really believed, with Bill, that was totally the case.’

         Shortly afterwards, Bill was accepted at Berklee, majoring in guitar and composition, and in the autumn of 1971 Frisell drove his Volvo 544 to his parents’ home in New Jersey (where the car ceremonially died), and then travelled on to Boston, Massachusetts, to enrol. He’d arrived at the perfect place for him to dedicate himself fully to the thing he loved doing most: playing the guitar. The world-famous school has the motto ‘esse quam videri’ – ‘to be, rather than to seem’. At last Frisell could ‘be’.

         He lasted one semester. Frisell left four months later, at the end of the year.

         There were a number of reasons for his early departure, most of them related to the rapid and sometimes radical changes jazz was going through. It was the start of the so-called ‘fusion decade’, of jazz’s new 47adventures in rock, soul, funk, R&B, even disco. Miles Davis had gone electric with In a Silent Way and Bitches Brew, and many in his orbit had plugged in and dropped out of the seismic sixties shift towards free jazz and the avant-garde. Tony Williams formed jazz-rock power trio Lifetime with John McLaughlin on guitar and Larry Young on organ. Herbie Hancock, with his Mwandishi sextet, began experimenting more and more with electric pianos, keyboards and synthesisers. The year Frisell went to Berklee saw debut albums from Joe Zawinul, Wayne Shorter and Miroslav Vitouš’s Weather Report, a group that championed a startlingly new electric, ambient and rhythmic soundworld, and from John McLaughlin’s Mahavishnu Orchestra, which added progressive rock and Indian classical music to the psychedelic mix.

         It seems, at Berklee at least, Frisell was mostly impervious to these new directions. Perhaps he was freaked out by McLaughlin’s double-neck guitar virtuosity and mega-watt amplification, put off by all that weight and speed and density. Or perhaps the seduction of the Jim Hall school of guitar playing, with all its light and grace and studied consideration, was just too great.

         Frisell had seen Hall play in Denver, when he came to play a week at a small downtown bar on Colfax Avenue called the Senate Lounge. Hall played in a duo with Dale Bruning on bass, though the pair found plenty of room for guitar duets too. Frisell went several times and, through Bruning, got to meet Jim Hall. It left a big impression. He had the same guitar as Hall; the same small amp; the same fascination with economy, patience and implication – three things fusion most definitely was not. Frisell wanted to be Jim Hall. His was the higher calling, the model for how he wanted to sound. The other musicians that he’d been fired up by in his teens were simply child’s play. The blinkers were on.

         ‘At that time, I couldn’t see anything but basically just Jim Hall, and the strands that went off of him … Charlie Parker, [jazz from] mid- to late forties to early sixties,’19 Frisell told Ethan Iverson. ‘I just wanted to be a bebop guy, and I shut out everything else [all other music] that had led 48up to that point as kid’s stuff. I didn’t want to have anything to do with it. And any kind of rock and roll. I was kinda closed off.

         ‘Some of that I got from Dale Bruning. I shouldn’t blame him, but at the same time, he would make little comments, like in rock music the chords weren’t right, or the harmony didn’t move in the right way, or they were too simple, or it was too loud. So I definitely had tunnel vision about it.’

         There were some aspects of Frisell’s time at Berklee that were positive. Gary Burton had begun teaching there in 1971 – the start of the vibraphonist’s long association with the college – and Frisell attended his classes and was in an ensemble led by Burton (‘I think I barely played a note; I was like the invisible kid in the corner’).20 He went to the Jazz Workshop and Paul’s Mall, legendary sixties and seventies Boston twin music rooms on Boylston Street. Frisell even got to see Herbie Hancock’s Mwandishi band – at that time one of jazz’s most electrifying groups, especially live, and especially in a room that held no more than 150 to 200 people. Yet it seems Frisell was mostly confused by such cutting-edge sounds. ‘It was awesome,’ he has said of the Mwandishi gig, ‘but as far as being able to decipher it?’21

         Frisell didn’t like the course, the college or the city. ‘It didn’t click. There were all these rock and roll guys, just out of high school, and … it was a drag. I didn’t like Boston. The neighbourhood was intense. I was living in a small dorm with three other guys; one day I came back and my bunk-mate was with a hooker, going at it in my bed.’22

         Frisell moved back to his parents’ house and regrouped. He felt encouraged by the fact that he’d followed his instincts, and didn’t want to waste time getting swept up in something that wasn’t him; he had more to lose, he argued, by actually staying at Berklee. ‘I didn’t feel like I had failed at all,’ he told me. ‘I felt certain that I was doing the right thing.’

         Bill Sr and Frisell went to see Jim Hall play in a duo with Ron Carter at a tiny Manhattan club called the Guitar. Frisell had written to Hall asking him for private lessons, and his hero had agreed. Just as Bill and 49his father were arriving at the club they bumped into Hall getting out of a taxi; Frisell reintroduced himself, re-established the Dale Bruning connection, and helped Hall carry his gear into the club. Frisell’s prospects were on the up again; he was re-energised and re-engaged.
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         Jim Hall lived in New York’s Greenwich Village, on West 12th Street, for more than fifty years, and it was here, in an apartment that Hall shared with his wife Jane, that Frisell went for a series of eight weekly lessons in the spring of 1972.

         This was quite a step up for Frisell, even from the elevated levels of instruction he had received from such educated players as Dale Bruning and Johnny Smith. Hall had played with, among many others, Bill Evans, Paul Desmond, Jimmy Giuffre, Bob Brookmeyer, Art Farmer, Ben Webster, Ella Fitzgerald, Lee Konitz, Ornette Coleman, Gunther Schuller and, perhaps most prominently, for periods in the early sixties, in a quartet led by Sonny Rollins. Hall had played jazz that ranged from cool to hot, standards to third stream, chamber to free, folk to blues. Pat Metheny has called him ‘the father of modern jazz guitar’.23

         It again shows Frisell’s fascinatingly dual nature – his shyness yet determination, his humility yet strength – that, at the age of just twenty (he would turn twenty-one in March 1972), he still possessed the single-mindedness and self-belief to seek out Jim Hall.

         The truth was, of course, that he had found a kindred spirit, both personally and creatively, and even though Hall has said that he ‘couldn’t teach someone how to play the guitar or how to improvise if my life depended on it; I had no system’,24 his impact on Frisell was fairly immediate.

         ‘I went for that first lesson, and Jim was still a larger-than-life hero to me, but … the first thing we played was “Stella by Starlight”, together, and what was so incredible was that, even in those first few moments, he made me feel like I knew how to … play somehow. He made me sound good. His playing was great, obviously, but it wasn’t about him. Like 50with his own groups, or with Sonny Rollins or Art Farmer and so many others, he kinda put a spell on the music. Without dominating it, he was influencing and orchestrating the music from within in real subtle ways so that both of us sounded amazing.’

         Hall talked about the ideas and inspirations he had drawn from some of his favourite guitar players, such as Charlie Christian, Freddie Green and early swing guitarist George Van Eps – new ways of harmonising scales and using different intervals and inversions, ‘breaking apart the run-of-the-mill guitar voicings’,25 breathing life into long strings of notes, and turning the guitar ‘into a fluid, wind instrument kind of thing’.26 He offered Frisell lessons from Sonny Rollins’s thematic solos, Bill Evans’s chords, Jimmy Giuffre’s ‘compositional approach to performing jazz’,27 Bach’s violin sonatas and partitas, Bartók’s string quartets, and the music of some of his other favourite composers, from Stravinsky to Schoenberg.

         ‘It wasn’t just about the guitar, [it was about] using the guitar as a means to get at whatever music you’re hearing in your head, which could be a whole orchestra,’28 Frisell told JazzTimes. ‘It’s your imagination. So not just listening to guitar players, but listening to saxophone, piano, banjo and every other thing.’

         Frisell told me that even today he is still thinking about those eight lessons; ‘I haven’t scratched the surface of all Jim’s possibilities and permutations.’

         Hall considered his primary goal was to help Frisell find a voice, his own voice. ‘[It’s] kind of my philosophy about everything,’29 Hall also told JazzTimes. ‘You know, I was hearing all these marvellous guitar players – Tal Farlow was a good friend, Jimmy Raney, Wes Montgomery. Finally I realised, if I practise every second for the rest of my life, I’ll never be able to do that. So I said, “Dummy! Find yourself!”’ Hall told his young student to ‘find Bill Frisell’.

         Frisell decided to return to Colorado to do just that – but it took him a good few years. A good few hard years.

         His parents bought him a 1969 red Volkswagen Beetle, and he drove back to Greeley. Frisell lived with Bob Gillis, who was still studying at 51UNC, and then moved to Denver, into a tiny single-room apartment in a corner of a run-down three-storey L-shaped block in the once-grand residential Capitol Hill district. The brick building was named ‘Rob Roy’, as it is today, but there was little that was epic or heroic about Frisell’s life or accommodation at that time. ‘It was not much bigger than a closet – just one room, at the back, around eight feet by twelve, with nooks for a kitchen and a bathroom, one window looking out on an alley, just barely enough room for a small single bed,’ he says. ‘But it only cost $70 a month [around $450 today].’

         Frisell recommenced lessons with Dale Bruning and started looking for work, keen to prove to himself and his parents that he could survive as a musician, pay his way. He got back together with Gillis and his jazz-rock outfit Joshua; a little later the band morphed into a more straight-ahead acoustic jazz group called Portraits that played in a Denver venue called Global Village. Frisell worked briefly with the Edgewater Chamber Players, an enterprising ensemble consisting of five horns, a string quartet, guitar, bass and drums. He took part in a regular Sunday afternoon jam in a Mexican restaurant and played with bands at the Denver Folklore Center. Frisell also got a gig working a summer season in the Rocky Mountain resort of Grand Lake as part of ‘a small big band’ that mostly played Glenn Miller arrangements. Membership of the Bermuda Brass required the compulsory wearing of Bermuda shorts; ‘embarrassing’ is all Frisell will say on the subject.

         Frisell even got to play in ‘this Las Vegas kind of supper club’ in Denver as part of the orchestra backing popular sixties singer-songwriter and poet Rod McKuen and impressionist and comedian Frank Gorshin. His abilities as a jazz player and accompanist became sufficiently developed that Dale Bruning began to invite Frisell to play in some of his regular Denver gigs.

         Frisell supplemented his meagre income by recording a few local radio commercial jingles, and teaching at a guitar and instrument store called Gordon Close’s Melody Music. The lessons didn’t go well. ‘I was teaching mostly little kids and … I hate to say it, but … my heart wasn’t really 52in it,’ he says. ‘I was so out of touch, so into the jazz thing, the bebop thing, that a little girl would come in with her mom and I’d be telling her, “Man, you’ve got to check out Charlie Parker.” I was so far off-base.’

         Frisell did have two notable student successes, however. He taught a guitarist and singer called Chuck Hughes, who would go on to front highly respected and popular rockabilly group the Hillbilly Hellcats, a band that is still gigging today. He also gave lessons to eighteen-year-old guitarist Kenny Vaughan, whose father had taken him, aged twelve, to see Johnny Smith play at a bar in Denver, and who was already gigging regularly in Denver rock ’n’ roll and country bands. Vaughan is now one of the most in-demand guitarists in country, rock and Americana, having toured with Marty Stuart and Lucinda Williams, and recorded with Jim Lauderdale and Emmylou Harris.

         ‘Bill’s a very sensitive, sort of quiet and introspective kind of individual, and back then he was very shy – he would take a long time to answer a question,’30 says Vaughan. ‘My grasp of music theory and the fretboard wasn’t very good, but he taught me essential things such as how to negotiate improvising over chord changes and how to comp behind a soloist properly. I only studied with him for a couple of months, but I hung on to his lessons, and I kept going back to look at them, long after he left Denver. I think the thing that I learned the most from Bill was the concept of economy, of picking the most important notes and getting rid of the ones you don’t need.’

         Vaughan says Frisell was the perfect teacher for him. ‘He had that attitude that he was still searching himself, too,’ notes Vaughan. ‘He didn’t really know what he wanted to do at that point in his life. I remember him telling me, “I don’t want to be a regular jazz guitar player. But I don’t want to be a rock ’n’ roll guitar player” – which he clearly wasn’t; I was.’

         Frisell was in a musical no-man’s-land. UNC couldn’t give him what he was looking for, but neither, it seemed, could Berklee. He felt secure living back in Denver, yet was restless to expand beyond its horizons. New York offered endless opportunities, but Frisell lacked the nerve; ‘I couldn’t imagine going there and living by myself – it just seemed 53way too intimidating.’ He had painted himself into a purist’s corner. In appearance and outlook, he was self-confessedly ‘a young old fogey … I was frustrated and I don’t think I was just that happy, really,’ he says.

         He had no girlfriend; ‘I wished that I did, but I didn’t know how to … I don’t know, I was paralysed, or something … and I couldn’t read signals.’ Music was the only thing in his life, and mostly he stayed at home in his tiny apartment and practised – unplugged, during the day, every day, for hours upon hours upon hours on end. He would occasionally take a break, walking downtown or in nearby Cheesman Park, and then go back and practise some more.

         On one of these outings Frisell bumped into his first teacher and mentor, the clarinettist and director of the Gold Sash Band, Jack Stevens. ‘My hair was really long, I looked like some lunatic, and I saw him on the street. I told him, “I think I just want to play guitar.” He really got down – “You should get your teaching degree. You’ll never amount to anything.”’31

         Eventually, though, the practice paid off. ‘I can remember a clear moment, looking out of the little window of that little apartment, out to the back alley – almost when I had lost all hope of making a living at it, or having any kind of success at it, or of anything ever happening – when I decided to make a commitment,’ says Frisell. ‘It wasn’t a commitment to get a record contract or to make a bunch of money, or anything. It was: I’m going to play this instrument, no matter what. This is all I got, and even if I just sit in this room for the rest of my life doing it, I don’t care, that’s what I’m going to do.’
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         Denver in the early seventies may have been a small isolated city in the middle of the big Western nowhere, where racial tensions were sometimes as high as the inflation rate, Anti-Vietnam war protests continued, petrol was in short supply, and Colfax Avenue became better known as a thoroughfare for drugs, crime and prostitution. Yet the city had a music 54scene that was fertile, diverse and largely integrated. In a divisive decade, music seemed to bring people together.

         ‘In Denver, you can’t make a living as a musician unless you’re playing different kinds of music,’32 says trumpeter and cornetist Ron Miles. ‘There’s just not enough of anything to go around, so there’s an easy exchange of ideas and a lot of chances to play with musicians of different stripes. I think there is a Colorado sound, and it’s one that champions melody, values diversity, and respects the different traditions of American music.’

         During this period there were no rock concerts at Red Rocks. At a June 1971 event headlined by, of all groups, British progressive folk-rockers Jethro Tull, there was a full-scale riot. Fans without tickets stormed the open-air amphitheatre; Colorado police responded with tear gas dropped from a swooping helicopter. Rock concerts at Red Rocks were banned for the next five years.

         There was, however, a strong sense of musical community. The folk scene remained active, there was a bluegrass revival, and many venues put on experimental and psychedelic rock. The famed Five Points district, the ‘Harlem of the West’, where Jack Kerouac and Denver-native Neal Cassady had hung out in the late forties, and Billie Holiday, Duke Ellington and Miles Davis played in the fifties, still had a number of lively jazz bars and clubs. There was also a general DIY aesthetic that created new bands, sounds and music spaces.

         ‘Denver in the seventies was a Wonderland,’33 says Kenny Vaughan. ‘It was a cow town, for sure, but it was a big cow town. I was making a living playing country music, I was in a jazz band, and I had a punk-rockish party band. And then nearby Boulder was sort of a spiritual development centre. There were a lot of people taking mushrooms and all kind of drugs, but in a positive mind-opening way. There were musicians who were up there studying Indian and psychedelic music, whatever.’

         Eventually the ‘real strong undercurrent of eclecticism’,34 as drummer Rudy Royston, who grew up in Denver, describes it, had to filter into Frisell’s thinking, even a little; it encouraged him to venture out of his 55corner, out of his self-made shell. It wasn’t as if he had been listening solely to Intermodulation from 1966, or Sonny Rollins’s 1962 comeback album The Bridge, or the Art Farmer Quartet’s elegant 1963 LP Interaction, all of which just happened to feature Jim Hall (although Frisell did listen to them a lot).

         He was also tuning in to Miles Davis’s directions in music, to his seventies syntheses of electric jazz and ambient Afro-funk; to the visionary new music of Ornette Coleman, lyrically angular sounds he has ‘always loved’;35 to Dave Holland’s swingingly avant-garde 1973 album Conference of the Birds; and to the spare, spacious and adventurous playing of Montreal-born pianist Paul Bley –‘I wanted to play guitar like Paul Bley played piano.36 Started to get free-er,’ Frisell has written.

         In 1974 Frisell met Mike Miller. Another supremely gifted guitarist deserving of wider recognition, Miller had moved to Boulder from his native South Dakota. He was already something of a prodigy, having played in his father’s jazz band at twelve and double bass in the Sioux Falls Symphony by fifteen. He quickly made an impact in Boulder, and in Denver, playing in all kinds of groups, from jazz to pop, blues to fusion, rock to garage bands, and occasionally playing bass with legendary Colorado guitar hero Tommy Bolin.

         If Graham Greene is right and ‘there is always one moment in childhood when the door opens and lets the future in’,37 then that moment for Bill Frisell was when, at the advanced age of twenty-three, he saw Mike Miller play live for the first time. While they had already jammed together – ‘we just played standards and stuff,’38 says Bill, ‘but, man, could he ever play’ – for Frisell that night in a club in Boulder was revelatory.

         ‘He was playing the same guitar as mine, an ES-175, and with this same intelligence that I’d been trying to get to – by ear; he wasn’t reading charts, he was hearing everything, hearing all the inner workings of a song,’ says Frisell. ‘But he was playing all kinds of tunes, from Stevie Wonder to Weather Report to some theme from a TV show – and playing them loud. I had never heard anybody play guitar like that and it just blew my mind, obliterated my whole idea that I had to only play soft. It 56really shook me up, shook me out of my whole deep Jim Hall obsession, and something snapped. I realised it wasn’t 1957, it was 1974. And I had to reassess everything.’

         Frisell began to realise that by too closely imitating Jim Hall he had closed off his own creativity, closed off himself. The lesson of some of the jazz musicians he most admired – Hall, Sonny Rollins, Thelonious Monk, Miles Davis, Ornette Coleman and Charlie Parker – was that they had overcome the anxiety of influence and not copied anyone. They had relentlessly pursued their own musical paths, taken what they knew and loved from their own lives and times, from the music that was around them, taken all that information and miraculously transformed it.

         ‘It wasn’t right to be pretending I was in a time zone I wasn’t,’39 Frisell once told the Washington Post. ‘And then the walls broke down and I tried to be more open and honest to all this other stuff in my own life and what I do.’

         That meant letting in all the sounds that had led him to that point – the Beatles, the Ventures, Hendrix, Eric Clapton, Wes Montgomery, Pete Seeger, Buddy Guy, the Kinks, Aaron Copland, Bob Dylan, Henry Mancini, Stephen Foster, Sonny Rollins and, of course, Jim Hall – and allowing all the music that was in his head to come out, allowing himself to be who he was. ‘If you don’t play yourself, you’re nothing,’40 Art Pepper writes rather more brutally and succinctly in his autobiography Straight Life. ‘I decided that maybe that should be the example, the model. So I tried opening myself up, and a light went on,’ says Frisell. ‘And I’ve tried to keep that attitude ever since.’
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            5: Raised by Deer

         

         August 2015, a hotel lobby in Antwerp, Belgium. I am interviewing Tony Scherr, bass player in many of Bill Frisell’s myriad groups since the late nineties.

         Unbeknownst to both of us, Frisell steps out of the hotel lift, heads totally the wrong way to the breakfast room, and comes across us, in flagrante, caught fully in the act of talking about him. Scherr spots him first, and as we both turn to look, Frisell freezes, bolt upright, in mock horror, then sneaks slowly, like a startled woodland creature, out of view behind some reception-area foliage. We can’t see him, but we know he’s there.

         Scherr leans into my digital recorder, raising his voice up a notch. ‘So yeah, there was this Czech woman, Barbara, in Munich,’1 he begins. ‘I’ll tell ya, she was about seven-and-a-half feet tall, glass eye, in both eyes, two wooden legs. She was fucking paradise.’

         Frisell makes a dash for it, moving from lush indoor vegetation to the nearest solid marble pillar.

         ‘We’ve been talking about how there’s got to be some real dirt in this book, so OK, I’m gonna tell you where all the bodies are buried,’ Scherr continues. ‘Joey [Baron] almost bit his ear entirely off. If you look closely, you’ll see the line where the bolts are holding it in. That’s where [Mike] Tyson got it from. You think that was an original move? No, that was Joey clamped onto his left hip, and—’ Scherr lets out a loud grunt that echoes around the shiny lobby, we both fall about laughing, and Frisell decides this is his chance to break cover and strike out across the open floor, hurriedly darting past us, heading for the hotel buffet. ‘It was all over Barbara,’ says Scherr, his voice following Frisell’s path. ‘The two of them had to go outside and settle it.’

         Frisell is gone, but the improvised scene leaves a lasting impression, mostly because it seems to say so much about the man. Not just about Frisell’s playful and often winningly childlike sense of humour. Nor about 58Scherr’s slapstick creation, his Frisellian alter-ego. It’s fitting and memorable because it perfectly demonstrates the gap between expectation and reality: how Bill Frisell is not how he seems; how much of his personality remains ambiguous and hidden; how he is very often misunderstood. Scherr’s comic exaggeration evinces more than is intended; it opens up a whole spectrum of possibilities.

         Frisell is a complex and contradictory character not easily judged on first meeting, and who is often subject to a series of stark misconceptions. His reserve and remoteness are mistaken for a lack of resolve, and his reticence gives rise to a whole raft of misreadings – from rudeness to inarticulacy to a crippling deficiency of focus, intelligence and originality of thought. Other potential Frisell fallacies include the idea that his gentleness corresponds to weakness; his self-consciousness to a paucity of self-belief or self-expression; his humility and soft-spokenness to an absence of ambition and hard determination.

         ‘We have this American expression: “Don’t let the smooth taste fool ya,”’2 says Ron Miles. ‘The first thing that’s apparent with Bill is that he’s very quiet and very mild-mannered and very self-effacing. But don’t let the smooth taste fool ya, because underneath that, there’s some other rougher stuff. It’s the same with his music. The first thing that draws people in is, “Oh, it’s so beautiful and melodic and pretty Americana-like, or something.” But then you listen closer and you say to him, “That’s some strange shit in there, sir!” There’s some grungy stuff down there, some weird angles.’

         Violinist Jenny Scheinman, who has worked with Frisell since 1998, agrees. ‘I think Bill is often misunderstood as a soft person, as only kind and gentle and generous and good,’3 she writes in an email to me. ‘He also has a temper, is easily wounded, likes to gossip, is interested in confrontation, is a passionate feminist, and is very, very tough. I’ve never seen him give up on something or someone. I think he is one of the strongest people I know.’

         Still waters run dark and deep with Bill Frisell, so much so that he’s often described as inscrutable, oblique and even, by cartoonist Jim 59Woodring, as ‘something of a spectral presence’.4 Frisell’s particular personality can seem akin to Winston Churchill’s famous observation about Russia: ‘It is a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma; but perhaps there is a key.’ One of those keys is Frisell’s inherited and sometimes chronic shyness. Yet, as a human characteristic, it too is confusing, inconsistent and multilayered.

         The most obvious paradox, of course, is why someone so inherently shy should explicitly choose a life that necessitates him being so glaringly exposed and in the public eye, both on stage and in the media. One answer, as Frisell has suggested, is that music is for him, in fact, a form of catharsis.

         ‘The power of the music, and the attraction of being in it, are so strong that they totally outweigh any other thoughts I might have about being embarrassed, or standing in front of people, or something,’ he says. ‘Whatever my outward appearance on stage, when we start playing, and as soon as the music starts happening, that is the place, that’s when it feels really good. I feel like I’m home. That’s when I’m comfortable, you know. And that’s where I’ve been lucky I think, all along, never to experience stage fright, or something. It’s almost the opposite: I’m more frightened just in normal everyday life.’

         The author and critic Francis Davis once asked Frisell if playing music was a way to channel emotions he might otherwise be hesitant to express. ‘I think it’s healthy,’ Frisell replied. ‘I can’t imagine what I would be like if I didn’t play. Certain things that come out that way – what would they …? How would they be expressed if …? It’s frightening to think.’5

         Frisell’s wife, the artist Carole d’Inverno, concurs. ‘If he couldn’t play, he would just shoot himself. It’s that simple. Because I don’t think Bill, who is shy and introverted and all those things, ever felt like he belonged anywhere. He was just this guy with these nerdy glasses. But when he started playing music – even at high school, and then later with some of these quirky and creative musicians, who were just their own wonky people – I think it helped him; he realised this was a place where he could be himself.’6 60

         For Frisell, music is a world of freedom, possibility and opportunity, a place of never-ending complexity and learning. It is at once a safe space, an infinite challenge, and a deep mode of expression. It is music that is, in the end, the ultimate Frisell alter-ego, so much so that by now the two are inseparable and indivisible. He once said that music ‘sort of saved me somehow’.

         The music producer and creative free spirit Hal Willner first met Frisell in 1980, shortly after Frisell had moved to New York. ‘I actually had Bill play something for me, for the Nino Rota album I was working on, and he was almost clinically shy,’7 Willner told me. ‘He really didn’t talk. Hardly ever. Carole was sort of his … spokesman.’

         ‘Bill is just reserved and cautious; he checks you out, takes his time, processes,’8 says d’Inverno. ‘I’m more of a livewire. I jump in, even if it ends in a car wreck.’

         Frisell sympathises. ‘Back then I could barely speak; I was just mortified at the thought of doing an interview with someone, for a magazine or something,’ he says. ‘Or the idea of having to talk on the radio – that was just … really hard. I was, like … petrified.’

         Frisell was little different with many of the more edgy and experimental New York downtown and no-wave musicians with whom he started to make connections and play in the eighties, including John Zorn, Wayne Horvitz, Tim Berne, Vernon Reid, Arto Lindsay, Elliott Sharp and Bobby Previte. It led bass player Lindsey Horner, who was part of that number, to joke that, in person, Frisell was so timid and furtive that he must have been ‘raised by deer’.9

         It was a label that stuck. And it led drummer Joey Baron, who met Frisell in that underground community and subsequently played in his first band, to extend the cervine metaphor further by nicknaming him ‘Moose’. It was a more accurate reflection, in Baron’s eyes, of Frisell’s physical strength and size, his general slowness in speech and movement – and a recognition perhaps that, if provoked, he could sometimes become passive-aggressive around humans.

         Frisell wouldn’t be the first performer to exhibit such seemingly 61unmusician-like qualities, or to find ways of overcoming that shyness, on and off stage – even to the extent that his reserve can act as a prop or strategy, a protection and a defence.10

         ‘He’s not shy. See, that’s the thing: I think he likes that persona.11 It’s very useful. It’s perfect. He can hide in his shell. He can pretend,’ says Claudia Engelhart, laughing. Engelhart has been Frisell’s sound engineer, road manager and one-woman fixer on almost every tour Frisell has made around the world since 1989, and she knows him better than most. ‘He’s definitely more aggressive than a lot of people. He knows what he wants, all the time. He’s very clear about that.’

         Frisell is working inside the carapace of music: a place where he can be comfortable within his own skin; play out different versions of himself, and play out his dreams, all the things he feels he can’t do in real life. It’s a place where he can connect with people and not be afraid; take risks without anyone getting hurt; trust and give way to a benign and sometimes miraculous force far greater than himself.

         ‘That’s what’s so great about music – it’s not so proprietary in terms of feelings; everyone can read what they want out of it,’12 says Joey Baron. ‘Yeah, Bill really speaks through his instrument. I think it’s his favourite language.’

         Frisell agrees. ‘Music is how I express myself, how I communicate with people, much more than verbally … where everything makes sense. It’s just my voice. That’s when I actually feel like I am talking. For me it’s just been a way … like now, as I’m struggling to find words to express myself … I’m just sort of … stammering around, trying to construct a sentence. With music it just feels like it’s a much more natural way for me to express who I am.’13
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         The English novelist Jonathan Coe interviewed Frisell for The Wire at the end of the untalkative eighties and was so struck by his unique way with words that he felt it necessary to present, towards the beginning of 62his profile, ‘some things you have to know about Frisell as Interviewee’.14

         ‘He speaks at the rate of about a word every five minutes … The traditional three dots aren’t always enough to do justice to the length of his pauses: so now and again I’ve stretched it to six,’ wrote Coe, only exaggerating slightly. ‘Occasionally there’ll be an even longer pause than usual. When this happens, you know that he’s searching for some elusive word. You try to guess what it’s going to be, but invariably he comes down on something completely different.’

         It’s almost as if, for Frisell, English is a second language, an alien, unsettling and somewhat bewildering place, a process of translation from thought to deed in which he sometimes simply cannot find the words. Or rather, he cannot decide which ones to choose. Because contrary to the notion that Frisell is opaque and inarticulate, he is actually extremely thoughtful and intelligent in conversation. ‘He’s a haltingly articulate speaker,’15 wrote Dan Ouellette in DownBeat.

         If anything, too many ideas come into his head, often all at once. He is the opposite of a linear thinker, and often all the more original for it. He has a mind that operates on parallel and interlocking lines: as soon as he finds one path through an answer, another will emerge or connect, and he’ll feel it necessary to explore that viewpoint too. They are like channels, radio waves or streams of consciousness flowing and occasionally coming together, sometimes interfering with each other, sometimes cutting one another off, sometimes leading to a degree of static. It’s the reason that when you transcribe a Bill Frisell interview you are often left hanging by ellipses, a sentence not quite completed, a phrase or word that trails off and is abandoned, a linked idea or tangential thought newly pursued.

         ‘Oh, boy, every time I make a statement I immediately think of something that contradicts it,’ he once said to me, chuckling. ‘I don’t think I’m schizophrenic quite yet, but there’s a lot of other voices [in my head] almost interrupting me, voices that are saying, “Well, yeah, that’s true, but this could be true as well, and don’t forget this, and don’t forget that.”

         ‘The older I get, the more I seem to have accumulated stuff, information, and the harder it gets for me to stay focused on one thing. So I’ll 63get halfway through an answer, and then I’ll back up and start coming around at it from a different or opposite direction, and sometimes it takes me a while to get to the actual point of what I’m trying to say. Part of the nature of it is just in the thing itself: there are all these possibilities and paradoxes, all these other truths, and there’s not just some … there’s no one answer.’

         If, in particular, he is asked to unpack some aspect of his music – which already puts him on shaky and uncomfortable ground, a territory he is suspicious of and mistrusts, as if something will inevitably get irredeemably lost in translation or reduced by explication – he will pause, think carefully and sometimes at length, search for the most truthful and creative response, and eventually embark upon the journey of an answer.

         ‘I find Bill to be very precise and extremely articulate. Not a lot of people comment on that,’16 says Eyvind Kang. ‘They think that he stumbles around words, or something, but there’s craft, intuition and spontaneity to the way he speaks, and all kinds of interactions between the three. He’s actually a wordsmith.’

         It can be challenging, though, as Jonathan Coe and many others have discovered, if you’re the one asking the questions. You have to adapt, revise your expectations, slow down to his pace, settle yourself, tune in, listen more actively, respect the silences, resist filling in or finishing off. ‘The thing is that Bill knows he has this effect, and I think he quite enjoys it,’17 British concert promoter John Cumming told me. ‘He enjoys the Pinter-esque pause.’

         Frisell somehow calms and quietens you, like a psychiatrist or a sage. Perhaps it’s his voice that does it: soft and slow; hesitant, uncertain, awkward, even fragile; yet ultimately warm and somehow winning. It used to be a little more lilting, by some accounts: ‘the voice, say, of a man who makes his living talking consolingly to children on television, dressed in a clown suit,’18 wrote Tom Junod in GQ.

         If you listen to Frisell on some YouTube interviews – or even on relatively solid ground, reading a poem by Carl Sandburg on jazz drummer Matt Wilson’s fine 2017 album Honey and Salt – it sounds like he is 64verbally feeling his way in the dark. ‘He talks as though he is almost but not quite thinking aloud,’19 wrote Francis Davis.

         Improvising, if you like. Jonathan Coe back in 1989 was one of the first of many commentators to observe that, at times, Frisell talks very much like he solos. ‘Just as he delights in dismantling the syntax of the orthodox guitar solo, so he has little time for the syntax of ordinary speech,’20 wrote Coe in The Wire. And just like one of his solos, there is a deep sense of economy. When he is relaxed in your company, some of his stories can be on the elaborate side, yet there is little circumlocution or logorrhoea.

         There’s a deep sense of space, too. ‘Bill holds the silence for a little longer than you might expect,’21 says Irish fiddle player Martin Hayes about Frisell’s approach to both composing and soloing. That charged silence is extended further in conversation, as if the clock is slowly melting and time has become elastic. It somehow makes his statements more meaningful; if you listen closely enough, there is a quiet and distilled wisdom.

         He laughs easily, but he is not demonstrative; he is contained. Frisell would make a good poker player: hard to read and easy to underestimate, yet clever, focused, with strong powers of concentration. Except that he has none of the prerequisite killer instinct; he wouldn’t want to win enough, to annihilate his opponents. At the end of the game, he would want to give you all your chips back.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Bill Frisell is a big man with a certain crumpled presence. He is six feet, one inch tall and around 180lbs, though in his forties, he once admitted, he just kept getting ‘fatter and fatter’.22 He has mostly, though, kept his weight under control, keeping fit by being, at various times, a dedicated cyclist and committed walker. He took up cycling in his late thirties and fell hard for it in much the same way as he did for the guitar as a teenager, both as object, and agent of freedom and change. ‘I got way into biking, 65like obsessively, and when I was home I used to ride my bike a lot, almost every day,’ he tells me. ‘It used to clear out my head in the most amazing way.’

         After a fall on a racing bike in Italy in 1998, in which he was flung over the handlebars and injured his left hand, Frisell began walking more – with the same gusto, and with the same parallels to his music. ‘I love walking; that’s almost the first thing I’ll do when I get home from playing,’ he says. ‘I probably should be practising my guitar, but I’ll sometimes walk for hours and hours and hours. Not on any particular route or hiking trail. Just anywhere. It’s such a great feeling to walk past the point you can see, and then just keep going. I love that feeling of almost being lost and there being no limit.’

         For all his dexterity and skill with guitars and pedals, Frisell’s body language, like many shy people, largely expresses discomfort. He carries an awkwardness, even gawkiness, and he sometimes crosses his hands across his body, or cups them around opposite elbows, as if he’s hugging or protecting himself – or trying to make himself smaller.

         ‘Mr Frisell, in his person and in his playing, is the refutation of all that is heroic and priapic about the guitar tradition, a goofy affront to every teenage boy who ever picked up the ax in the desperate hope of getting laid,’23 wrote one critic. Bill Frisell: full-on, all-out anti-guitar hero.

         Coming from hardy hands-on American stock, however, Frisell is a man of surprising energy, endurance – and, as Jenny Scheinman has suggested, strength. Cellist Hank Roberts, who has known him since the mid-seventies, tells a story about Frisell at the Vermont Studio Center artist retreat. ‘I was with Bill at the end of his time at the centre and there was a gentleman in a wheelchair who wanted to get up a flight of stairs,’24 says Roberts. ‘So Bill just picked up the wheelchair – with the guy in it – and he got him up the stairs. I was impressed with the physical strength that he had to do that, and I think it comes from an earthiness, and maybe that good side of stubbornness, you know.’

         Frisell is also generous physically in another unexpected way: he’s a hugger. Before the Covid-19 pandemic, at least, he would do it with 66almost everyone he knew reasonably well, male or female, or with whom he worked, especially fellow musicians – and with me, from early on in our contact together. It’s both a little clumsy – more of a teenage-boy hug than a man or bear hug – and yet, at the same time, deeply touching, another instance of Frisell’s strength through vulnerability.

         He’s generous emotionally too, often disarmingly so. The pianist Cecil Taylor once said that ‘the great artists, rather than just getting involved with discipline, get to understand love and allow the love to take shape’,25 and that is what Frisell has done, and achieved.

         ‘Bill is so incredibly sweet and big-hearted – and I don’t say that in any dismissive or casual way,’26 singer-songwriter and producer Joe Henry tells me. Frisell has worked with Henry on several projects, including albums for Bonnie Raitt and Allen Toussaint. ‘He is so invariably and authentically kind, and you can’t miss it, and it surprised me. I just don’t expect most people to be that sort of uniquely … available, emotionally and compassionately. And, of course, once you register that, you understand that that’s what you’re predominantly hearing in the music: a deep empathy and real compassion.’

         Bill Frisell talks about the musicians he plays with as ‘my best friends’, even as ‘family’; he unshakeably splits concert fees equally with his band members (‘I’ve played on other things, so I know that’s not always how other people do it,’27 says Ron Miles); and he often signs off handwritten notes, and his idiosyncratic emails, with an unabashed, ‘Love, Bill’ (‘You know, that’s just him!’28 laughs pianist Jason Moran).

         ‘One of the keys to Bill’s music is how it draws you into a space and can feel very private,’29 says journalist, poet and record producer David Breskin. ‘There’s something really compelling about that, a kind of intimate quality. It’s the same with him as a person … he’s not afraid of intimacy, even with men. Which, I think, is a beautiful thing. And it’s not so common with musicians, and it’s not usually so cool. Musicians usually have to be cooler.’

         Even into his sixties, and not just in hotel lobbies, there remains something wonderfully wide-eyed about Frisell’s demeanour, some idea that 67he’s out of place in society, and, for all his strengths, needs safeguarding somewhat.

         ‘There was some quality with Bill – the boy in the city, that kind of rural quality he had in New York – which made me sort of want to help and take care of him,’ says Breskin. ‘That was not a feeling I ever had with other musicians in New York, like Joey Baron, Ronald Shannon Jackson or John Zorn; they seemed very street-smart and in control. There was a certain childlike quality – and there’s such a key difference in art between being childish and being childlike, right? Childish work: no one needs to have time for that. But with Bill there’s a feeling of childlike wonder or openness, of him retaining a sense of play, a certain kind of uncontaminated innocence.’

         Frisell cries fairly easily and often: hearing for the first time bluegrass legend Ralph Stanley sing live; visiting Louis Armstrong’s unassuming house-museum in Queens, New York; even at an onstage Q&A session in Denver after a screening of Australian film-maker and singer Emma Franz’s 2017 film about Frisell, when he recognised his childhood babysitter in the audience.

         ‘I feel things, you know – that’s what makes things hard,’ he explains, taking a long pause. ‘I know that people are in pain. And I can … feel it. There is always going to be pain and joy and all that, and whatever is in your life is going to come through in the music; it flavours what you play. It’s just naturally part of the music: you can repress it, or you can let it out; you can feel it, or not feel it; but it’s got to be in there somewhere. But, I mean,’ he adds, laughing. ‘I don’t think I’m at a point where I’m a danger to society, or anything.’

         Frisell’s laugh is more naughty chuckle than uproarious shriek, his clothes sometimes loose-fitting and frumpy, as if he’s never left Middle America. ‘With his boyish face, round glasses, and baggy jeans,’30 wrote critic Geoffrey Himes in 2002, ‘the guitarist looks like a middle-aged Harry Potter.’ Since then, though, Frisell has sort of perfected the hip-unhip, conservative-with-a-twist look, a further country-in-the-city contradiction: tweed jackets in eye-catching tartans and plaids; top 68shirt-button done up, but no tie, like a would-be David Byrne or David Lynch; crazy socks, in all kinds of wacky colours and designs, the brighter and bolder the better; Adidas suede sneakers.

         ‘One of the things that I’ve known about Bill for a long time is that he has this cowboy side to him, and I think that’s reflected a lot in his style choices,’31 says Nels Cline, a guitarist who plays in the band Wilco. ‘He has this sort of gentleman-farmer look. It’s stylish, but it’s definitely coming out of a country kind of thing. That’s who he is, and that’s what his music resonates with, I think.’

         
            [image: ]

         

         There is something of the Frank Capra about Bill Frisell: a kind of determined individuality; a tough idealism. And like various campaigning Capra characters, Frisell’s personality can seem, on the surface at least, the very embodiment of the nice or good guy. It’s what a lot of people instinctively say about him, even within an industry as ruthlessly commercial, competitive and unforgiving as music.

         ‘I feel a little unqualified and out of my depth saying this, still being totally intimidated by Bill Frisell, but he’s probably the nicest person I’ve ever met,’32 says jazz trumpeter and composer Dave Douglas, whose 2004 album Strange Liberation was conceived both as a collaboration with and tribute to Frisell. ‘He was super-nice to work with, of course, as he always is, and we all know that that feeds his music; it’s part of the mystery of what makes him so great.’




OEBPS/images/landing_logo.png





OEBPS/images/decoration_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780571361700_cover_epub.jpg
BILL FRISELL, BEAUTIFUL DREAMER

TRE GUTARIST WHo cHANGED THE Pounls oF AMERcAN pusie

‘A peaubful and E Ir ‘

lenq avaAMA;poﬂva;f". ”
me enita’S 3
j{/’m uw% okiurah
freasutes.
Joun ZorN






OEBPS/images/title_image_01_online.jpg
Bill Frisell, PhilTp
Beautiful Dreamer Watson

The Guitarist Who Changed
the Sound of American Music

faber





