The Embiggening: Day 4
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The i2b team of one continues their coverage of the Big Ears
Festival in Knoxville, TN. Please share widely. And if you are
feeling generous, click that DONATE button over there so we
can buy gas and go home.

Day 4 began with some drama for the i2b team. We had hoped to
be through with the excitements once we bailed out the
photographer, but alas, no. We don’t know how the copy editor
actually got to Dollywood, not the exact nature of the alleged
unpleasantness that so alarmed the Pigeon Forge constabulary,
but on behalf of the entire i2b team, we offer our regrets and
apologies. However, any restitution for damages shall be the
sole responsibility of the copy editor, who we had
conveniently sacked several hours before whatever
unpleasantness may or may not have occurred at whatever time -
past or future — the alleged acts may or may not have etc and
so forth. There will be no further comment on this matter.

We finished our Day 3 summary just in time to scamper to the
Mill & Mine for the highly anticipated Tyshawn Sorey Trio
performance at noon. Aside from being named a 2017 MacArthur
Genius, Sorey has a rich discography as both leader and
sideman. Fantastically talented on drums, piano, and trombone,
Sorey has also been making his mark as a composer.
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But not every event can live up to expectation, even at Big
Ears. Beginning with a long, pensive introduction by Cory
Smythe — a terrific pianist who we saw several times with the
International Contemporary Ensemble — every section of this 75
minute, single composition performance seemed to go too long.
Multiple apparent endings would come and go, a comma appearing
where a period would have provided much needed respite for the
audience. Still, moments of the set were thrilling. Smythe is
a remarkably inventive pianist and Sorey’s reputation as a
percussionist is well deserved. It was not a bad show, but it
certainly was not great. Combine the need for editing with the
fact that we were a standing audience in the over-sized (for
this show) Mill & Mine: the overall effect was to add to the
exhaustion that three full days of music-chasing had created.

This sense of exhaustion hung over the final day of the
festival. You could see it in the faces of the listeners, the
festival staff, the security guards, the good people vending
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the beverages and the snacks. But kudos to Knoxville and the
event attenders: even with this pervasive fatigue, everyone
remained friendly and patient. We are just glad that the all-
day rain of Saturday had drifted away.

A quick note on weather: it was not good for the festival
until Sunday afternoon, when the sun came out and the winds
died down. Aside from forcing a relocation of the epic fiddler
jam, the weather had little impact on the festival
programming. Venues were full and lines for food and drink
around town were formidable. The price we paid for bad weather
lies in the diminishment of the street scene. Where last year
found the plazas and sidewalk cafes jammed with scores of
people speaking a dozen or more languages, this year saw
people huddled indoors, always taking the most direct line
between venues to limit exposure to the elements. For a town
as charming as Knoxville, this was indeed something to lament.

But you can ask Memphis Minnie about the weather: crying won't
help you and praying won’'t do you no good. Plus, the Sunday
schedule somehow seemed less packed than the first three days,
not that it was free of desire conflicts. With a glimpse of
the sun, we settled into a seat on the square in front of
coffee and pastry, happy to watch the lovers stroll and the
children frolic, bemused that the strolling lovers were, many
of them, destined to become the parents chasing children in
frolic. An older gentleman busked with his violin, playing
some Eastern European pieces that spurred our research
assistant to drop a few bills in the fiddler’'s open case.

Fortified by this interlude, we shook off our lethargy and
ambled over to catch the set by guzheng maestro<fn>We really
need a non-gendered version of this word.</fn> and banjo
avatar Abigail Washburn at the Bijou. Now, we’ll be honest:
Our expectation for this set was low. It had all the earmarks
of a boardroom planned cultural pastiche ready made for a PBS
fundraiser program. Our plan was to catch a tune and get back
outside for a nap in the sun.



We were wrong. This show was the quirky surprise event of the
weekend. Abigail and Fei, it turns out, have been friends for
years. The songs in the set were developed on the front porch
during afternoons spent watching their children frolic. (They
both live in Nashville and have kids around the same age.)
What could have been a corny commingling of cultures turned
out to be one of the most generous and refreshing things we’ve
witnessed in a long time.

Turns out they have been gigging this material in coffee shops
and open mic nights around Nashville; this was perhaps their
first proper concert; Feli expressed her gratitude at playing
someplace where nobody thought they were weird. They began
standing back to back, each singing into the soundhole of
a guzheng stood on end. The harmonies and resonances matched
anything heard all weekend. Okay, then, one more tune. And
then one more, and one more, until the hour had passed by.

One piece they examined was a Chinese Communist anthem that
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was used to spur worker productivity. Turns out it began as an
old time farmer’s tune about chickens,. They paired that with
the Appalachian traditional “Old Cluck Hen”. They are, it
seems, the same dang tune, and the effect of harmonized
English and Chinese lyrics is literally tear inducing. Another
song about a dutiful daughter from the countryside, sent to
the city to earn a living at the mill or factory — only to be
turned into an escort for a well-heeled man — took a fine turn
when the destination city turned out to be Shanghai.

Throughout, Fei and Abigail demonstrated a solid social
conscience. The two pieces described above convey a solid
awareness of the commonality of their rural working class
backgrounds, and later, their performance of a piece about the
(true) historical figure Mulan was prefaced with a comment
about strong women and “douchebags in power”.

Washburn, who at seven months pregnant assured us that her
doctor had given her clearance to clog dance her heart out, is
a natural born comic and story teller. Fei is her straight
person, a dry as toast foil to Abigail’s good humored
jokester. Dang, we love these women, and cannot wait to hear
the album they promised is coming this fall.

Just a little while later — long enough for another cup of joe
in the sunshine — the trio Bangs took to the Bijou stage.
Pianist Jason Moran announced that Bangs — with guitarist Mary
Halvorson and cornetist Ron Miles — had been together for six
years and four gigs. It was beautiful, dreamy music, with a
solid balance of composition and improvisation, swinging tunes
and outside abstractions. The i2b team has loved all of these
musicians over the years, but this was the first time catching
this rare combination. They offered a CD for sale that was
sold out before we could get to them, but rumor suggests
copies are available online. We’ll be listening as soon as we
think we can absorb more music.<fn>Big Ears proves that one
can ingest a sufficiency, at least, that demands a recovery
period.</fn>


https://jasonmoran.bandcamp.com/album/bangs

We were at a critical juncture. We could have called it a
weekend, succumbed to the temptations of one or the other of
Knoxville'’s fine taverns, secure in the knowledge we had done
our best to hear as much as humanly possible. But that would
have been a lie, so onward to the Tennessee Theater for a
transition from Bangs to Banging on a Can.

Local heroes nief norf presented Steve Reich’s 2013
composition “Quartet” for two pianos and two marimbas. We
usually expect the interlocking melody lines from Reich. Here,
the polyrhythms played out in muscular block chords. Just the
thing to boost flagging energies and to prepare us for what
came next. During the Reich, we noticed music stands and
microphones set up around the audience, so we made sure to get
a central seat for the Bang on a Can All Stars 30th
Anniversary blowout.

With a little help from nief norf, BoaC began with Michael
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Gordon’s “Big Space” for thirty musicians: 15 on stage, 9 in
the balcony, and 3each in orchestra seating right and left.
Gordon is quickly shaping up as one of our favorite composers.
Just as with “Rushes” for 7 bassoons — and “Timbers” from last
year’'s fest, for six 2x4 boards — Gordon aims to fill the
space with repetitions that layer to create sound cascades
through the performance space, and while this may appear
merely “Reichian”, Gordon has developed his own spin on
things. The surround sound effect was miraculous, aside from
Electric Ascension and Godspeed, nothing we heard approached
this level of sonic envelopment. (Granted, we missed Lightning
Bolt; reports from that front described volumetric heights
that triggered scientific instruments out at Oak Ridge. Or so
we heard.)

Paring down to 6 musicians, the All Stars followed up with
Julia Wolfe’'s “Big, Beautiful, Dark & Scary” and David Lang’s
“Cheating, Lying, Stealing”.<fn>Gordon, Lang, and Wolfe are
founding members of BoaC.</fn> This was as much prog rock as
it was classical music, whatever that means anymore. Against
the backdrop of these pieces, Philip Glass'’s “Closing” sounded
damn near romantic, lush and calm and lovely. This respite
saved us for the final assault, Steve Martland’s “Horses of
Instruction”. Let’s just say that Martland learned his Crimson
lessons well. This piece was all energy, a runaway train of
shifting time signatures, tricky ostinato figures, and hell
for leather tempo. It was a fitting crescendo.
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And it was then, when we wandered into the gentle evening air,
that we knew we were done. Apologies to Craig Taborn, who
turned in what we heard was a fine performance, but we had
nothing left. Our ears proved not quite big enough.

But we were well beyond happy, both with the music we heard
and the conversations and new friends that bubbled up. We
wandered down to Old City, where we saw the entrances to
several more Big Ears venues that we had never made it to, and
found our way to Pretentious Beer & Glass Company for some
post-show replenishment of essential bodily fluids. An amazing
place, where everything you see was made by hand: tables,
stools, the bar, the beer, and most incredibly, the glasses
themselves. One side of the joint is a glass-blowing studio
where our pals Duet for Theremin and Lap Steel had performed
to accompany some glass making. So very cool.
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We are sorry to have missed that performance — along with our
inability to be eight places at once to catch Anna &
Elizabeth, Jon Gibson, Peter Evans a few times, Diamanda
Galas, and Anoushka Shankar. Sure, it hurts to miss something
you know you would have loved — especially when your friends
tell you, “Dude, I can’t believe you missed *that*. It was so
awesome.” But on the other hand, there is something comforting
in knowing that you literally stuffed yourself to the gills
with music most excellent, and still there is a surfeit out
there just waiting to fill your ears for the first, or five
hundredth, time.

Last year, some smart-ass writing for the Bitter Southerner
offered that Big Ears 1is "“arguably the best festival pound-
for-pound in the United States.” I ran into that guy, who
insisted I take his picture. He wants you to know that he
stands by that assessment.
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The Embiggening: Day 3
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The i2b team of one continues their coverage of the Big Ears
Festival in Knoxville, TN. Please share widely. And if you are
feeling generous, click that DONATE button over the so we can
bail out the photographer. Don’t ask.

It's a safe bet that Day 3 of the 2018 Big Ears Festival
reached the highest concentration of sheer ecstatic power we
will witness this year, and perhaps in the history of the
festival. As Day 2 had managed to slip over into the wee hours
of Day 3, so too did Day 3 roll right into Day 4. As of this
writing, Day 3 may even still be in process for the hardcore
attendees of the 13 hour overnight Drone Flight, the world’s
coolest slumber party. But let’s begin at the beginning.

Our day began with an hour or so chat with guitar icon Nels
Cline. We talked mostly about Coltrane changed his life.
Cline, aside from being one of the great creative guitarists
around today<fn>I am told he belongs to a rock’n’roll combo,
too. Something called Wilco.</fn>, is a walking encyclopedia
of music history, and his passion for Coltrane is enormous.

Other topics included his gig with Jenny Scheinman (“that felt
really great”) and his frank assessment of his popup gig with
Cup (“really terrible”, due to TSA removing a critical cable
for his wife’s electronics rig, “but it was a great crowd”).
He spoke of his love for the music of Ralph Towner and John
Abercrombie. And we got geeky together over our enthusiasm for
the music of the late Jimmy Giuffre. More on this in the
future as we transcribe the interview. Suffice to say that we
were off to a great start for the day.

Wandered over to Jenny Scheinman’s Appalachian



ode, Kannapolis: A Moving Portrait. Commissioned by Duke
University to create a soundtrack for recently discovered
Depression era film footage of the region. Joined by Robbie
Fulks and Robbie Gjersoe on a smattering of string instruments
and vocals, this was traditionalist Scheinman. Her voice 1is
pure and her fiddle playing strong.

Honestly, we thought we would dip into Kannapolis for a few
minutes on our way to hear Rhiannon Giddens’ keynote address,
but the combination of the music and the imagery kept us in
our seat for the duration. Aside from the generosity of spirit
in both the music and the footage, the film’s concentration on
so many young people could not help but evoke the March for
our Lives kids who were at that moment leading a movement in
something like 800 cities. Kids playing catch and hopscotch,
riding bikes, preening for each other in mating ritual. Kids
goofing off and making funny faces for the camera. It was just
sweet, y’all. We won’t falsely romanticize the era, or the
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place; this was the heart of Jim Crow segregation, and the
Depression hit areas like the Kannapolis region especially
hard. The contrast between watching kids being kids then
versus watching kids today remind us that they are the mass
shooting generation is stark and more than just a little sad.
And it’'s a reminder that as awesome as Big Ears is, the real
action in our world today was set in motion by a group of kids
who are fed up with the shitshow we’ve handed them.

It was a damp cold day, suitable for a leisurely stroll to the
next venue, thoughts of the Parkland kids filling our hearts.
Good fortune smiled, and the perfect music for our mental and
emotional state was waiting for us at the Knoxville Museum of
Art. The Rushes Ensemble was formed to play one specific piece
of music. Michael Gordon’s Rushes, an hour-long piece for
seven bassoons, found its perfect setting in the hands of this
group in the atrium of this lovely and richly resonant museum.
Against a backdrop of the city skyline — complete with Sundome
looming — we were invited to move freely though the atrium
during the performance to “experience the different overtones
that can build up in different parts of the space”.

It began as a faint glimmer, layers of 8th and 16th notes in
the upper register of the bassoon. Slowly, range expanded, and
volume increased as the layers and echoes began to commingle
to create ghost images of instruments that were not there.
Voices, organs, chimes, violins: all were present in a room
where none were present. Wandering around revealed strange
sound quirks, and standing in a corner v. under a curving
staircase offered striking sonic contrasts. But in the end, we
decided that this was music for sitting still.

With rain streaking the windows and a raw wind moving the
trees, we were warm inside this music. It eventually filled
the room so completely as to constitute a physical
manifestation, which is of course absurd because nothing could
form out of a bunch of vibrating air molecules, right? Crazy
talk. It never got loud, per se, but the music occupied every
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available space, both inside and outside our bodies. As we
approached the fifty minute mark, we had to close our eyes.
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And then, suddenly, it stopped. The massive roar of Silence
was so stunning that we reactively looked up and around to see
what had come into the room. For around a minute, there was
pure Silence. The genius of this piece lies in its creation of
a sound structure so enveloping and gorgeous that it
emphasizes the stark beauty of Silence itself.

Onward through the rain to hear the Evan Parker Electro-

Acoustic Ensemble. Again, we were presented with music that

leads us to consider the relationships between sound and space
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and time and space. The chapel was full. Where Rushes
suggested we treasure Silence by taking it away completely,
albeit gently, Parker’'s team parceled Silence out 1in
fragments, a brilliantly executed piece of group
improvisation.

We finally found a minute for food before the highly
anticipated Milford Graves — Jason Moran duo show. Hundreds
were standng in line, in the rain, for admit to the Bijou
Theater. We were among the lucky ones; many more were turned
away .
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Moran is one of the music’s great young leaders, a masterful
pianist with a deep knowledge of musical history. Graves 1is,
well, a legend, one of the creators of free jazz, and a
revered elder. They carried on an 1intergenerational
conversation, at turns dense and foreboding or puckish and
playful. The audience was with them at every turn, and nobody
left their seat until it was over.<fn>When shows reach
capacity at Big Ears, a notification goes out announcing that
they are now at “one out, one in” status. In this case, no one
went out.</fn>

The team was exhausted by this time, so we huddled over a
steam vent under an awning and took a nap to gird ourselves
for the eagerly anticipate Roscoe Mitchell Trios performance,
again at the Bijou. We entered to a stage filled to capacity:
two pianos, three drum kits, two percussionists, and an array
of wind instruments and electronics gear. Nine musicians, who
manifest as 4 distinct Mitchell trios, among other
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combinations, took the stage. The place was buzzed,

Again, the watchwords here were time and space. On the leaders
cue, a resounding chord shaped by all nine players tuned the
room. It was a thunderclap, but for the longest time, it was
to be the only really “loud” sound we would hear. Under
Mitchell’s direction, each player — or some subset combination
of players — took their turns defining certain sectors of the
soundscape. Following a set of coded gestures by Mitchell -
gestures which correspond to various “cards” and motifs — a
slowly developing landscape unfolded. Over time, the subsets
became larger, the sound began to gather density and weight,
until the group achieved a critical mass condition and
embarked on what the Art Ensemble used to call an “intensity
structure”.

Oh and mercy, it was intense. Thunderous, waves crashing,
Mitchell and fellow reed player James Fei blistering their
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horns, the five (!) drummers and percussionists exploring
every manner of coaxing apocalyptic din from their respective
batteria. Perhaps the most alarming character was pianist
Craig Taborn. We had seen him earlier with the Parker
ensemble, where he had come across as thoughtful in the
context of less cacophony. Here, he was sheer power unleashed,
one of the most exciting and free-roaming piano performances
we've seen since Cecil Taylor.

The overwhelming energy pressed the audience back in their
seats. We were absorbed and surrounded by a sonic tsunami. And
then, on a dime, the group dropped into Mitchell’s Odwalla,
the Art Ensemble classic that signals the end of the show.
Mitchell is a dry person, very serious but with a great sense
of humor just underneath. His introductions of the band
members were quietly funny. And then we were done.

The faces around us were rapt. Big Ears promoter Ashley Capps
looked to have achieved nirvana. Rova member Steve Adams
wondered aloud what they might be able to do in this same
space a few hours later. How do you follow an elemental force
of nature?

We had thought to nap before the midnight show, but instead
found ourselves in the hotel lounge with Roscoe Mitchell,
legendary record producer Chuck Nessa, and most of the
Mitchell bands. Roscoe was very happy with the event, and the
musicians themselves had the aspect of battle-weary warriors
just off the field.

A few talked about some of Mitchell’s instructions such as
“Silence is your friend” and “We have all the time in the
world. Don’t be in a hurry.” with the kind of reverence Henry
V spurred at Agincourt. For his part, Mitchell, sitting with
old friend Nessa, spoke expansively of past glories, future
projects, and funny escapades. It is rare in life that we have
an opportunity to enjoy the company of people who literally
changed the course of our lives. This was one of those



moments.

Narrator with Heroes

But the game is afoot. No time for modest stillness and
humility. Once more unto the breach!

Back to the Bijou for Rova Channels Coltrane: Electric
Ascension. Thirteen musicians, including Cline on guitar and
effects; Jenny Scheinman and Mazz Swift on violin; Okkyung Lee
(who still wishes to inform you that everything you think you
know about the cello is wrong); Ikue Mori and Yuka Honda on
electronics; Chess Smith and Cyro Batista on drums and
percussion; and the Rova boys.
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The ROVA String section

Christ almighty, what a blast of sound. In its day, Ascension
was iconoclastic, a point of argument between Coltrane
classicists and those who embraced his forays outside the
norm. But 50 years on, listening to Ascension is almost tame
in comparison to much of what has come since. Rova'’s spark of
inspiration is re-telling the tale with a completely different
instrumentation. And it works, you see. It works.
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Rova’s Larry Ochs was beaming. “I told you, didn’t I?” Yes, he
did. Cline spotted us and with a big smile asked, “Well? Did
we do it?” Well, yes, dammit, you did, and then some.

By now it was 1.15 a.m., and we had one more stop before bed.
The Duet for Theremin and Lap Steel was holding forth at the
all-night Drone Flight, joined by guest saxophonist Jeff
Crompton. Just as it is rare to spend time with your
inspirational heroes, it is equally rare to watch good friends
spotlighted at an event as significant as Big Ears. Surrounded
by 100 or so people, most of them laid out on the floor of The
Standard with pillows and sleeping bags, D4TaLS plus Cromp
delivered a perfectly gorgeous meditation amid a kaleidoscope
of lights and abstract projections. It was the perfect end to
an astonishing day.
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The Embiggening: Day Two

The 1i2b team of one continues their coverage of the Big Ears
Festival in Knoxville, TN. Please share widely. And if you are
feeling generous, click that DONATE button over the so we can
feed the copy editor.

Day Two started off with a bang. The Roscoe Mitchell Trio
Five, featuring Vincent Davis on drums and Junius Paul on
bass. Mitchell began on alto, angular intervallic leaps with
lots of space, the rhythm section responding to his prompt.
Then it began to build, the phrases getting longer until the
circular breathing kicked in. That’s when things got really
compelling and the legend of Roscoe Mitchell manifested.
There’s a reason he has been one of the most important
musicians in the so-called “jazz” world for more than 50
years.

Beautiful and occasionally terrifying, the cascades of notes
became by turns molten and solid, a dense wall of sound that
explored everything the alto had to offer for around 20
minutes. After a bass/drum interlude, Mitchell picked up the
sopranino. Again, circular breathing set the stage for a
vigorous exploration of the highest ranges of this high-
register instrument. Fifteen to twenty minutes later, another
rhythm section feature and a switch to soprano. Finally, a
switch back to alto and the Trio brings it home with
Mitchell’s “Odwalla”, a the classic Art Ensemble of Chicago
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walk off music since the 70s.

This was creative music of the highest order. Mitchell 1is,
simply, a master musician, with prodigious technique backed by
a theoretical and philosophical framework that allows him to

engage in the improvisation he describes as “in the moment
composition. It is never random.”
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“Look, it is exactly the same a composing, you just have to
make decisions faster. If I'm working on a score, I can make
the decision today or next week, whenever. But when we
improvise, we make exactly the same kinds of decisions. We
just do it right now.”

The place was packed. Friends of mine bailed on trying to get
in after pictures of the lines outside circulated on the
internet machines. Inside was jammed with one of the best
audiences you can imagine. Mitchell remarked later that the
crowd was especially good: Rapt, deep listening people who
stood patiently for the hour-plus set.
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Honestly, there were times when out team thought someone had
slipped some psychedelics into their coffee, closing our eyes
from time to time to protect against sensory overload. The
thought occurred that we were witnessing something akin to the
late Coltrane, with the relentless sheets of sound that became
something other than simply notes through a saxophone. Music
is a peculiar thing. The best musicians spend a lifetime
cultivating an ability to excite the air molecules around us
in specific ways, and somehow, those bouncing molecules can
become transformational, something near-solid that transmits
intelligence, intention, and impact.

A quick word on bassist Junius Paul. We talked before the set,
and he mentioned how awe-inspiring it 1s to be the bassist in
the re-formed Art Ensemble of Chicago, filling the role held
by the late and great Malachi Favors. He can stop worrying.
The Malachi chair is in more than capable hands as Mitchell
readies the group for an AEC 50th Anniversary tour in 2019.
Rejoice, people!

Onward, sort of. We found it hard to settle into the next
couple of events after the Roscoe onslaught. We dipped in and
out of a few well-attended events, finally coming to rest in
front of the collage films of Lewis Klahr at the UT Downtown
Gallery. It was just the tonic, something to embiggen the eyes
and let the ears reconstitute themselves in the new world
Roscoe created.

We made it to the International Contemporary Ensemble
performance at the Church Street Methodist Church, another
truly lovely venue undergoing some expansion construction. As
the group settled into their chairs, the construction crew
arrived back from lunch and set to work with their
jackhammers. It actually sounded very cool, but they were
offered another lunch hour so the music could continue.
Various combinations of percussion, cello, harp, oboe, flute,
voice, and piano took shape to explore compositions by Pauline
Oliveros, Anna Thorvoldsdottir, Ellen Reid, and others.



Gorgeous and very spacious music that resonated wonderfully in
the church space.

Next up, the legendary (that word again) percussionist Milford
Graves. Graves, like Mitchell, has been part of the jazz world
since the 60s. He played with Albert Ayler at Coltrane’s
funeral and recorded with Sonny Sharrock, Pharaoh Sanders,
Paul Bley and a gazillion more. At the Bijou Theater, Graves
sat alone behind a drum kit with only one cymbal, a hi hat. He
proceeded to drum and chant, calling down the Elders and
Ancestors and keeping a capacity crowd on the edge of their
seats.

Finally, a gap for food, though it was a gap that meant
missing Arto Lindsay, Aine 0’'Dwyer, and Ned Rothenberg. Hey,
the team’s gotta eat.

Reinforced, we dove into violinist Jenny Scheinman’s Mischief
and Mayhem quartet, featuring Nels Cline on guitar. Scheinman
is a radiant presence and a remarkably good improviser. Her
compositions gave the band plenty of room to stretch and
explore, and while the focus was largely on the melodic
instruments, the rhythm section was tight and playful, kicking
the front line players up a notch. Cline demonstrated why he
is considered one of the world’'s great guitar players, his
mastery of effects matched by a strong melodic sense and a
penchant for creating souuuuund. Way cool.



A long walk across town gave us a chance to catch the last 15
minutes of Evan Parker’s solo soprano sax performance at St
John’s Cathedral. Parker, a contemporary and occasional
collaborator with Mitchell, has made a science of the circular
breathing technique, and the richly resonant Cathedral was
perfect for him.

Again, attention was flagging and more fuel was necessary to
continue. Ran into some pals who convinced me to check out
Norwegian singer Susanna at the Bijou. It was a quiet
revelation. Backed by a trio of harp, accordion, and violin -
and guest singer Bonnie “Prince” Billy — Susanna’s high, clear
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voice and spare arrangements are hypnotic. Song selections
like the American folk standard “Rye Whiskey” and Leonard
Cohen’s “You Know Who I Am” were recast as haunting Nordic
laments. Exceptionally Beautiful.

A quick dash to Mill & Mine to check out Tal National, a
guitar-driven quintet from Niger. Think a stripped down King
Sunny Ade show: heavy on the syncopation and interlocking
guitar parts, this was shake your moneymaker music from the

jump.

Then down the street to hear The Thing, a Scandanavian free
jazz trio featuring saxophonist Mats Gustafsson, bassist
Ingebrigt Haker Flaten, and drummer Paal Nilssen-Love. This
was pure energy, muscular free improv among three players who
know each other — and their instruments — very well. It was a
fitting bookend to a day that began with Roscoe Mitchell
mining the same vein in his own way, and a demonstration of
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the range that is on offer in the free improv world.

We could have quit, but pianist Jason Moran was about to begin
just down the street, so we stopped in to catch his Fats
Waller Dance Party. Moran is one of the music’s great players,
and he can hit it in any style, even with an enormous Fats
Waller mask over his head. But his introductory segments to
“Honeysuckle Rose” and “Ain’t Misbehavin” raised expectations
beyond what Waller’s catalog re-imagined as hip-hop could
support, at least to these old man ears. Get off my damn lawn.
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Staggered, the team fell abed soon after, and no amount of
flogging could induce the writer to write until this morning.
Day Three dawns with an embarrassment of riches on offer, a
series of impossible decisions, and rain on the horizon.

If this ain’t living good, ain’t nothing that is.

The Embiggening: Day One
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Follow @immunetoboredom on Twitter or check back here for
updates throughout the Big Ears Festival. Share this widely if
you please.

Day one is in the books<fn>Actually, it is still going on, but
this boy is done.</fn>, so let’s recap.

Went to the opening remarks, which drew a standing room crowd
at the Visit Knoxville listening room. Glad I went, as I was
able to hear Anna & Elizabeth harmonize beautifully and to get
a 15 minute master class demonstration from Bela Fleck, from
raga to “Sound of Silence” to jazz standards to traditional
breakdowns, the history of the banjo in a pair of hands.

But the first official concert was the International
Contemporary Ensemble (ICE) performing “In the Light of Air”
by Icelandic composer Anna Thorvaldsdottir. That this was
performed by an ensemble called ICE was more than fitting.
This music made cold palpable and, oddly enough, alluring.
Five musicians — piano, harp, violin, percussion, and cello —
created washes of sound, waves cascading over waves. The
feeling of traveling on a boat, slowly, with great chunks of
ice clanking against the hull, giving way to sunrise, and
noonlight glimmering on water, to sunset, to chill nighttime,
to another sunset.

The Mill & Mine hosted this show, and it was the perfect
venue. The ensemble was arrayed on the floor, with the
audience encircling the players. This configuration 1s where
Mill & Mine shines. The warehouse resonates like the finest
concert hall, with the added benefit of the audience sitting
literally a few feet away from the musicians. The proximity is



key to the transformative effects of the music. Not just
transformative: transportive. The capacity crowd was
transfixed for an hour, and likely could have taken an hour
more.

Quickly from there to The Standard to hear Susan Alcorn
redefine the parameters of the pedal steel guitar. She played
a piece by Messiaen and two pieces by tango legend Astor
Piazzola. The “Invierno porteno” — the Winter Tango — was
devastating in its beauty. Alcorn has uncovered elements of
the pedal steel that were hard to imagine, but that seem
perfectly logical once you hear and see her work. Her original
compositions — especially the one inspired by the sickness-
inducing meal she got on a transatlantic flight — are little
gems.



The i2b team spent a few minutes at the gorgeous Tennessee
Theater listening to Marc Ribot and David Hidalgo. They
delivered gritty blues and Latinx folk tunes, an affable pair
of pickers who seemed more like they were on someone’s front
porch than a theater stage. Good stuff, and the crowd loved.

A quick scamper back to Mill & Mine for a solo set from
cellist Okkyung Lee. This was a take no prisoners event. Lee
has all the chops you could ask for from a well-trained
cellist, but she was not bringing that style. Scrapes,
harmonics, low bleats, swirls of sounds: this 1is her
bag, Ascension via cello, relentless and committed. At one
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point, her high register scrabblings began to sound like a
Braxton or Roscoe Mitchell sopranino solo, complete with
keypad tappings and the dog whinny yelps. Gorgeous work,
exceptionally well received.

Okkyung Lee wishes to inform you that
everything you think you know about the
cello is wrong.

Dash across the railroad tracks, back to The Standard for a
set by my pals Duet for Theremin and Lap Steel (D4T&LS). I
have heard these guys dozens of times — and played with them a
few — and I have never heard them better than tonight. At
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last, a sound system that can deliver what they intend, from
delicate whisper to ground-rattling bottom to shimmering
clouds of ambient float. They have two more appearances this
weekend. Catch one or be sorry.

Finally, back to Mill & Mine for the sonic mayhem of Godspeed
You! Black Emperor. I can think of several reasons to not like
this performance — lack of rhythmic/tempo variety, overly
simple composition and harmonic development chief among them.
But I loved it. It was way, way, way fucking loud, a blast of
feedback and howling from the 9-piece group. They know each
other, and they know what they are trying to do: their music
is an outgrowth of the Coltrane Ascension aesthetic, a
headlong pursuit of transcendence through sheer sonic excess.

It's easy to hear references to the great sonic explorers of
rock — Hendrix, The Who, Led Zep, Floyd, and especially King
Crimson — all of whom absorbed the Coltranian zeitgeist that
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transformed not just “jazz”, but rock-based seekers as well.

Both D4T&LS and Godspeed benefited from intelligently curated
film imagery. Godspeed’s film technician really deserves full
band member credit, his elaborate dance — managing four 8-mm
projectors and a large spinning carousel of film loops to
choose from — as much a part of the performance as anything
else.

And speaking of film, there is an enormous film festival
component to Big Ears. Can your intrepid correspondent find
time for a moving picture show?

Stay tuned.



