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Carla Bley Interview


Jazziz: Do you wake up in the morning and immediately start working? 


Bley: After coffee.  Well, during coffee.  We don't take coffee at the kitchen table.  We take it right to our work place.


Swallow: That's Carla's Law.  Never drink your coffee at the kitchen table.


Bley: Never drink anything at the kitchen table.  Take your beverages to your work place.  Food, you can eat at the kitchen table.


Jazziz: Have compositions, like ripe fruit, fallen into your lap, or are they always a matter of intense labor?


Carla Bley: Just like in a tree, there'd be lots of apples.  Some of the apples fall into your lap; for some of them you have to climb to the top on a ladder.  In one piece it could be all of these things.  I've only had complete pieces fall on me about twice.  "Lawns" fell on me.  Didn't "Rut"?  I'm not sure, but with a few pieces that did happen.  Some pieces are the opposite.


Jazziz: With "Lawns" and "Rut" were you here at home, or were you on tour?


Bley: I was at the piano, right in place.  If I wasn't, how would I have caught them?  If I wasn't under that tree every day, all day long, the apples are going to fall on the ground.


Jazziz: You were noodling at the piano when they appeared?


Bley: Yes, but I don't noodle.  Everything I play I write down.  I'm overly precious about that.  Steve‑-if I may‑-still tends to play something until he knows it's good.  Then he writes it down.  I just write everything down, then throw it away.  Is that still true?


Swallow: It's probably generally true, but I've been training myself to sit there without playing the piano.  It seems to work better.


Bley: Okay, scratch that.  You caught us at a good time.  I mean, you caught me at a good time.  I'm in the final stages of writing a piece right now, so I don't have that lost feeling: "Can I write?"  I'm in the last stages of a big one.  It's going to be played at the Berlin Jazz Festival.


Jazziz: Tell me about it.


Bley: It's an idea that was given to me by a man who believed you could give a person luck.  I was complaining about sitting all day long and nothing coming to me.  He said, "I think you'll get something tonight."  Whether that's true or not, why not try for that?  So I went to the piano.  I said, "O.k., he said I'm going to get it."  His name is Calvin.  So I sat down.  I have the piece of paper.  I wrote the first couple of things I played.  They're on there.  They're no good, although they make sense musically.  But there on the fourth system is the idea that I got from Calvin.  It's two bars long, and it's a waltz.  I'm calling the piece "Setting Calvin's Waltz," because for a year and three months I've been setting that two bars in different ways.


Swallow: It's anything but a piece falling into your lap.


Bley: But the two bars fell by somebody telling me they would.  It's really amazing.


Swallow: Yeah, the two bars fell, but then it has been over a year extrapolating the information in those two bars.  It's to the point that this piece is twenty minutes long or something.


Bley: I keep trying to cut it down.  It's getting big.  It got bigger last night!  It got a whole new section.  I don't believe it!  It's a complication that there's a new section.


Swallow: It's not a good thing.  You're supposed to be whittling this thing down.


Bley: So I figure that this piece is, hopefully, my last waltz.  I've written nothing but waltzes for two years now.  They all came in the same three months.


Jazziz: Waltzes aren't that common to jazz, except for a few famous ones.  Fats Waller's ...


Bley: Ah "Jitterbug," one of the most beautiful!  I use that idea again and again.  I used it in "All Fall Down."  I used it in ... Oh, you couldn't tell I hope!


Jazziz: What do you mean by "using Waller's idea"?


Bley: It's going down further than normal people would go‑-just a little further.  That thing should go, "Ba dee-den dee-dan da."  "Ba dee-den dee-den da-dan da"‑-maybe.  But, "Ba dee-den dee-den da-dan da-dan da"‑-No!  "Bo dee-da dee-da da-da dee-da dee-da da-da dee-da da-da"!  Oh, it's so wonderful!  It's too much.  He went too far!  So I try to go too far whenever I get the chance.


Jazziz: Once you've got an idea‑-like those two bars‑-what do you do?


Bley: Usually, I see where they go.  I still don't have a third bar that I like.  The idea's two bars long, and from the fourth bar for pages and pages.  I haven't liked the third bar‑-ever.  So I tried taking it out altogether.  That's my big problem.


Swallow: Sing it.  You've got me confused.


Bley: Dom ba-de-dom be-de-da-de-da.


Swallow: That's okay.  Then bo-ba-de-ta.


Bley: That fine.  That's the fourth bar, but there's a bar in between.


Swallow: You left it blank?


Bley: I left it blank.


Swallow: So what's the problem?


Bley: I don't know.


Jazziz: The melody recalls "Bringing in the Sheaves."


Bley: I know it does.  Calvin gave me that.  I have nothing to do with that melody.  Calvin's a very strict church goer‑-Baptist.  He used to be Pentecostal, but his wife made him switch to Baptist.


Jazziz: He's got a good Presbyterian name.  John Calvin was famous for predestination, right?


Bley: I didn't know that!  I love it when things have a lot of meaning like that.  Deeper into it, it gets richer, and there are more coincidences.  Oh boy, that makes everything seem to make sense.


Jazziz: Do you keep a journal?


Bley: No.


Swallow: She does keep a record of what goes on in the garden.


Bley: I do!  Every day for 20 years.  It's right behind you.  Look at that top page.  What does it say?  "Squirrels or chipmunks ruining my garden.  Weather's staying cooler than usual.  Nine degrees yesterday.  Windy.  Awful.  Covered important perennials.  Cut lots of branches."  That's what I did this week.  I am a documenter.


Swallow: Composing is part of that, sort of documenting what you find out about music.  You should go into greater detail about your daily schedule.  It is a model of rigidly and unwavering devotion.


Bley: No, I think I already did that.  I talked about being under the apple tree when the apples fall.


Swallow: My metaphor is that you've got to punch in.  There's a time clock next to the piano.  You've got to put your card in the slot for so many hours.


Bley: And you don't get anything until you've clocked a certain amount of hours.  Your first three days might just be ... I hardly remember the first three days, Steve.  What's it like?


Swallow: See, I'm at the beginning.  I have nothing.  I'm down there staring at the piano.  We're at opposite sides of the piece.  It's awful to sit and wait for something to fall into your lap, but the image of punching-in is sort of a comfort to me.  I've come to the opinion that it's an inevitable part of the process, sitting and starring.  You might as well get to it.  Go down there, punch in, and start sitting.  If you don't, you won't get a piece, and at the point you get something, that sets you off to days, weeks, or months of happy labor‑-the science part of achieving a piece.  You tend immediately to forget‑-to blank out that horrible time‑-you spent sitting with nothing.  After you've completed a piece, and you're faced with starting another one, there's the horrible realization that the void hasn't gone away.  It's still there, waiting for you to finish up your happy labors on "Piece A" to smack you upside the head.


Bley: I have no idea what you're talking about!


Swallow: You know how it is.


Bley: No, I do.  I'm just rubbing it in.


Swallow: Every time you begin a piece, it's like you're reinventing the wheel.


Bley: Unless you use words.  Now there's an easy way to write a piece, if you have a sheet of words in front of you.


Jazziz: Have you had many occasions to do that?


Bley: Not since Escalator and Tropic Appetites.  That was easier than writing plain music.


Jazziz: From an outsider's position, it seems like you've moved away from those more conceptual projects.


Bley: Totally a move away from it.  I wouldn't even be talking about it this moment if I hadn't this morning said to Steve, "What I'm writing upstairs is more like an oratorio without voices."  For the first time in ages, I thought, "There are big projects.  You don't have to just write these eight-minute big-band pieces.  You can write big."  That's the first time I've thought of it in 10 years.  So no, I don't think like that anymore.  I just want to write good big band music.


Jazziz: How do you account for this shift?


Bley: Becoming better at playing the piano made it unnecessary for me to make jokes about the way I played.  Getting better musicians in the band all the time made it unnecessary to cover myself just in case some idiot played something dumb.  Binding the parts together better made it unnecessary to cover myself in case somebody's part fell on the floor.  All these things I used to do, always expecting the worst, trying to pretend I didn't care.  Instead of having someone who could sing well do something‑-probably for fear someone would say, "He has a terrible voice!"‑-I would let the worst guys in the band sing.  I'd cultivate the worst things, so when they happened, as I was sure they would, I wouldn't look stupid.  That's why.


I got better and better through the years.  Now I'm so good I'm not even interesting anymore!  We could keep talking about compositional ideas, but people don't want to read about that.  It's hard to talk about music‑-except shop.  We could talk shop.  Which Steve and I only talk.  We don't talk about interesting things!


Jazziz: So your famed irony turns out to be a defense mechanism.  Additionally, isn't irony a coping skill, developed while young, that often becomes superfluous as we grow older, come to peace with ourselves, and care less about what others think of us?


Swallow: That's what's going on.  You hit a certain level of confidence.


Bley: When Steve and I play duets, we're very serious.  A couple of announcements are sort of funny, and one or two pieces have little twists.  But basically, it's serious music.  We're sitting there playing as well as we can with totally straight faces.  I've changed a lot.


Swallow: From my perspective‑-as a long-time sideman in your bands‑-I can see that sort of sea change.  In the days of the band that played on Live!‑-around that period of time‑-the running line was that Carla loved us for our faults.  In a way there was a kind of wonderful permissiveness that sprang from that knowledge, the feeling that if we did something terrible, she would just smile benignly at us and carry on.  That is no longer the case within the big band or with the duets or trios.  There's that opposite sense: the sense that we all have to grow up someday, and that that day has come.


Bley: Oooooh!


Swallow: That makes it seem sort of sad, but, in fact, it's not in the least sad at all.


Jazziz: We're speaking of a necessary tension between the freshness that comes with being an ingenue and the proficiency that comes with professionalism.  I have a mentor who's encouraging people to use computers as aids to "artificial stupidity."


Bley: I love it!


Swallow: What was it somebody was saying computers can't do?


Bley: Jokes and music.  Marvin Minsky said that.  It must be true.


Jazziz: Do you see a relationship between the two?


Bley: Yes, except I can't write jokes.  I've never successfully written a joke.  I've written quite a lot of successful music, so I think jokes might be harder than music for computers to do.  I have a new one, though.  A couple of cannibals were sitting down to a meal.  They were eating a clown.  One looked at the other one and said, "Does this taste funny to you?"  I've never written one of those.  Have you?


Jazziz: No, I haven't.  Honestly, though, I've heard a variation of the joke you just told.  Given the way jokes spread, I'm not sure they are ever written.  I mean, where do they come from?


Bley: Well, Lew Soloff told me.


Swallow: I think most of them come from Lew, actually.


Jazziz: There are these people.  They're the cultural vectors for jokes.


Bley: Charlie Haden always has a new joke.  That's how he starts every conversation if he hasn't seen you for a while.


Swallow: But neither Lew nor Charlie could make up a joke on a bet.


Bley: I've never met anyone who could.


Swallow: There you have it.


Jazziz: Jokes, like much music, have an inevitability about them.  They head towards a tonic, determined by their opening lines, but they get to that tonic in unpredictable, surprising ways.


Swallow: You were also talking yesterday about your unwillingness to do a II-V-I progression.  You'll just look for days to avoid landing on the I, until there's no way out.  Me too, though I give up a little easier. 


Bley: Or sometimes you just build the piece on II-V-I, and just go to an absurd degree where there are just millions of them.


Swallow: Yeah, I do that.


Bley: That's different.  That's on purpose.


Swallow: The analogy in language structure is the periodic sentence.  The I-chord is sort of the conclusion of the sentence.  It is an element of humor when the sentence ends with the word you least expect.  Actually, it's the same thing you're looking for‑-the chords you least expect.


Bley: That's right!  Also, I'm thinking it's nice to have to have surprises in a piece.  You know like I've been using American quotes without intending to.  I'm writing and all of a sudden something appears.  When it does I never fight it.  I just put it right in there.


Jazziz: Listening to the trio record yesterday, I noticed a phrase that sounded like "Santa Claus is coming to town."


Swallow: It's on "Chicken," I think.


Bley: Yeah, I think I used that.  It's an easy thing to play.


Swallow: I wouldn't know whether it fell into your lap, or whether you grabbed.


Bley: Oh no, it fell into my lap.  That's one thing with improvising, you can't grab anything.


Swallow: Well I don't know.  The way Dexter Gordon used quotes.  I think he was grabbing them.


Bley: Really?


Swallow: I don't think they were falling into his lap.


Bley: I've never purposely used a quote in writing or playing.  It just happens, and then you can either disguise it or emphasize it.


Jazziz: It's like a cliché in speech.


Swallow: Especially as the tempo increases as you're playing.  The faster the tune, the more you're likely to use blocks of words rather than individual words.  Just call on phrases rather than notes.


Jazziz: Quotes can be appropriated and become signature effects.  I'm thinking of Sonny Rollins and "Pop Goes the Weasel" and Charlie Parker and "In a Country Garden." 


Bley: They gave us the license to quote.  I don't think we'd be allowed to do it otherwise.  Are we allowed?  Sometimes I wonder.


Swallow: Yeah, I think we're getting away with it.


Bley: We listened to Saxophone Colossus last night‑-just couldn't believe it.


Jazziz: Do you listen to music a lot?


Bley: No!  Maybe I will tell you what my day is like.  I'll tell you one thing.  We listen to music, usually, from 7:15 to 7:45 every night, while we're preparing dinner.  We're in the kitchen, and we don't have any music in our head.  That's the time we listen.


Swallow: Our work day is over.  We're not in danger of polluting our own projects.


Bley: We have things usually, a stack of things that we have to listen to.  People we know send us their new CDs.  I won't say we have to, but if we're interested in hearing that, we just put it in the pile and plow through it.  That doesn't sound right either!  Last night, we got that pile down, so we got to listen to Sonny Rollins, a CD we'd loaned the local pharmacy.  It had been gone for six months.  It's so good.  Forty years old!


Jazziz: I love it, too, but what most impresses you about it?


Bley: The melodies.  What impresses Steve is the bass player.


Swallow: Yeah, one tends to forget Doug Watkins.


Bley: I zeroed in on Doug Watkins, too, when Steve pointed him out.  And Max has never sounded better.  Oh, my God!  Tommy Flanagan, of course, one expects him to sound like that.  Sonny Rollins himself, the way he sang melodies, lines, words.  Everything he was doing made total sense.  It was a language that most people never touch upon on the earth.  Spend their lives as players, most people never say anything, but they still make a damn good living.  But this guy was just talking for an hour, and we were listening to every word.


Jazziz: Have you ever listened to recordings and thought, "They got to that before I did!"


Bley: Just last week‑-Mike Gibbs.


Swallow: And she didn't take it well!  She wasn't really graceful about it.  This record is called By the Way.  It's not out in the States yet, although they're looking for distribution.


Bley: I'll never speak to him again.


Jazziz: It was a particular composition?


Bley: Yeah, the last tune.  It's got a particular chord if you want to know.


Swallow: It comes down to very small things.


Bley: Once in a while I get a great chord from some thing.  A guy I've gotten a couple of chords from is Andre Crouch.  A guy I've gotten a couple of chords from is Carl Ruggles‑-actually, one chord from Carl Ruggles.


Swallow: Yeah, but you got a lot of mileage out of that chord!


Bley: I used that chord every other bar, man!  But Mike Gibbs just outdid it.  It was so beautiful, the last tune.  It set me into such a terrible state of mind.  I believe I cried hysterically for about 45 minutes in my bed upstairs.  I could not stop.  And then I came downstairs, and I was okay but miserable for days.  I don't want to listen to it again.


Swallow: On the other hand, that happens very rarely.  It's not like next week something else is going to hit you.


Bley: I can only think of those three things: the Carl Ruggles chord, the Andre Crouch chords that inspired the chords in "Who Will Rescue You" and inspired some of the chords in "Setting Calvin's Waltz."


Swallow: Once you've worked with a chord for so long, you're comfortable with it.  It tends to pop up when you least expect it.


Bley: I know what kind of chords I like.  I like chords that are very lush with all the lush parts taken out.  You can flat this, sharp that, flat that, sharp this.  Take out all those notes, and you're left with two or three incredibly tilted chords.


Swallow: Trimming the fat is a metaphor you've used on occasion.


Bley: And I never use the same note twice in a chord, unless it's way up high.  I try to make every note in the chord different from the note in the bass and the note in the melody.  Again, a trimming-the-fat thing.  I don't like repeated notes.  "Erase" is a good word for a composer.  Carry a big eraser.


Swallow: Sort of out of the corner of my ear, I hear Carla in the process of writing these pieces.  The parts that get thrown away are, sometimes, parts that I've grown fond of at a distance‑-from the next floor down, coming through the air.  Sometimes I can hardly bear the loss of sections of pieces or phrases of pieces that I've really come to love.  There's a point at which she's absolutely merciless, and a piece gets trimmed to a half or less of the size it had grown.  Sometimes I want to rush up there and sweep the floor and take it for my own!


Bley: It's all still there.  It's in those awful files, those big, bulging folders.


Jazziz: Carl Ruggles doesn't surprise me; Andre Crouch does.  I would have guessed Swan Silvertones or the Soul Stirrers.


Swallow: The contempo aspect of it?


Jazziz: Yeah.


Bley: Well, it's only that one piece.  I don't even know its name, but I can hear it right now‑-this big choir piece.  Oh boy! I think his sister sings it.  Anyway, the music that we listen to is across the board.  I guess we prefer about 40 or 50 year old bebop over everything, but after that comes a lot of things.  All the Motown stuff, we both went crazy about.  It almost ruined our careers!


Jazziz: How so?


Bley: By being influenced.  I made that series of records that everyone hates, just because I thought that rhythm and blues was so much more beautiful than jazz.  But that was a stage, and I survived it‑-I think.


Swallow: Survived it in terms of the critics and public?


Bley: I think I've probably ruined any chance of getting any awards that are for serious musicians.  That plus all the covers I do for my albums.  It's going to keep me away from certain awards.


Swallow: There goes your MacArthur.


Bley: There goes anything.  I mean anything.  I'm going to have to make it at the box office!  But I can't help doing those bad things.  I just can't help it.  They're there to be done.  I don't know the reasoning behind why I do that.  I've gotten better.  There are many things I don't say that I used to.  I try not to ever say anything at anyone's expense.  Most of the things I say bad are about myself.  Not bad, but unadmirable.


Jazziz: Do you view your career as steady, sure development or as a series of phases?


Bley: My first phase was church music.  That's all I was involved in until I was 12 or 13, except for a little piano music.  I played at church, played organ, sang in the choir, and I taught Sunday School, even as a kid.  So the first period was religious.  That was until about 12.


Swallow: A particular kind of religious.  It wasn"t Andre Crouch.


Bley: We didn't swing very good.  We sort of had a weird way of swinging.  It's the white way of doing it.


Swallow: The Moody Bible Institute.


Bley: Yeah, my father went to Moody Bible Institute.  We got very passionate, but the best we got was march.  We did have a drummer and an accordion player and a trombonist in the church band.  No black people were in the church when I went there.


Jazziz: "Onward Christian Soldiers" is one of the best examples of that type of song.


Bley: That's what I played for Youth for Christ.  I did 10 variations of  "Onward Christian Soldiers."  I did it as a waltz.  I did it as a tango.  So yeah, it was that kind of church.  Sometimes, my father and I would go to things at Pentecostal churchs.  He would go because he was morbidly curious about it‑-offended by it.  "Look at those people rolling around on the floor and everything!"  We'd go and stand in the back.  Aimee Semple McPherson, I never saw her.  That was before my time.  But people like that.  Women wearing robes.  People of all races in the audience, falling down, talking and praying.  So that was all in the first 12 years.


Swallow: When you were very little, you were the kid who decided what game everybody was going to play.


Bley: I was a gang leader!  I decided everything.


Swallow: Weren't you an incipient band leader at age three or four?


Bley: I did have a band when I was in kindergarten, but I was the only musician.  The rest were just these dancers.  I'd play a piece on the piano, and these little girls would come out and twirl around.  I'd say, "Don't twirl!  If you're not going to do something with your feet, I don't want you out here!"


Jazziz: Was it an enormous surprise to your parents when you moved away from Christianity, or did they see it coming?  You were, obviously, a precocious child.


Bley: My mother died when I was eight, so she never had to know that I left Jesus.  That would have been terrible, but she died when I was still a good church-going girl.  My father never forgave me.  After I left the church, he never came and saw me, ever in my whole life.  I would go to San Francisco with my band, leave tickets at the door, and ask him to come.  He'd say, "I can't.  I've got church tomorrow."  Or, "I've got prayer meeting tonight."  He died without ever seeing me perform.


Jazziz: Was that painful or had you reconciled yourself to that?


Bley: It wasn't painful.  I saw him once every couple of years.  I was a terrible cigarette smoker for years.  He wouldn't let me smoke, so I didn't want to be around him.  My daughter smokes now, and I let her smoke.  That's a terrible thing to hold over somebody.  Now I eat croutons.  That's true, I was very self-confident as a kid.


Jazziz: Is your work with gospel music a formal exercise or something else?  Do you still think a lot about Jesus?


Bley: It's not a formal exercise.  I don't even know what that means.  But I'm milking my early church experience as much as I can for this piece that I'm writing now.  It's an absolutely religious piece.  But no, I don't think I've ever been in awe of Jesus, or any of his relatives.


Jazziz: And your next phase?


Bley: Then it went directly into what I called "sepia" at that time, which is what the Oakland radio station that I listened to called it.  That was purely black music, quartets of men singing.  It swung, and the harmonies were just like church.  There was no difference.  That was not a problem.  It just swung a little more than the church band I was in, but in a very polite way.  Everybody had these mellow, beautiful voices‑-like Nat King Cole.  So that's my next phase.  It was very short.


And that led directly to Lionel Hampton, to Gerry Mulligan, to whoever I could hear live in the Oakland/San Francisco world.  The first concert I went to was Lionel Hampton.


Jazziz: What got you to that concert?


Bley: I had a friend who had a brother who liked jazz and played some of it for me.  I didn't understand it at all.  The stuff he played for me was very heady.  It was like Lee Konitz and Warne Marsh.  I listened to this at the age of 13 and said, "What?  I don't understand it."  I didn't say that.  I sat there politely.  When I went and saw Lionel Hampton, though, as a result of this guy saying that my girlfriend and I should go, I understood it instantly.  "Flying Home."  Like an evangelist he was.


Swallow: You and your girlfriend Sylvia.


Bley: And then when we went to hear Gerry Mulligan and Chet Baker.  I didn't understand them either.  I was just one of the girls in the audience that thought Chet was cute.  That's all.  We pulled out one of those old records, too, the other night, and listened to it.


Swallow: Sounded awfully good!


Bley: Yeah!  That was the 10-piece band.  So that was jazz.  That lasted until the Beatles‑-a long time.


Swallow: Your Jazz Period.


Bley: That was just learning.  I didn't have any particular favorites.  I just loved everything I heard.  I absorbed it.  I never tried to play it, ever.


Swallow: This includes coat-check at Birdland, marriage to Paul Bley, the whole deal.


Bley: Then, one day, Mike Snow‑-the filmmaker‑-came over to the house and said, "The painters aren't listening to jazz anymore, you know.  They're listening to the Beatles.  I happen to have a record with me."  We sat down, and we listened to the Beatles.  It was Sergeant Pepper's.  Coming out of that period was Genuine Tong Funeral.


Swallow: So we're talking 1968, something like that.


Bley: Escalator was in that period‑-using words and wearing tie-dyed clothes.  Liberation Music Orchestra was in there, too, and so was Tropic Appetites.  Then, that period ended.

Next, a combination of being at a club in Woodstock and hearing Stuff, with Richard Tee, turned me around again.  Suddenly, I wanted to do that.  What kind of music is that?


Jazziz: I heard Dinner Music as your rather oblique take on fusion.  Stuff was r&b-derived jazz.


Bley: At the same time, Steve started playing Marvin Gaye for me.  And so I listened to that.  I got rid of my old European thing.  The European thing‑-I guess you could call it that.  The Beatles were European.


Swallow: And the Beatles sources were European.


Bley: Like dance hall music‑-cabaret.  Then I left that totally and went into American again with the Stuff band.  That's something you should warn young people about.  Don't do everything you like.  That's crazy!  But I've just never had any—

Swallow: Shame.


Bley: No, I've never had any direction.  I tried to do everything that I liked.  I didn't take life seriously.  I'm starting to take it a little seriously now.  I know I'm only allowed to be in a certain area.  I'll never be the right thing for anybody to like unless they're the weird person in town.  My flavor is not vanilla, strawberry, or chocolate.


Swallow: It's tooty-fruity.


Bley: It is not!  It's cranberry sorbet, licorice, or something.  But I know that.  I'm a business woman, too.  I realize now that these albums of me and my bands will sell only to that one or two people that likes a weird flavor.  The best I can do is have them all distributed so that every small town that has this person can buy them.


Swallow: It's interesting that we were that person in our towns.


Bley: I was that person.  I mean Oakland is a big town, but I was the only kid in the neighborhood.  But we're not there now.  We're after the Stuff period.

Hiram Bullock‑-I think it was‑-said to me, "How come nobody knows who you are?  It's because you don't have a small enough band.  You need a smaller band, and then you can work around.  Can't carry a band like that on your back all the rest of your life: a big band with horns."


It was a combination of three boring things.  Hiram said, "Get a small band."  I said, "Okay.  Will you be in it?"  And he said, "Yeah."  At the same time, I was mad at my horns.  I thought I'd do something without them.  Then, I found out that I didn't know anything about drums, anything about bass, anything about piano, anything about guitar.  So I decided to learn about them.  I learned a lot about piano‑-not how to play it‑-but I learned you don't write the bass note.  I used to write the whole chord for the piano parts, but then Steve said, "The bass player has that."  The guy who has the melody, give him the top note.  You play those things in the middle.  Or you write those things for the piano player."  He also started teaching me about chord changes, and so I started just giving the piano players chord changes.  All those boring things happened at the same time.  I got the Sextet.  We toured for a little bit‑-didn't make much more money than I did with the big band.


Swallow: The irony of it is, we lost a lot of friends.


Bley: I lost every friend in Europe!  I never had many in the States, but everyone who had liked my music for years were walking out.  Not walking out, being rude, but not coming to the concerts.  I was, all of a sudden, finding a different kind of person in the audience‑-a person that I didn't know.  And I didn't really like them that much either.  But Steve and I had fun for the year we had the Sextet.  At the very last concert, Steve got down on the floor with Hiram and they played on their backs.  That was wonderful.


Swallow: Seemed the only way to go out at the time.


Bley: Hiram had to help you up.  But you have not been any help in controlling my urges at all.


Swallow: Aiding and abetting is the name of the game.


Bley: After that period, I decided to go back very slowly.  No, I decided to go even further down.  That was when Duets happened.  Then I added Andy Sheppard.  Ah, but then at the same time, I had a 10-horn band.  It's just a blank to me now, everything I've done the last five years!


Now this is something I do know is true, after all that confused part.  I decided to write for big band because it was a testing ground for my talents.  It had been done by the greatest writers.  So I thought, "Well, if I can just write straight big-band music‑-every town, every college has a big band‑-then I'll be very happy.  I won't feel that I'm a fluke.  I'll feel like I'm an important part of the music world, and I'll earn my place in history."  That's all I've been doing for five years‑-and a bunch of other things too.


Swallow: This Big-Band Period was gaining momentum when you taught for a semester at William and Mary, and got to hear Fletcher Henderson, early Duke Ellington, and the history of the big band maybe for the first time as a coherent line of music.


Bley: I had to.  I had to teach the stuff.  Every night before the class I would quickly listen to the next two hours of important jazz recordings.  It was incredible.  I learned a lot.  I thought maybe I could do it: maybe I could be as good as they were.


Jazziz: Did you enjoy teaching?


Bley: No, of course not.  That was a joke.  There was a real teacher there, though.  I just had to sit and try to remember stories about Thelonious Monk and what he did at the Five Spot or whatever.  I mean, I was useless.


Swallow: Students seemed to like it fine.


Bley: The good thing I did was‑-with Steve's help‑-we had a big band there made up of students who could hardly play.  This college doesn't turn out musicians.  We didn't even audition.  We just let everybody who wanted to play in a big band play, and it was so much fun!  The front row was like 15 saxophones trying to play the right note.  I actually made a couple of friends of the bad boys in the class, who would do awful things with my permission.  Not with my permission, but I silently approved of all the horrible things they did.  Like when people were trying to tune up, they'd play the wrong note.  Just any stupid thing they could think of to be bad.  They still write to me.  Where is that letter?  I never opened it.


Swallow: I assumed you tucked it under your pillow.


Bley: I made some nice young friends, who are now bankers living in Washington D.C.  I did the big band for that reason, also because I could do it.  That's not an easy thing to do.  Who would want to do it anyway?  It's not easy, and I can do it.  So why not?


Jazziz: Listening to Fletcher Henderson, did you find yourself gaining real insights about what he was doing? 


Bley: Nope, I only listened to him that once, the night before class.  I've still got those tapes, but they were so badly recorded, I can't listen to them.  I'm too old to be a student.  I can't find time to do that anymore.  I've got 45 minutes a night when I can listen to something.  But I can't study music!


Jazziz: When did you start writing tunes that could be called jazz compositions?


Bley: I did that when I moved to New York City.  I moved to New York City and met Paul Bley.  I was working at Birdland at the time, selling cigarettes.  I remember a little transition thing here.  After I heard Lionel Hampton, I didn't do anything about that.  That didn't make me want to write music.  It made me want to hoot and holler!  When I got more interested in trying to pretend like I was an educated, smart person, that's when I got interested in the other part of jazz‑-the intellectual part.  Then I started liking bebop.  It's a hard music.  It's not easy, even if the guys are playing melodies.  I wouldn't have told anyone, "Well, my favorite guy is Lionel Hampton."  I don't think I would have said that.  I'd say, "My favorite is ... and then whatever the going favorite was."


I wrote my first jazz piece when I met Paul Bley and was living on Horatio Street in the Village.  There were sessions downstairs every night.  Paul Bley was the piano player, and there was Phil Woods.  Bill Evans came by.  I forget who they all were.  I didn't know most of them.  At that age‑-17 or 18‑-you start getting interested in philosophy.  A kid that didn't graduate from the tenth grade is going to want to try to seem smarter than she is.  I might have been more interested in bebop at that stage because it was harder.


But no, I think that's a wrong theory.  The more I think about that, it doesn't sound right.  I liked it sonically, and I don't know why I liked it.


Swallow: I think you're able to hear it.  It may be simpler than you think it is.


Bley: That's a big thing, too.  I took to it because I could hear it.  Paul Haines has always said, "There's no musician like a listener."  That's about the highest you can get in music is somebody who doesn't play, doesn't write.  They listen.  That's on a higher level than making music.  I really believe that.


Swallow: Actually playing music involves a lot of compromises.


Bley: Well put.  I was just a listener, but I'm not going to say "just."  I was a listener.


Swallow: And one of the greats.


Bley: A listener for many years when I was working at Birdland, Basin Street, Jazz Gallery, and all those places.  Well, that's the only three places I worked.  The Five Spot came later.  And I listened to every note everybody played, and, my God, I just learned everything I wanted to know.  I didn't know what a chord change was until ten years ago.  So that's not what I learned.  I learned the melodies and the harmonic language.  I knew if it was a good solo or a bad solo.  I remember Miles Davis once said in an article, "Nobody knows if I'm playing good or bad."  But I knew.  Maybe there are people like me all over the place.  But we don't see much of them unless we turn out to be world famous composers.  Then we talk in magazines.


Jazziz: There aren't many listeners who went from cigarette girl to composer.  That's a category of one.


Bley: I don't mind being different.  I sort like that.


Jazziz: You started writing at that time?


Bley: I wrote for Paul Bley just because he needed pieces.  The first piece in New York was called "0+1" because it wasn't my first piece.  It was my second, but I have no idea about the first one.


Swallow: This was a play on "opus."


Bley: Right!  That's what I wrote, and Paul Bley played it with his quartet.  One night he said, "I have a record date tomorrow for Savoy.  I need six tunes."  So I wrote six tunes.  Stuff like that.  I wasn't a serious writer yet.  Then, George Russell recorded a couple of my pieces.  And Jimmy Giuffre.  And then I was a serious writer.  I never looked back.


Jazziz: Serious by virtue of being recorded.  How did the tunes get to Russell?


Bley: Steve, did you take them to George?


Swallow: "Bent Eagle" happened before I joined George's band.  Didn't you take them to him?


Bley: I have no idea, but I know that I had gone to a psychiatrist who told me the only thing wrong with me was I thought I was a composer.  If I could just sublimate this stupid idea, my life would be a lot easier.  And so I decided that I would give up music.  The only other thing I could do was sew.  I always sewed my own clothes when I was a kid.  I went and started looking for a job as a seamstress.  Two days later, George Russell called me and said, "I really like this piece called `Bent Eagle.'  I'm going to record it."  It was wonderful that that happened.  I might have been a seamstress today, and George Russell did that.  I don't do any nice things for people.  Young composers, I don't want them anywhere near me, man.


Jazziz: Was Jimmy Giuffre recording your compositions a result of Steve taking them to him?


Swallow: No, that was Paul.  We were all sort of a circle.  Jimmy was coming to the loft where you and Paul lived.


Bley: I might have given them to him myself.  But Steve took them to Art Farmer, to Steve Kuhn, and to all of the people that you were working with at that time.


Swallow: Yeah, I brought your tunes with me throughout the starting of the mid-'60s.


Bley: And you got me into the Real Book.


Swallow: Brought you to Gary Burton.


Jazziz: And that became Genuine Tong Funeral.  Did Haden approach you on the Liberation Music project?


Bley: Yes, he heard Genuine Tong Funeral and liked it.  It was something like that he wanted.


Swallow: Did he already know he wanted liberation themes?


Bley: Oh yeah.


Swallow: And by "something like that" he meant a certain color?


Bley: He meant that the album is not just music.  It's thematic, conceptual.  That's what he wanted.


Jazziz: Within this orbit of artists was he the most politicized of the group?


Bley: Totally, the only politicized of the group.  The only.  Everybody just did it.  They did the gig and rolled their eyes.


Jazziz: Punk became a powerful force acting on your music.  How did you encounter it?


Bley: It might have been Alex Chilton's "Bangkok."  Or it might have been the Sex Pistols.  MC5, they knew me and Mike [Mantler].  Maybe, Teenage Jesus and the Jerks.  I don't know who it was.  We were distributing records by that time, and so we knew about bands such as DNA.  NMDS [Bley and Mantler's New Music Distribution Service] would handle them‑-but only because of me.  They said, "Oh, no.  We only do jazz."  I said, "No, we've got to do classical.  Then we can get grants.  And by the way, let's slip in some rock 'n' roll."


Swallow: And then it became a kind of credo that you wouldn't refuse anyone.


Bley: We never refused anyone within a category, but, then, we didn't refuse any category.  We fell apart totally.  I actually started my own punk band: Penny Cillin and the Burning Sensations.  A couple of the songs that we did were on the Nick Mason album Fictitious Sports.  "Siam," that was written because I was trying to imitate Alex Chilton.  And "I Was Wrong."  I wasn't the only writer.  There was everybody in the band.  The worse the writing was, the better we liked it.


Swallow: The infatuation with punk definitely surfaced in your music.  It's not like you were able to repress it.


Bley: Right, and then I started doing those songs with my real band.


Swallow: Yeah, we had to do them!


Bley: A lot of the guys had a big problem with it.  I don't blame them at all!


Jazziz: Do you separate practicing piano from composition?


Bley: It's separate.  I'm off.  I don't have to practice for a couple of months.  I'm just writing.  In July, I've got to practice.  But I practice for so little you wouldn't believe it.  It's so hard to do.  The first day I practice one minute.  Second day, I practice two minutes.  And I work up until I'm at 20 minutes.  I've never practiced more than 20 minutes in my life.  I'm a person who can't sit still.  I mean, this [interview] is killing me!  I just have to eat something or drink something.  I want to go out and run.  When I write music, I'm up every 10 minutes.  I'm in the greenhouse, or I'm doing something.  I practice 20 minutes a day, about a week before the tour.  Then, Steve and I play the repertory in the basement, where we have a piano.  We work up to playing half a set a day.  The last day, we play the whole concert.  The most we've ever practiced is an hour-and-a-half a day.


Jazziz: If you were a girl, you might be diagnosed as having an attention deficit disorder.


Swallow: I recognize it because I'm the opposite.  I can sit down and practice for a couple of hours.  It seems to pass in the blink of an eye.


Bley: That's because you're a player type, and I'm a writer type.


Swallow: Apparently so.  We each aspire to the other's condition.


Bley: Yeah, he wants to be the writer, and I want to be the player.


Jazziz: You talked about puttering around in the greenhouse, piddling with this or that.  Is that kind of activity necessary for composing?


Bley: When you get a good idea the first thing you do is get up and leave the room.  As soon as I get the good idea, I don't start working it.  I leave.  I go outside.  I have to go outside.  Maybe that is just a processing thing.  During the last week, I've tried to tell myself, "This is the way I work.  It's awful, but there must be something right about it, to be able to still turn out music when you have to get up every 10 minutes."


Swallow: It's a tribute to persistence that you always return.


Bley: He makes me.  He won't let me stop writing for one minute!


Swallow: She's my meal ticket!


Bley: You've always been my champion.  The first piece I ever got paid for, he paid me $50 to write.


Swallow: That piece was "Silent Spring"; it became part of the Genuine Tong Funeral.


Jazziz: Is this like the "Purloined Letter"?  You were always in each other's orbit, but you didn't really see each other for some time?


Bley: I didn't see him because I thought he was too nervous for me‑-too high strung.


Swallow: And now it's the opposite.


Bley: But Steve was a nervous boy.  He ate plaster and cellophane.


Swallow: That's not nervousness.  That's pica, I believe it's called.


Bley: He was really maladjusted‑-a difficult child.  I felt more like his mother than anything else.  Or he thought I was his mother.


Jazziz: And that changed?


Bley: Yeah, now he's my mother.


Jazziz: Tell me about your love for Erik Satie.


Bley: When I was 12 or 13, I had a wire recorder.  It worked for 15 minutes.  I had taped something that was on the radio, and 15 minutes later its ability to record died.  All I had taped was "Parade" by Erik Satie.  I listened to only that piece for as long as my interest in wire recorders lasted.  So that was an early influence.  Of course, Satie is simple to play on the piano for a person who can't play very well.  Anyone who can't play the piano plays Satie, plays the "Gymnopedies" or the "Gnossiennes."  My daughter plays them now.  Aside from that, I read a book.  Steve and I were talking about it yesterday.  It's so weird how these things cycle back.  It was about four French artists: one was a painter ...


Jazziz: Oh, The Banquet Years, by Roger Shattuck.  That's a great book.


Bley: Alfred Jarry, Apollinaire, Satie, and Henri Rousseau.  When I read the Satie chapter‑-this is what we were trying to decide yesterday‑-did he make me like him?


Swallow: Which is the cart and which is the horse?


Bley: Was I already having the cup of coffee at 8:19, or when I read the book, did I start having it at 8:19?


Swallow: In the book there's that wonderful schedule of Satie's day, precise to the moment.


Bley: That's what my day is like.


Swallow: It's not an exaggeration.  I think reading that book gave you the license ...


Bley: It was okay to be like that.


Jazziz: You found a kindred spirit?


Bley: Yes.


Swallow: And so did I.  I was really moved by that book, and especially by the Satie chapter.


Jazziz: I've considered Satie as someone who might grant me insight into things that you've done.


Bley: Wit and simplicity.  The irreverence of Furniture Music.


Swallow: There's the classicism of it, and that's true of Carla's music as well.  It definitely Apollonian as opposed to Dionysian.  It's very strict.  Even at its funniest, it's very severe.


Jazziz: Is Monk also a kindred spirit?


Swallow: Yeah, their music shares a similar stripped-down quality.  In both cases, the music's been heavily erased.  I don't know for a certainty that Monk did that‑-wrote too much and then erased half the notes on the page‑-but the music seems that way.


Bley: We'll never know, because he never told us.  We just have to guess, "How did he do that?"


Swallow: You're willing to give away secrets.


Bley: I'm telling you!  No magic here.


Swallow: Science.

Jazziz: Have compositions, like ripe fruit, fallen into your lap, or are they always a matter of intense labor?

Carla Bley: Just like in a tree, there'd be lots of apples.  Some of the apples fall into your lap; for some of them you have to climb to the top on a ladder.  In one piece it could be all of these things.  I've only had complete pieces fall on me about twice.  "Lawns" fell on me.  Didn't "Rut"?  I'm not sure, but with a few pieces that did happen.  Some pieces are the opposite.

Jazziz: With "Lawns" and "Rut" were you here, at home, or were you on tour?

Bley: I was at the piano, right in place.  If I wasn't, how would I have caught them?‑-to continue the metaphor.  If I wasn't under that tree every day, all day long, the apples are going to fall on the ground.

Jazziz: You were noodling at the piano when they appeared?

Bley: Yes, but I don't noodle.  Steve is a noodler.

Steve Swallow: Not anymore.  I might have noodled at one time.

Bley: Everything I play I write down.  I'm overly precious about that.  Steve‑-if I may‑-still tends to play something until he knows it's good.  Then he writes it down.  I just write everything down, then throw it away.  Right?  Is that still true?

Swallow: It's probably generally true, but I've been training myself to sit there without playing the piano.  It seems to work better.

Bley: Okay, scratch that.

Swallow: Well, I've been training myself.  I haven't been entirely successful.  I do occasionally just graze the keyboard.  But I've found that very little comes of that.  It's not until I shut up that I get an idea.

Bley: Wow!  You caught us at a good time.  I mean, you caught me at a good time because I'm writing a piece right now.  I'm in the final stages of it, so I don't have that lost feeling, "Can I write?"  I'm in the last stages of a big one.

Jazziz: Could you tell me about it?

Bley: It's an idea that was given to me by a man who believed you could give a person luck.  I was complaining about sitting all day long and nothing coming to me.  He said, "I think you'll get something tonight."  Whether that's true or not, why not try for that?  So I went to the piano.  I said, "O.k., he said I'm going to get it."  His name is Calvin.  That's going to come up a little later.  So I sat down.  I have the piece of paper.  I wrote the first couple of things I played.  They're on there.  They're no good, although they make sense musically.  But there on the fourth system is the idea that I got from Calvin.  It's two bars long, and it's a waltz.  I'm calling the piece "Setting Calvin's Waltz," because for a year and three months I've been setting that two bars in different ways, almost as a compositional tool.

Swallow: It's anything but a piece falling into your lap.

Bley: But the two bars fell by somebody telling me they would, and they did.  It's really amazing.

Swallow: Yeah, the two bars fell, but then it has been over a year extrapolating the information in those two bars.  It's to the point that this piece is twenty minutes long or something.

Bley: I keep trying to cut it down.  It's getting big.  It got bigger last night!  It got a whole new section.  I don't believe it!  It's a complication that there's a new section.

Swallow: It's not a good thing.  You're supposed to be whittling this thing down.

Bley: So I figure that this piece is, hopefully, my last waltz.  I've written nothing but waltzes for two years now.  They all came in the same three months.  I had to put some of them aside until I finished other things.  For instance, out of that waltz period came a piece called "Tigers in Training," which I've never heard.  It's a big, long one, too.  It's written for someone who didn't record it when they played it, classical guys, a group called L'art pour l'art.  A German group, called L'art pour l'art.  So I had to finish writing "Tigers in Training."  That took six months.  I put Calvin's little idea to the side.  Then, I had to write a piece for the George Wein thing, women composers at Carnegie Hall.

I spent last year writing two pieces, both waltzes.  Writing for a big band, there are so may instruments that it can take a long time, even if you have the ideas, just to get them on the page.  I came back to Calvin's waltz in December, and now I've been writing nothing but Calvin's waltz since then.  That's not so long.  But the idea is over a year old.

Jazziz: Do you wake up in the morning and immediately start working? 

Bley: After coffee.  Well, during coffee.  We don't take coffee at the kitchen table.  We take it right to our work place.

Swallow: That's Carla's Law.  Never drink your coffee at the kitchen table.

Bley: Never drink anything at the kitchen table.  Take your beverages to your work place.  Food, you can eat at the kitchen table.  I've never taken a candy bar up there or corn chips or a sandwich.

Swallow: No, it's clean as a whistle up there, maybe a couple of rings on the table.

Bley: It's an exciting time for me, being at what I hope is the end to this piece.  It's going to be played at the Berlin Jazz Festival.  They're the people who commissioned it.

Jazziz: Waltzes aren't that common to jazz, except for a few famous ones.  Fats Waller's ...

Bley: Ah "Jitterbug," one of the most beautiful!  I use that idea again and again.  I used it in "All Fall Down."  I used it in ... Oh, you couldn't tell, I hope.  But I do.

Jazziz: What do you mean by "using Waller's idea"?

Bley: It's going down further than normal people would go‑-just a little further.  That thing should go, "Ba dee-den dee-dan da."  "Ba dee-den dee-den da-dan da"‑-maybe.  But, "Ba dee-den dee-den da-dan da-dan da"‑-no.  "Bo dee-da dee-da da-da dee-da dee-da da-da dee-da da-da"!  Oh, it's so wonderful!  It's too much.  He went too far!  So I try to go too far whenever I get the chance.

Jazziz: Now isn't that the same sort of thing with Monk's "Misterioso," but using an ascending pattern?

Bley: Where?

Swallow: Da-dee da-dee da-dee da-dee.

Bley: Oh, that's wonderful, too, for the same reason.

Swallow: They're kind of mirror images.

Bley: That's doing it for much too long.  Why do I like that?  Isn't that weird about me?

Jazziz: Those are the hardest questions.  Why are we drawn to certain things?  Once you've got an idea‑-like those two bars‑-what do you do?

Bley: Usually, I see where they go.  I still don't have a third bar that I like.  The idea's two bars long, and from the fourth bar for pages and pages.  I haven't liked the third bar‑-ever.  So I tried taking it out altogether.  That's my big problem.

Swallow: Sing it.  You've got me confused.

Bley: Dom ba-de-dom be-de-da-de-da.

Swallow: That's okay.  Then bo-ba-de-ta.

Bley: That fine.  That's the fourth bar, but there's a bar in between.

Swallow: You left it blank?

Bley: I left it blank.

Swallow: So what's the problem?

Bley: I don't know.

Jazziz: The melody recalls "Bringing in the Sheaves."
Bley: I know it does.  Calvin gave me that.  I have nothing to do with that melody.  Calvin's a very strict church goer‑-Baptist.  He used to be Pentecostal, but his wife made him switch to Baptist.

Jazziz: He's got a good Presbyterian name.  John Calvin was famous for predestination, right?

Bley: I didn't know that!  I love it when things have a lot of meaning like that.  Deeper into it, it gets richer, and there are more coincidences.  Oh boy, that makes everything seem to make sense.

Jazziz: Do you keep a journal?

Bley: No.

Swallow: You have for periods of time, but it's not a musical journal.

Bley: No, it's about animals and plants.  But I don't keep it here, not at this house.

Swallow: She does keep a record of what goes on in the garden.

Bley: I do!  Every day for twenty years.

Swallow: If you'd like to know anything about what went on ...

Bley: It's right behind you.

Swallow: If you'd like to know what the temperature was last year on this day.

Bley: Look at that top page.  What does it say?  That's keeping a journal.  "Squirrels or chipmunks ruining my garden.  Weather's staying cooler than usual.  Nine degrees yesterday.  Windy.  Awful.  Lots of squirrel damage.  Covered important perennials.  Cut lots of branches."  That's what I did this week.  I was in New York one day, so I didn't write anything then.

Swallow: Only gardening information in this thing.

Bley: Only gardening and a few animals.

Swallow: This has been going on for years and years.  You're a documenter by nature.

Bley: I am a documenter.

Swallow: Composing is part of that, sort of documenting what you find out about music.

Bley: I also found out recently that I like little boxes, or packages.

Jazziz: Funny that you'd say that, I've been studying Joseph Cornell lately. 

Swallow: Yeah, lot of boxes.

Jazziz: It may be indicative of some need to keep things in their place, or, to people who think divergently, it's a way to control sprawl.

Swallow: Composers definitely are looking to control.

Bley: Control nature!

Swallow: You should go into greater detail about your daily schedule.  It is a model of rigidly and unwavering devotion.

Bley: No, I think I already did that.  I talked about being under the apple tree when the apples fall.

Swallow: My metaphor is that you've got to punch in.  There's a time clock next to the piano.  You've got to put your card in the slot for so many hours.

Bley: And you don't get anything until you've clocked a certain amount of hours.  Your first three days might just be ... I hardly remember the first three days, Steve.  What's it like?

Swallow: See, I'm at the beginning.  I have nothing.  I'm down there staring at the piano.  We're at opposite sides of the piece.  It's awful to sit and wait for something to fall into your lap, but the image of punching-in is sort of a comfort to me.  I've come to the opinion that it's an inevitable part of the process, sitting and starring.  You might as well get to it.  Go down there, punch in, and start sitting.  If you don't, you won't get a piece, and at the point you get something, that sets you off to days, weeks, or months of happy labor‑-the science part of achieving a piece.  You tend immediately to forget‑-to blank out that horrible time‑-you spent sitting with nothing.  After you've completed a piece, and you're faced with starting another one, there's the horrible realization that the void hasn't gone away.  It's still there, waiting for you to finish up your happy labors on "Piece A" to smack you upside the head.

Bley: I have no idea what you're talking about!

Swallow: You know how it is.

Bley: No, I do.  I do.  I'm just rubbing it in.

Swallow: Every time you begin a piece, it's like you're reinventing the wheel.

Bley: Unless you use words.  Now there's an easy way to write a piece, if you have a sheet of words in front of you.

Jazziz: Have you had many occasions to do that?

Bley: Not since Escalator and Tropic Appetites.  That was easier than writing plain music.

Jazziz: Have you listened to Darn It! by Kip Hanrahan?

Swallow: I haven't heard it.  It's hard to find.  Nobody sent it to us.

Bley: Darn It! is the name of it?

Jazziz: Yeah.

Swallow: I'm actually on it.

Jazziz: Yeah, and Carla, you get composer credits.  There's a version of "Funnybird Song."

Swallow: We've got to search this out.

Jazziz: Alex Chilton's on there.

Bley: "Bangkok," whew!

Jazziz: Greg Tate did a piece.  Michael Snow, the filmmaker.  Paul Bley.  There's a Carmen Lundy/Evan Parker duet that's pretty wild.

Swallow: Yeah, strange bedfellows.

Bley: I was supposed to do a piece.  I had a great project.  It was too expensive, and Kip never did it.

Swallow: Oh yeah!  Describe it.  It's wonderful.

Bley: It was sort of tasteless actually.  D. Sharp was to have been the singer.  The piece was called, "I Want to Make My Ass Fat."  The choir in the background was to be from the outpatient department of the Mental Health Society of Ulster County.  Ilene Mark, we call her our warden, she works for us now, but she used to work for that organization.  These people have a lot of interest in music, but they can't really sing too well.  Still, they have some wonderful, totally original, ways of singing.

Swallow: We have tapes of their annual show.

Bley: It's so beautiful!

Swallow: There are some perspectives on what music is in these tapes that are a revelation.

Bley: And a wonderful tenor player there was.  They all played instruments too.  All of it was great.  A little tasteless to have done that, but they wouldn't have thought so.  They were up for it.

Swallow: Yeah, and this piece was right up their alley.  It would have been perfect.  They wouldn't have been embarrassed by it at all.

Jazziz: And the poem was by Paul Haines?

Bley: It was by Paul Haines, and the only words that the inmates had to sing were, "I water.  I wonder."  But that joins the list of things that didn't happen.  That song was written.

Swallow: It's sitting there.  There are some other pieces with words sitting around too.

Bley: As in "Ecuador" by Paul Haines

Swallow: And the aborted opera‑-

Bley: Leonora Carrington?? and I wrote an opera together, and that was aborted.  And I wrote an opera for the Avignon?? Festival called "Holy Roller Coaster" that was aborted.

Jazziz: Were they back in the time of Escalator, or were they more recent?

Bley: More recent.

Swallow: When was the Avignon?? thing, maybe six or eight years ago?  If only they'd come up with the commission they said they'd have, it would have been one of those easy-to-write, long stretches of music.  The framework was already in the bag.  The story was already done.  We knew exactly what the set was going to be like.

Bley: Oh wow!  The Cologne Cathedral with a roller coaster built around it.

Jazziz: From an outsider's position, it seems like you've moved away from more conceptual projects, but I'm hearing something else.  Has there or hasn't there been a move away from overarching conceptual ideas?

Bley: Totally a move away from it.  I wouldn't even be talking about it this moment if I hadn't this morning said to Steve, "What I'm writing upstairs is more like an oratorio without voices."  For the first time in ages, I thought, "There are big projects.  You don't have to just write these eight-minute big-band pieces.  You can write big."  That's the first time I've thought of it in twenty years‑-ten years.  So no, I don't think like that anymore.  I just want to write good big band music.

Jazziz: How do you account for this shift?

Bley: Becoming better at playing the piano made it unnecessary for me to make jokes about the way I played.  Getting better musicians in the band all the time made it unnecessary to cover myself just in case some idiot played something dumb.  Binding the parts together better made it unnecessary to cover myself in case somebody's part fell on the floor.  All these things I used to do, always expecting the worst, trying to pretend I didn't care.  Instead of having someone who could sing well do something‑-probably for fear someone would say, "He has a terrible voice!"‑-I would let the worst guys in the band sing.  I'd cultivate the worst things, so when they happened, as I was sure they would, I wouldn't look stupid.  That's why.

I got better and better through the years.  Now I'm so good I'm not even interesting anymore!  To talk about stuff‑-with you at this moment‑-we could keep talking about what interests both of us‑-compositional ideas‑-but people don't want to read about that.  They'd rather read about a roller coaster built around a cathedral.  Don't you think?  It's hard to talk about music‑-except shop.  We could talk shop.  Which Steve and I only talk.  We don't talk about interesting things!

Jazziz: So your irony turns out to be a defense mechanism compensating for a lack of technique.

Bley: Yeah, I'm saying that.  Knock on wood.  I'm learning to play better.

Jazziz: Additionally, isn't irony a coping skill, developed while young?  It often becomes superfluous as we grow older, once we come to peace with ourselves and care less about what others think of us.  Then irony becomes a choice, not a reflex action.

Swallow: That's what's going on.  You hit a certain level of confidence.

Bley: When Steve and I play duets, we're very serious.  A couple of announcements are sort of funny, and one or two pieces have little twists.  But basically, it's serious music.  We're sitting there playing as well as we can with totally straight faces.  I've changed a lot.  And with Andy, also, it's really straight as opposed to funny.

Swallow: From my perspective‑-as a long-time sideman in your bands‑-I can see that sort of sea change.  In the days of the band that played on Live‑-around that period of time‑-the running line was that Carla loved us for our faults.  In a way there was a kind of wonderful permissiveness that sprang from that knowledge, the feeling that if we did something terrible, she would just smile benignly at us and carry on.  That is no longer the case within the big band or within the duets or trios.  There's that opposite sense: the sense that we all have to grow up someday, and that that day has come.

Bley: Oooooh!

Swallow: That makes it seem sort of sad, but, in fact, it's not in the least sad at all.

Jazziz: We're speaking of a necessary tension between the freshness that comes with being an ingenue and the proficiency that comes with professionalism.

Swallow: These days, we welcome pratfalls more than we did in the past when we were prone to make them a lot.  You'd say, "Oh no, I did it again."  Now it's interesting to deal with them when they occur.  Also what's involved, a little bit, is basic honesty about where you stand.  Once you lose your innocence, you can't have it back.  Once it's gone.  To pretend you still have it when you don't is not a good thing to do.

Jazziz: I have a mentor who says he's interested in computers not as a means to artificial intelligence, but as an aid to artificial stupidity.

Bley: I love it!

Swallow: What was it somebody was saying computers can't do?

Bley: Jokes and music.  Marvin Minsky said that.  It must be true.

Jazziz: Do you see a relationship between the two?

Bley: Yes, except I can't write jokes.  I've never successfully written a joke.  I've written quite a lot of successful music, so I think jokes might be harder than music for computers to do.  I have a new one, though.  A couple of cannibals were sitting down to a meal.  They were eating a clown.  One looked at the other one and said, "Does this taste funny to you?"  I've never written one of those.  Have you?

Jazziz: No, I haven't.  Honestly, I've heard a variation of the joke you just told, and given the way they spread, I'm not sure jokes are ever written.  I mean, where do they come from?

Bley: Well, Lew Soloff told me.

Swallow: I think most of them come from Lew, actually.

Jazziz: There are these people.  They're the cultural vectors for jokes.

Bley: Charlie Haden always has a new joke.  That's how he starts every conversation if he hasn't seen you for a while.

Swallow: But neither Lew nor Charlie could make up a joke on a bet.

Bley: I've never met anyone who could.

Swallow: There you have it.

Jazziz: Jokes, like much music, have an inevitability about them.  They head towards a tonic, determined by their opening lines, but they get to that tonic in unpredictable, surprising ways.

Bley: Laughter's like a little fit you have.  It releases the tension.

Swallow: A little electrical event‑-synapses firing.

Bley: Now I'm self conscious.  Laughing is a funny thing to do.  I don't think animals do it much.

Swallow: You were also talking yesterday about your unwillingness to do a II-V-I progression.  You'll just look for days to avoid landing on the I, until there's no way out.  Me too, though I give up a little easier. 

Bley: Or sometimes you just build the piece on II-V-I, and just go to an absurd degree where there are just millions of them.

Swallow: Yeah, I do that.

Bley: That's different.  That's on purpose.

Swallow: The analogy in language structure is the periodic sentence.  The I is sort of the conclusion of the sentence.  It is an element of humor when the sentence ends with the word you least expect.  Actually, it's the same thing you're looking for‑-the chords you least expect.

Bley: That's right!  Also, I'm thinking it's nice to have to have surprises in a piece.  You know like I've been using American quotes without intending to.  I'm writing and all of a sudden something appears.  When it does I never fight it.  I just put it right in there.

Jazziz: Listening to the trio record yesterday, I noticed a phrase that sounded like, "Santa Clause is coming to town."

Swallow: It's on "Chicken," I think.

Bley: On "Ad Infinitum" we started to yodel.

Swallow: That was a duet.

Bley: Yeah.

Swallow: But that's true.  Yodeling appeared all of a sudden.

Jazziz: So you really were quoting "Santa Claus Is Coming to Town"?

Bley: Yeah, I think I used that.  That's an easy thing to play.

Swallow: I wouldn't know whether it fell into your lap, or whether you grabbed.

Bley: Oh no, it fell into my lap.  That's one thing with improvising, you can't grab anything.

Swallow: Well I don't know.  The way Dexter Gordon used quotes.  I think he was grabbing them.

Bley: Really?

Swallow: I don't think they were falling into his lap.

Bley: I've never purposely used a quote in writing or playing.  It just happens, and then you can either disguise it or emphasize it.

Jazziz: It's like a cliché in speech.

Bley: It's a wonderful thing.

Swallow: Especially as the tempo increases as you're playing.  The faster the tune, the more you're likely to use blocks of words rather than individual words.  Just call on phrases rather than notes.

Jazziz: Quotes can be appropriated and become signature effects.  I'm thinking of Sonny Rollins and "Pop Goes the Weasel" and Charlie Parker and "In a Country Garden." 

Bley: They gave us the license to quote.  I don't think we'd be allowed to do it otherwise.  Are we allowed?  Sometimes I wonder.

Swallow: Yeah, I think we're getting away with it.

Bley: We listened to Saxophone Colossus last night‑-just couldn't believe it.

Jazziz: Do you listen to music a lot?

Bley: No!  Maybe I will tell you what my day is like.  I'll tell you one thing.  We listen to music, usually, from 7:15 to 7:45 every night, while we're preparing dinner.  We're in the kitchen, and we don't have any music in our head.  That's the time we listen.

Swallow: Our work day is over.  We're not in danger of polluting our own projects.

Bley: We have things usually, a stack of things that we have to listen to.  People we know send us their new CDs.  I won't say we have to, but if we're interested in hearing that, we just put it in the pile and plow through it.  That doesn't sound right either!  Last night, we got that pile down, so we got to listen to Sonny Rollins, a CD we'd loaned the local pharmacy.  It had been gone for six months.  I could not believe it.  It's so good.  Forty years old!

Jazziz: I love it, too, but what most impresses you about it?

Bley: The melodies.  What impresses Steve is the bass player.

Swallow: Yeah, one tends to forget Doug Watkins.

Bley: I zeroed in on Doug Watkins, too, when Steve pointed him out.  And Max has never sounded better.  Oh, my God!  Tommy Flanagan, of course, one expects him to sound like that.  Sonny Rollins himself, the way he sang melodies, lines, words.  Everything he was doing made total sense.  It was a language that most people never touch upon on the earth.  Spend their lives as players, most people never say anything.  But they still could make a damn good living and get up on stages and stuff.  But this guy was just talking like for an hour, and we were listening to every word.

Swallow: Maybe because of what we've been touching on, that's what I think it was.  It's the lucidity of his playing and his utter mastery of syntax, all of those things that comprise speech.

Jazziz: It's both inevitable and surprising.

Swallow: The best literature also achieves this.

Jazziz: Have you ever listened to recordings and thought, "They got to that before I did!"

Bley: Just last week‑-Mike Gibbs.

Swallow: And she didn't take it well!  She wasn't really graceful about it.  This record is called By the Way.  It's not out in the States yet, although they're looking for distribution.

Bley: I'll never speak to him again.

Jazziz: It was a particular composition?

Bley: Yeah, the last tune.  It's got a particular chord if you want to know.

Swallow: It comes down to very small things.  Most everything is known.

Bley: Once in a while I get a great chord from some thing.  A guy I've gotten a couple of chords from is Andre Crouch.  A guy I've gotten a couple of chords from is Carl Ruggles‑-actually, one chord from Carl Ruggles.

Swallow: Yeah, but you got a lot of mileage out of that chord.

Bley: I used that chord every other bar, man!  But Mike Gibbs just outdid it.  It was so beautiful, the last tune.  It set me into such a terrible state of mind.  I believe I cried hysterically for about 45 minutes in my bed upstairs.  I didn't tell you that.  That's what I was doing up there, drowning in tears.  I could not stop.  And then I came downstairs, and I was okay.  Wasn't I?  I was miserable for days.  I don't want to listen to it again.

Swallow: On the other hand, that happens very rarely.  It's not like next week something else is going to hit you.

Bley: I can only think of those three things: the Carl Ruggles chord, the Andre Crouch chords that inspired the chords in "Who Will Rescue You" and inspired some of the chords in "Setting Calvin's Waltz."

Swallow: Once you've worked with a chord for so long, you're comfortable with it.  It tends to pop up when you least expect it.

Bley: I know what kind of chords I like.  I like chords that are very lush with all the lush parts taken out.  You can flat this, sharp that, flat that, sharp this.  Take out all those notes, and you're left with two or three incredibly tilted chords.

Swallow: Trimming the fat is a metaphor you've used on occasion.

Bley: And I never use the same note twice in a chord, unless it's way up high.  I try to make every note in the chord different from the note in the bass and the note in the melody.  Again, a trimming-the-fat thing.  I don't like repeated notes.

Jazziz: Has that always been the case, or is that, too, a matter of moving into maturity?

Bley: "Erase" is a good word for a composer.  Carry a big eraser.  Yeah, definitely.

Swallow: Sort of out of the corner of my ear, I hear Carla in the process of writing these pieces.  The parts that get thrown away are, sometimes, parts that I've grown fond of at a distance‑-from the next floor down, coming through the air.  Sometimes I can hardly bear the loss of sections of pieces or phrases of pieces that I've really come to love.  There's a point at which she's absolutely merciless, and a piece gets trimmed to a half or less of the size it had grown.  Sometimes I want to rush up there and sweep the floor and take it for my own!

Bley: It's all still there.  It's in those awful files, those big, bulging folders.

Swallow: It hasn't fallen into a hole forever.  Occasionally, you find stuff in there, right?  That's another trick that one can play on one's self.

Bley: Very rarely.  Very rarely.

Jazziz: Carl Ruggles doesn't surprise me; Andre Crouch does.  I would have guessed Swan Silvertones or the Soul Stirrers.

Swallow: The contempo aspect of it?

Jazziz: Yeah.

Bley: Well, it's only that one piece.  I don't even know its name, but I can hear it right now‑-this big choir piece.  Oh boy! I think his sister sings it.  But anyway that's because I think the music that we listen to here around here is across the board.  I guess we prefer about 40 or 50 year old bebop over everything, but after that comes a lot of things.  All the Motown stuff, we both went crazy about.  It almost ruined our careers!

Jazziz: How so?

Bley: By being influenced.  I made that series of records that everyone hates, just because I thought that rhythm and blues was so much more beautiful than jazz.  But that was a stage, and I survived it, I think.  Probably not.

Swallow: Survived it in terms of the critics and public?

Bley: I think I've probably ruined any chance of getting any awards that are for serious musicians.  That plus all the covers I do for my albums.  It's going to keep me away from certain awards.

Swallow: There goes your MacArthur.

Bley: There goes anything.  I mean anything.  I'm going to have to make it at the box office!  But I can't help doing those bad things.  I just can't help it.  They're there to be done.  I don't know the reasoning behind why I do that.  I've gotten better.  There are many things I don't say that I used to.  I try not to ever say anything at anyone's expense.  Most of the things I say bad are about myself.  Not bad, but unadmirable.  I don't say anything bad about anyone else now.

Jazziz: Do you view your career as steady, sure development or as a series of phases?

Bley: My first phase was church music.  That's all I was involved in until I was 12 or 13, except for a little piano music‑-Schirmer book.  I played at church, played organ, sang in the choir, and I taught Sunday School, even as a kid.  So the first period was religious.  That was until about 12.

Swallow: A particular kind of religious.  It wasn"t Andre Crouch.

Bley: No it wasn't.

Jazziz: "Just As I Am"?

Bley: Oh, yes.  Isn't that beautiful!  And "Power in the Blood" and all that stuff, we did that.  We didn't swing very good.  We sort of had a weird way of swinging.  It's the white way of doing it.

Swallow: The Moody Bible Institute.

Bley: Yeah, my father went to Moody Bible Institute.  We got very passionate, but it was sort of a "dum-ta-de-da."  The best we got was march.  But we did have a drummer and an accordion player and a trombonist in the church band.  No black people were in the church when I went there.

Jazziz: "Onward Christian Soldiers" is one of the best examples of that type of song.
Bley: That's what I played for Youth for Christ.  I did 10 variations of  "Onward Christian Soldiers."  I did it as a waltz.  I did it as a tango.  So yeah, it was that kind of church.  We would go sometimes‑-my father and I would go‑-to things at Pentecostal churchs.  He would go because he was morbidly curious about it‑-offended by it.  "Look at those people rolling around on the floor and everything!"  We'd go and stand in the back.  Aimee Semple McPherson, I never saw her.  That was before my time.  But people like that.  Women wearing robes.  People of all races in the audience, falling down, talking and praying.  So that was all in the first 12 years.  We're going to have to go faster than this.

Then it went directly into what I called "sepia" at that time, which is what the Oakland radio station that I listened to called it.  That was purely black music, quartets of men singing.  There'd be one guy with a low voice.  It wasn't like Ink Spots.

Jazziz: The Ravens?  Before doo wop, but after the Mills Brothers?

Bley: I don't know.  I haven't heard it for 40 years.

Swallow: Definitely, this is proto-rock 'n' roll.

Bley: It swung, and the harmonies were just like church.  There was no difference.  That was not a problem.  It just swung a little more than the church band I was in, but in a very polite way.

Swallow: Maybe it was the Ink Spots.

Bley: Everybody had these mellow, beautiful voices‑-like Nat King Cole.  So that's my next phase.  That was very short.  It led directly to Lionel Hampton, to Gerry Mulligan, to whoever I could hear live in the Oakland/San Francisco world.  The first concert I went to was Lionel Hampton.  They were marching down the aisles, and just could die!  I wanted to do that.  And then I heard Gerry Mulligan and Chet Baker at the Blackhawk.  We just pulled out one of those old records, too, the other night, and listened to it.

Swallow: Sounded awfully good!

Bley: That was the 10-piece band.  So that was jazz.  That lasted until the Beatles, a long time.

Swallow: Your Jazz Period.

Bley: That was just learning.  I didn't have any particular favorites.  I just loved everything I heard.  I absorbed it.  I never tried to play it, ever.

Swallow: This includes coat-check at Birdland, that whole period of time.  Marriage to Paul Bley, the whole deal.

Bley: Then, one day, Mike Snow‑-the filmmaker you mentioned‑-came over to the house and said, "The painters aren't listening to jazz anymore, you know.  They're listening to the Beatles.  I happen to have a record with me."  We sat down, and we listened to the Beatles.  It was Sergeant Pepper's.  Coming out of that period was Genuine Tong Funeral.

Swallow: So we're talking 1968, something like that.

Bley: Escalator was in that period, using words, and wearing tie-dyed clothes.  Liberation Music Orchestra was in there too.  So that was Funeral, Liberation, Escalator over the Hill, Tropic Appetites.  Then, that period ended.  I hope I'm not forgetting something.

I think this is what happened.  A combination of being at a club in Woodstock and hearing Stuff, with Richard Tee, turned me around again.  Suddenly, I wanted to do that.  What kind of music is that?

Swallow: Whatever, r&b?

Bley: Not quite.  I don't know.  Do you know what that kind of music that is?

Jazziz: I thought Dinner Music was your rather oblique take on fusion.  Stuff was r&b-derived jazz.

Bley: At the same time, Steve started playing Marvin Gaye for me.  And so I listened to that.  I got rid of my old European thing.  The European thing‑-I guess you could call it that.  The Beatles were European.

Swallow: And the Beatles sources were European.

Bley: Like dance hall music and stuff like that‑-cabaret.  Then I left that totally and went into American again with the Stuff band.  But that's something you should warn young people about.  Don't do everything you like.  That's crazy!  But I've just never had any‑-

Swallow: Shame.

Bley: No, I've never had any direction.  I tried to do everything that I liked.  I didn't take life seriously.  I'm starting to take it a little seriously now.  I know I'm only allowed to be in a certain area.  I'll never be the right thing for anybody to like unless they're the weird person in town.  My flavor is not vanilla, strawberry, or chocolate.

Swallow: It's tooty-fruity.

Bley: It is not!  It's cranberry sorbet, licorice, or something.  But I know that.  I'm a business woman, too.  I realize now that these albums of me and my bands will sell only to that one or two people that likes a weird flavor.  The best I can do is have them all distributed so that every small town that has this person can buy them.

Swallow: It's interesting that we were that person in our towns.

Bley: I was that person.  I mean Oakland is a big town, but I was the only kid in the neighborhood.

Jazziz: As towns go, Oakland has more than its fair share of cranberry sorbet kids.

Bley: I was never proud of Oakland until I found that out.  I used to say, "I'm from San Francisco, from the Bay Area."  Then, all of a sudden, the Black Panthers.  What else was there?  Something really important.

Jazziz: Berkeley.

Swallow: Berserkley, yeah.

Bley: Something else.  I'll think of it later.

Swallow: Sly Stone, Tower of Power‑-that's all from Oakland.

Bley: A political movement, but I forget what it was.

Swallow: They come and go so quickly.

Bley: Motorcycle gangs.  Pachucos.  Anyway, I became proud of being from Oakland, but we're not there now.  We're after the Stuff period‑-Marvin Gaye.  Hiram Bullock‑-I think it was‑-said to me, "How come nobody knows who you are?  It's because you don't have a small enough band.  You need a smaller band, and then you can work around.  Can't carry a band like that on your back all the rest of your life: a big band with horns."  (Although I didn't have the Very Big Band yet.)

It was a combination of three boring things.  Hiram said, "Get a small band."  I said, "Okay.  Will you be in it?"  And he said, "Yeah."  At the same time, I was mad at my horns.  I thought I'd do something without them.  Then, I found out that I didn't know anything about drums, anything about bass, anything about piano, anything about guitar.  So I decided to learn about them.  I learned a lot about piano‑-not how to play it‑-but I learned you don't write the bass note.  I used to write the whole chord for the piano parts, but then Steve said, "The bass player has that."  The guy who has the melody, give him the top note.  You play those things in the middle.  Or you write those things for the piano player."  He also started teaching me about chord changes, and so I started just giving the piano players chord changes.  All those boring things happened at the same time.  I got the Sextet.  We toured for a little bit‑-didn't make much more money than I did with the big band.

Swallow: The irony of it is, we lost a lot of friends.

Bley: I lost every friend in Europe!  I never had many in the States, but everyone who had liked my music for years were walking out.  Not walking out, being rude, but not coming to the concerts.  I was, all of a sudden, finding a different kind of person in the audience‑-a person that I didn't know.  And I didn't really like them that much either.  But Steve and I had fun for the year we had the Sextet.  At the very last concert, Steve got down on the floor with Hiram and they played on their backs.  That was wonderful.

Swallow: Seemed the only way to go out at the time.

Bley: Hiram had to help you up.  But you have not been any help in controlling my urges at all.

Jazziz: Well good!

Swallow: Aiding and abetting is the name of the game.

Bley: How can we finish this?  After that period, I decided to go back very slowly.  No, I decided to go even further down.  That was when Duets happened.  Then I added Andy Sheppard.  Ah, but then at the same time, I had a 10-horn band.  It's just a blank to me now, everything I've done the last five years!

Now this is something I do know is true, after all that confused part.  I decided to write for big band because it was a testing ground for my talents.  It had been done by the greatest writers.  I didn't know if I was very good, and neither did anyone else, because I would add a bassoon or something.  So I thought, "Well, if I can just write straight big-band music‑-every town, every college has a big band‑-then I'll be very happy.  I won't feel that I'm a fluke.  I'll feel like I'm an important part of the music world, and I'll earn my place in history."  That's all I've been doing for five years‑-and a bunch of other things too.

Swallow: This Big-Band Period was gaining momentum when you taught for a semester at William and Mary, and got to hear Fletcher Henderson, early Duke Ellington, and the history of the big band maybe for the first time as a coherent line of music.

Bley: I had to.  I had to teach the stuff.  Every night before the class I would quickly listen to the next two hours of important jazz recordings.  It was incredible.  I learned a lot.  I thought maybe I could do it: maybe I could be as good as they were.

Jazziz: Did you enjoy teaching?

Bley: No, of course not.  That was a joke.  There was a real teacher there, though.  I really just had to sit and try to remember stories about Thelonious Monk and what he did at the Five Spot or whatever.  I mean, I was useless.

Swallow: Students seemed to like it fine.

Bley: The good thing I did was‑-with Steve's help‑-we had a big band there made up of students who could hardly play.  This college doesn't turn out musicians.  We didn't even audition.  We just let everybody who wanted to play in a big band play, and it was so wonderful, so much fun!  The front row was like 15 saxophones trying to play the right note.  I actually made a couple of friends of the bad boys in the class, who would do awful things with my permission.  Not with my permission, but I silently approved of all the horrible things they did.  Like when people were trying to tune up, they'd play the wrong note.  Just any stupid thing they could think of to be bad.  They still write to me.  Where is that letter?  I never opened it.

Swallow: I assumed you tucked it under your pillow.

Bley: I made some nice young friends, who are now bankers living in Washington D.C.  I did the big band for that reason, also because I could do it.  That's not an easy thing to do.  Who would want to do it anyway?  It's not easy, and I can do it.  So why not?  A lot of small groups out, they're great.

Swallow: Joe Henderson and Horace Silver.

Bley: Yeah, I probably couldn't do that as well, but I don't know if they could do the big band stuff as well.  It's a smaller world.

Jazziz: Listening to Fletcher Henderson, did you find yourself gaining real insights about what he was doing? 

Bley: Nope, I only listened to him that once, the night before class.  I've still got those tapes, but they were so badly recorded, I can't listen to them.  I'm too old to be a student.  I can't find time to do that anymore.  I've got 45 minutes a night when I can listen to something.  But I can't study music!

Jazziz: I'd like to go back to when you were 12 years old.  Weren't you amazingly precocious and self-assured to break away from the world in which you were raised?  There are plenty of people, who at 52 see the world exactly as they did at age 12.

Bley: I know there are.  Isn't that interesting!  What is that?  I was totally absolutely confident.

Swallow: When you were very little, you were the kid who decided what game everybody was going to play.

Bley: I was a gang leader!  I decided everything.

Swallow: You were an incipient band leader at age three or four.

Bley: I did have a band when I was in kindergarten, but I was the only musician.  The rest were just these dancers.  I'd play a piece on the piano, and these little girls would come out and twirl around.  I'd say, "Don't twirl!  If you're not going to do something with your feet, I don't want you out here!"  And then I was also playing for church, making the tin cup thing.  You hold a cup in your hand, and people put money in it, after you've sung your song.  You're little‑-two‑-and you're singing "This Little Light of Mine" and, afterwards, everybody puts money in your cup.  Then you give the contents of the cup to your parents.  So I was sort of making a living back then, getting five dollars for every wedding and funeral.

Jazziz: Was it an enormous surprise to your parents when you moved away from Christianity, or did they see it coming?

Bley: My mother died when I was eight, so she never had to know that I left Jesus.  That would have been terrible, but she died when I was still a good church-going girl.  My father never forgave me.  After I left the church, he never came and saw me, ever in my whole life.  I would go to San Francisco with my band, leave tickets at the door, and ask him to come.  He'd say, "I can't.  I've got church tomorrow."  Or, "I've got prayer meeting tonight.  I just can't."  He died without ever seeing me perform.

Jazziz: Was that painful or had you reconciled yourself to that?

Bley: It wasn't painful.  I saw him once every couple of years.  I was a terrible cigarette smoker for years.  He wouldn't let me smoke, so I didn't want to be around him.  My daughter smokes now, and I let her smoke.  That's a terrible thing to hold over somebody.  Now I eat croutons.  That's true, I was very self-confident as a kid.

Jazziz: Is your work with gospel music a formal exercise or something else?  Do you still think a lot about Jesus?

Bley: It's not a formal exercise.  I don't even know what that means.  But I'm milking my early church experience as much as I can for this piece that I'm writing now.  It's an absolutely religious piece.  It was an actual miracle how I got it in the first place.  But no, I don't think I've ever been in awe of Jesus, or any of his relatives.

I sort of think being a good person is out of fashion, isn't it?  We don't have many people that go around doing the right thing and being kind.  When I hear about kindness, read about it or see it, I choke up pretty bad.  I can't believe kindness.  That's so amazing to me, when you see it happen.  I'm not a kind person, but I'm in awe of kindness, but not of Jesus as a person at all.

Jazziz: When did you first hear jazz and say, "This is it!"

Bley: Lionel Hampton.

Jazziz: What got you to that concert?

Bley: I had a friend who had a brother who liked jazz and played some of it for me.  I didn't understand it at all.  The stuff he played for me was very heady.  It was like Lee Konitz and Warne Marsh.  I listened to this at the age of 13 and said, "What?  I don't understand it."  I didn't say that.  I sat there politely, but I didn't understand it.  When I went and saw Lionel Hampton, though, as a result of this guy saying that my girlfriend and I should go, I understood it instantly.  "Flying Home."  Like an evangelist he was.

Swallow: You and your girlfriend Sylvia.

Bley: And then when we went‑-I have to mention these people again‑-Gerry Mulligan and Chet Baker.  I didn't understand them either.  I was just one of the girls in the audience that thought Chet was cute.  That's all.  I just didn't understand it.  But Lionel Hampton, I understood immediately.

Jazziz: And did you start seeing other people, start hanging out?

Bley: No, there was nobody in my whole school like me.  Sylvia's brother was a lot older, and as far as I know there were no jazz fans in my high school.  I just kept a lid on that, as far as my taste went.

Jazziz: When did you start writing tunes that could be called jazz compositions?

Bley: I did that when I moved to New York City.  I moved to New York City and met Paul Bley.  I was working at Birdland at the time, selling cigarettes.  I remember a little transition thing here.  After I heard Lionel Hampton, I didn't do anything about that.  That didn't make me want to write music.  It made me want to hoot and holler!  When I got more interested in trying to pretend like I was an educated, smart person, that's when I got interested in the other part of jazz‑-the intellectual part.  Then I started liking bebop.  It's a hard music.  It's not easy, even if the guys are playing melodies.  I wouldn't have told anyone, "Well, my favorite guy is Lionel Hampton."  I don't think I would have said that.  I'd say, "My favorite is ... and then whatever the going favorite was."

I wrote my first jazz piece when I met Paul Bley and was living on Horatio Street in the Village.  There were sessions downstairs every night.  Paul Bley was the piano player, and there was Phil Woods.  Bill Evans came by.  I forget who they all were.  I didn't know most of them.  At that age‑-17 or 18‑-you start getting interested in philosophy.  A kid that didn't graduate from the tenth grade is going to want to try to seem smarter than she is.  I might have been more interested in bebop at that stage because it was harder.

But no, I think that's a wrong theory.  The more I think about that, it doesn't sound right.  I liked it sonically, and I don't know why I liked it.

Swallow: I think you're able to hear it.  It may be simpler than you think it is.

Bley: That's a big thing, too.  I took to it because I could hear it.  Paul Haines has always said, "There's no musician like a listener."  That's about the highest you can get in music is somebody who doesn't play, doesn't write.  They listen.  That's on a higher level than making music.  I really believe that.

Swallow: Actually playing music involves a lot of compromises.

Bley: Well put.  I was just a listener, but I'm not going to say "just."  I was a listener.

Swallow: And one of the greats.

Bley: A listener for many years when I was working at Birdland, Basin Street, Jazz Gallery, and all those places.  Well, that's the only three places I worked.  The Five Spot came later.  And I listened to every note everybody played, and, my God, I just learned everything I wanted to know.  I didn't know what a chord change was until ten years ago.  So that's not what I learned.  I learned the melodies and the harmonic language.  I knew if it was a good solo or a bad solo.  I remember Miles Davis once said in an article, "Nobody knows if I'm playing good or bad."  But I knew.  Maybe there are people like me all over the place.  But we don't see much of them unless we turn out to be world famous composers.  Then we talk in magazines.

Jazziz: I doubt that there are people like that all over the place.

Bley: Remember Zita Carnot?? who could transcribe Coltrane solos?

Jazziz: But there aren't many listeners who went from cigarette girl to composer.  That's a category of one.

Bley: I don't mind being different.  I sort like that.

Jazziz: You started writing at that time?
Bley: I wrote for Paul Bley just because he needed pieces.  The first piece in New York was called "0+1" because it wasn't my first piece.  It was my second, but I have no idea about the first one.

Swallow: This was a play on "opus."

Jazziz: Yeah, and it anticipated the digital age, too, music made from zeros and ones.

Bley: That's what I wrote, and Paul Bley played it with his quartet.  One night he said, "I have a record date tomorrow for Savoy.  I need six tunes."  So I wrote six tunes.  Stuff like that.  I wasn't a serious writer yet.  Then, George Russell recorded a couple of my pieces.  And Jimmy Giuffre.  And then I was a serious writer.  I never looked back.

Jazziz: Serious by virtue of being recorded.  How did the tunes get to Russell?

Bley: Steve, did you take them to George?

Swallow: "Bent Eagle" happened before I joined George's band.  Didn't you take them to him?

Bley: I have no idea, but I know that I had gone to a psychiatrist who told me the only thing wrong with me was I thought I was a composer.  If I could just sublimate this stupid idea, my life would be a lot easier.  And so I decided that I would give up music.  The only other thing I could do was sew.  I always sewed my own clothes when I was a kid.  I went and started looking for a job as a seamstress.  Two days later, George Russell called me and said, "I really like this piece called `Bent Eagle.'  I'm going to record it."  It was wonderful that that happened.  I might have been a seamstress today, and George Russell did that.  I don't do any nice things for people.  Young composers, I don't want them anywhere near me, man.

Swallow: Young people shouldn't write music!  They should sew their oats!

Bley: I don't help anyone.  It's really a drag, but maybe I'll start helping.

Jazziz: Was Jimmy Giuffre recording your compositions a result of Steve taking them to him?

Bley: Was that you?

Swallow: Well no, that was Paul.  We were all sort of a circle.  Jimmy was coming to the loft where you and Paul lived to rehearse some of the time.  So you were actually on the scene.

Bley: I might have given it to him myself.  But then Steve took it to Art Farmer, to Steve Kuhn, and to all of the people that you were working with at that time.  You did that.

Swallow: Yeah, I brought your tunes with me throughout the starting of the mid-'60s.

Bley: And you got me into the Real Book.

Swallow: Brought you to Gary Burton.

Jazziz: And that became Genuine Tong Funeral.  Weren't you involved with the recording Ornette Coleman did with Paul Bley on piano? 

Bley: I was the engineer, under the piano I was.  I had a mixer.  It was four tracks, I believe.  I mixed it on the spot.  It's terrible that it came out.

Swallow: They didn't even go to stereo.  They went to mono.

Bley: Four tracks to mono on some kind of machine.

Swallow: Wollensak.

Bley: No, better than that.  So yes, I was instrumental.  Paul Bley would talk things over with me, like, "Do you think I should fire Dave Pike and hire Ornette Coleman?"  I said, "Yes, yes!"  And he said, "But it would ruin my career.  I'd probably lose the job."  I said, "I don't care, if you don't care.  Do it!"  I was really an Ornette champion.

Jazziz: You got him as you got bop?  He made sense?

Bley: He made total sense.  I don't hear much difference between him and bebop, really.

Jazziz: There's more a field-holler, blusey level to Ornette than to a lot of classic bebop.

Swallow: I'll buy that.  I got Ornette the first note I heard from him, whereas I had to really reach for Coltrane.

Bley: Oh yeah, me too.

Swallow: With Miles, I was just appalled.  But then it was just a matter of months before I loved him.   But it certainly wasn't the first note, and with Ornette it was.  The field holler element in his music, I suspect that made that happen readily.

Bley: And at the Five Spot we were both there‑-Steve and I‑-like just sitting there every moment we could be there.  I got in free, because I worked for the Tirinni?? brothers.

Swallow: I got in for the price of a beer.  It wasn't difficult to hear that music.  Clubs were cheap then.

Bley: That talkingness of the way he played.  When a pretty girl would come in the room, and he was up on the bandstand, he'd go, "Whoo-hoo!" or something like that in the solo he was playing.  The sound was just so direct.  Of course, I knew Charlie, because Charlie Haden had been in Paul Bley's band at the Hillcrest in California.  When Paul Bley let Dave Pike go and hired Ornette and Don, he kept Billy Higgins and Charlie, because they were in the band.  Was Billy in the band?

Swallow: Was it Lenny McBrowne?

Bley: I don't know.  I think Billy Higgins might have already been the drummer.  So I knew Charlie pretty well, and I didn't know Don yet, and I knew Ornette pretty well.  And I knew Billy Higgins pretty well.  I knew [Charles] Moffett pretty well.  I knew Dave Izenzon pretty well.  I knew them all.  It was a small world.  I didn't know Don yet.  Don was more, at that time, a little more standoffish than the others to someone like me, anyway.  I got to know him later in life.

Jazziz: Did Haden approach you on the Liberation Music project?

Bley: Yes, he heard Genuine Tong Funeral and liked it.  It was something like that he wanted.

Swallow: Did he already know he wanted liberation themes?

Bley: Oh yeah.

Swallow: And by "something like that" he meant a certain color?

Bley: He meant that the album is not just music.  It's thematic, conceptual.  That's what he wanted.

Jazziz: Within this orbit of artists was he the most politicized of the group?

Bley: Totally, the only politicized of the group.  The only.  Everybody just did it.  They did the gig and rolled their eyes.

Jazziz: With a few exceptions, jazz has rarely been overtly political.

Bley: That's right.

Jazziz: The grand exceptions are Max Roach, Archie Shepp, civil-rights era music.  To jump in time, you've already mentioned the Beatles.  Was punk a powerful force acting on your music?

Bley: Oh yes.  That was a big infatuation.

Jazziz: How did you encounter punk?

Bley: It might have been that Alex Chilton "Bangkok" record.

Swallow: That's certainly there at the beginning.

Bley: Or it might have been the Sex Pistols.  MC5, they knew me and Mike.  I have no idea what the first thing I heard was.

Swallow: I can't help you with this period because I was away in California.

Bley: It could have been Teenage Jesus and the Jerks.  I don't know who it was.  We were distributing other labels by that time, and so we knew about DNA.  NMDS [Bley and Mantler's New Music Distribution Service] would handle them, but only because of me.  They said, "Oh, no.  We only do jazz."  I said, "No, we've got to do classical.  Then we can get grants.  And by the way, let's slip in some rock 'n' roll."

Swallow: And then it became a kind of credo that you wouldn't refuse anyone.

Bley: We never refused anyone within a category, but then we didn't refuse any category.  But then we fell apart totally.

Jazziz: So maybe your downfall was the second rule, not the first!

Bley: Then I actually started my own punk band, never recorded.

Swallow: There are cassettes.

Bley: Penny Cillin and the Burning Sensations.  A couple of the songs that we did were on the Nick Mason album Fictitious Sports.  "Siam," that was written because I was trying to imitate Alex Chilton.  I was using "Bangkok."  It was very similar.  Da-da-da and de-de-de and de-de-de-da.

Swallow: "I Can't Get Your Motor to Start"?

Bley: No, they didn't do that.  "Siam" and "I Was Wrong."  I wasn't the only writer.  There was everybody in the band.  The worse the writing was, the better we liked it.  That was fun.  We performed a couple of gigs.

Swallow: That infatuation definitely surfaced in your music.  It's not like you were able to repress it.

Bley: Right, and then I started doing those songs with my real band.

Swallow: Yeah, we had to do them.

Bley: The guys had to do them.  A lot of the guys had a big problem with it.  Joe Daley could hardly bring himself to do it.  I don't blame him at all!

Jazziz: So I differ with your conclusion that you've never written a joke.  I remember hearing some of those songs, "I'm a Mineralist."

Bley: Are those jokes?

Swallow: But it's not a joke in the sense that there's a punch line, that classic structure.

Jazziz: But "I Was Wrong" is close; plus, it has that machine gun rhythm.

Bley: I got that from the punk bands‑-the good punk bands that were in the city, at CBGBs.

Jazziz: Do you see yourself as an unintended result of Christian fundamentalism?

Bley: What a compliment!  I've never had such a compliment!

Swallow: I think it's spot on.  Dare I say it, bastard child.

Bley: Even the kids had to sit through sermons, and they were about 45 minutes long.  And you just did this.

Swallow: And it was in an uncomfortable chair.

Bley: But my religion had a lot more fun things.  We had the religious cowboy that would come and lasso the sinners and save them.  Or the camp fire where people would come forward and accept Jesus as their savior.  It's a rich background.

Swallow: I envy you.  Mine was a straight Episcopalian.  There was musical content to it that I profited from, but no fun whatsoever.

Bley: When Steve told me that I had a rich musical religious background, I didn't know that before.  I was ashamed to be what I was.  I would have rather been an Episcopalian.  But then Steve told me, "Oh no, what you've got back there.  Half of what you are today you got from back there."  So now I'm really grateful that I'm from that background.

Jazziz: It retains elements of carnival, a central theme in your work.

Bley: Very carnival like.

Jazziz: When you were working with Hal Willner, you got to choose what you'd play: "Misterioso," "Lost in the Stars," "8 1/2"?

Bley: That's right.  It was a racket.

Jazziz: How were you drawn to those tunes?

Bley: It's all different.  With Kurt Weill, I didn't want to do anything Weillean.

Swallow: That was the first criterion, not to do the obvious.

Bley: Because people would say she's influenced by Kurt Weill, and I'd say, "Kurt who?"  I picked "Lost in the Stars" also because Steve said he loved that piece.  I didn't take to it at first.  I didn't like it.  I listened to it.

Swallow: I played you the Frank Sinatra recording, and you didn't like it at all.  But then you heard the Lotte Lenya version and liked it.

Bley: Yeah, and then on "Misterioso."  Why did I want that one?

Swallow: For purely musical reasons?

Bley: The rest were too hard.  "8 1/2" because ... well, I wanted "Juliet of the Spirits" and somebody else got it.  But I'm glad I got "8 1/2."  Usually I got to pick first.  Hal would come early to me and say, "Which one do you want?"
Then, we got to this Mingus album, which I've never heard.  Hal came to me on that one too, and I said, "I want `Goodbye Pork Pie Hat."  He said, "Okay."  When he made the album, his budget got cut in half.  He couldn't use all the people he usually used.  Steve had written a song for that album too.  He had done "Vassarlean"?? for four bass players.

Swallow: It seemed the obvious thing to do.

Bley: Then Hal pulled it out from under us.  I had to record "Goodbye Pork Pie Hat" myself.  That's one of those cases where you have pieces that weren't used.  You try to see if they'll fit in somewhere in the future.

Jazziz: Did you get far enough into the Mingus project to use those instruments made by Harry Partch?

Swallow: By then we were totally out of the project.

Bley: It was a new concept.  He decided to do something else, but he'd already asked us to write the pieces.  And we'd already written them.  We had to do something with them then.  Steve finally heard "Vasserlean" last week in Leon.

Swallow: With a bunch of student bass players.  It was wonderful.  I'm no longer miffed at Hal.

Bley: Yeah, we were miffed at him.

Swallow: But Hal's not to be blamed at all.  He's to be thanked, even if the project itself fell through.  Any trick he can play to provoke a piece of music is a good thing.

Jazziz: Didn't Kip Hanrahan work at NMDS?

Bley: When we had our first office, he was a volunteer.  He was going to Cooper Union School.  He was an art student, not a musician at all.

Swallow: Nothing much has changed on that front.

Jazziz: I suppose he would consider that a compliment.  He's a conceptualist.

Bley: "Art" is a good word.  It's not a bad word.

Swallow: He never pretended to be anything that he wasn't.

Bley: No, I wouldn't say anything bad about anyone who caused me to do some of the weird things that I did.  And Hal caused me to do wonderful weird things I would never have done.  And so did Kip.  It's wonderful to have guys like that in your generation, around you, to use you like that.  There aren't any new ones that I know of, just Hal and Kip.

Jazziz: They're amazing producers, redolent of those producers from the '50s and '60s who were themselves artists.  Contrast that situation‑-where you're working with someone who might even make you uncomfortable‑-and self-production.

Bley: What a difference!  But there's still a great difference in the middle there.  There's the producer who does more than put weird people together in a situation and pay them money.  There is the kind of producer that oversees every note.  I guess it's more in the popular music scene where the producer chooses everything and writes the arrangement.  That's a kind of producer that jazz doesn't have and doesn't often need.  Then, you go to the self-production thing, which is very hard and lonesome.

Swallow: There, there!

Bley: I've never had a producer.  I've never had a record deal.  I'd love to try all that.  I'd choose Steve Winwood.

Jazziz: Why?

Bley: I don't know.

Swallow: His records sound awfully good.

Bley: I admire him so much.  I don't know what he's been doing lately, but I just loved stuff like ... What was my favorite one?  The one with "Talking Back to the Night."  But that was just another stage.  Steve is my producer now.  Steve Winwood is the silliest thing I've ever said in my life.

Swallow: There isn't much that I do for you as a producer.  It's the closest you could get to not having a producer.

Bley: Well jazz musicians don't usually need a producer.

Swallow: I just mix the records very carefully, and do whatever I can to facilitate getting it onto tape the way you want it.  In a way that's very close to the environment you're working in when you're with Kip or Hal, too.  Both of them are utterly permissive.  They find the money, assemble the cast, officially begin the date, and then step back.  With Kip, it was like going to a Freudian analyst.

Bley: The music wouldn't even be written.

Swallow: You'd get everybody in the room; everybody would mill around and wonder what was going to happen.  Finally, somebody would get impatient, usually me, and say, "So Kip, what are we going to do?"  Invariably his response was, "Well, I don't know.  What would you like to do?"  And so you're off, like that.  Every question was answered by a question.  He had immense patience.  Sometimes six hours would go by and that question would never get answered and nothing would get done.  Sometimes the project would assume a momentum that would lead to some really wonderful music.  What I'm saying is there's not so much difference between self-production and working for Kip and Hal.

Bley: That's true, absolutely none.

Swallow: In a way, they're at the same end of the spectrum.  The inmates have control of the asylum.  The other end of the spectrum is the rock 'n' roll producer who does everything.

Jazziz: If you had the opportunity to have an All Dead-Guy Big Band, how would you fill its ranks?

Bley: I don't think it would work because I don't even choose the section guys.  I hardly choose them.  They're chosen by John Cumming??, who lives in England, or whoever's available will do it for a little money.  It's not that important.  I also made a wonderful production out of the band at William and Mary, where no one was a musician.  I'm not particular about anything but the rhythm section and the soloists.  That wouldn't work, an 18-piece band.  I would never choose a dead second tenor.  If you got a really important dead second tenor the music probably wouldn't sound good.  You need quite a few guys who are willing to sit there and read the music.  They don't get solos in my band.

Jazziz: You were attracted to Andy Sheppard, Gary Valente, and Wolfgang Puschnig for those reasons?  Puschnig played for the Vienna Art Orchestra.

Bley: That's how I met him, and he became my favorite alto player.  And Andy became my favorite tenor player.  And Lew became my favorite trumpet player.  And Gary has always been my favorite trombone player.  Gary's been with me the longest.

Jazziz: Do you separate practicing piano from composition?

Bley: It's separate.  I'm off.  I don't have to practice for a couple of months.  I'm just writing.  In July, I've got to practice.  But I practice for so little you wouldn't believe it.  It's so hard to do.  The first day I practice one minute.  Second day, I practice two minutes.  And I work up until I'm at 20 minutes.  I've never practiced more than 20 minutes in my life.  I'm a person who can't sit still.  I mean, this [interview] is killing me!  I just have to eat something or drink something.  I want to go out and run.  When I write music, I'm up every 10 minutes.  I'm in the greenhouse, or I'm doing something.  I practice 20 minutes a day, about a week before the tour.  Then, Steve and I play the repertory in the basement, where we have a piano.  We work up to playing half a set a day.  The last day, we play the whole concert.  The most we've ever practiced is an hour-and-a-half a day.

Jazziz: If you were a girl, you might be diagnosed as having an attention deficit disorder.

Swallow: I recognize it because I'm the opposite.  I can sit down and practice for a couple of hours.  It seems to pass in the blink of an eye.

Bley: That's because you're a player type, and I'm a writer type.

Swallow: Apparently so.  We each aspire to the other's condition.

Bley: Yeah, he wants to be the writer, and I want to be the player.

Jazziz: You talked about puttering around in the greenhouse, piddling with this or that.  Is that kind of activity necessary for composing?

Bley: When you get a good idea the first thing you do is get up and leave the room.  As soon as I get the good idea, I don't start working it.  I leave.  I go outside.  I have to go outside.  Maybe that is just a processing thing.  During the last week, I've tried to tell myself, "This is the way I work.  It's awful, but there must be something right about it, to be able to still turn out music when you have to get up every 10 minutes."

Swallow: It's a tribute to persistence that you always return.

Bley: He makes me.  He won't let me stop writing for one minute!

Swallow: She's my meal ticket!

Bley: You've always been my champion.  The first piece I ever got paid for, he paid me $50 to write.

Swallow: That piece was "Silent Spring"; it became part of the Genuine Tong Funeral.

Jazziz: Is this like the "Purloined Letter"?  You were always in each other's orbit, but you didn't really see each other for some time?

Bley: I didn't see him because I thought he was too nervous for me‑-too high strung.

Swallow: And now it's the opposite.

Bley: But Steve was a nervous boy.  He ate plaster and cellophane.

Swallow: That's not nervousness.  That's pica, I believe it's called.

Bley: He was really maladjusted‑-a difficult child.  I felt more like his mother than anything else.  Or he thought I was his mother.

Jazziz: And that changed?

Bley: Yeah, now he's my mother.

Jazziz: Tell me about your love for Erik Satie.

Bley: When I was 12 or 13, I had a wire recorder.  It worked for 15 minutes.  I had taped something that was on the radio, and 15 minutes later its ability to record died.  All I had taped was "Parade" by Erik Satie.  I listened to only that piece for as long as my interest in wire recorders lasted.  So that was an early influence.  Of course, Satie is simple to play on the piano for a person who can't play very well.  Anyone who can't play the piano plays Satie, plays the "Gymnopedies" or the "Gnossiennes."  My daughter plays them now.  Aside from that, I read a book.  Steve and I were talking about it yesterday.  It's so weird how these things cycle back.  It was about four French artists: one was a painter ...

Jazziz: Oh, The Banquet Years, by Roger Shattuck.  That's a great book.

Bley: Alfred Jarry, Apollinaire, Satie, and Henri Rousseau.  When I read the Satie 
chapter‑-this is what we were trying to decide yesterday‑-did he make me like him?

Swallow: Which is the cart and which is the horse?

Bley: Was I already having the cup of coffee at 8:19, or when I read the book, did I start having it at 8:19?

Swallow: In the book there's that wonderful schedule of Satie's day, precise to the moment.

Bley: That's what my day is like.

Swallow: It's not an exaggeration.  I think reading that book gave you the license ...

Bley: It was okay to be like that.

Jazziz: You found a kindred spirit?

Bley: Yes.

Swallow: And so did I.  I was really moved by that book, and especially by the Satie chapter.

Jazziz: I've considered Satie as someone who might grant me insight into things that you've done.

Bley: Wit and simplicity.

Jazziz: His music is emotionally evocative without being sentimental.

Bley: The irreverence of Furniture Music.  Dinner Music, just the whole thing.

Swallow: There's the classicism of it, and that's true of Carla's music as well.  It definitely Apollonian as opposed to Dionysian.  It's very strict.  Even at its funniest, it's very severe.

Jazziz: Is Monk also a kindred spirit?

Swallow: Yeah, their music shares a similar stripped-down quality.  In both of their cases, the music's been heavily erased.  I don't know for a certainty that Monk did that, that he wrote too much and then erased half the notes on the page, but the music seems that way to me.

Bley: We'll never know, because he never told us.  We just have to guess, "How did he do that?"

Swallow: You're willing to give away secrets.

Bley: I'm telling you!  No magic here.

Swallow: Science.

Jazziz: What insights do you get playing Monk?  On your new recording, "Misterioso" is the only composition you didn't write.

Bley: None whatsoever.  There's a couple of guys I do the arrangements for‑-important people to me.  I wouldn't just do an arrangement by somebody down the street.  Monk was very important to me.  You don't get copyright royalties when you do an arrangement.  You're pretty much doing it for free: Mingus, on the big band album; I got to do Kurt Weill, Nino Rota; and I got to do Monk again for Hal.  And so I got the incredible opportunity to work with a piece that I thought could be, could I say, better?  I always thought in "Pork Pie Hat" the turnaround wasn't really working.  I wanted to improve on that a little bit.  "Misterioso" sounds a little bit like it could be elaborated upon.  The Nino Rota‑-the "8 1/2" thing‑-there was a soundtrack, but there was no cohesiveness to it at all.  It was all over the place.  It just had to be squashed.

Swallow: So in all of these cases, you were providing a service ...

Bley: Service for dead composers.  And that's what I'll still do.  The point is we're always going to try to serve a dead composer.  [To Steve] He had this idea.  If you had a band of dead guys, who would be in your band?  You could do that.  You could pick an 18-piece band.  I said I couldn't do it.

Swallow: Yeah I could, but I'd probably pick most of guys from the Basie Band about 1939 or '40.  I'd probably pick that one.

Jazziz: They've already practiced.

Swallow: They've sorted out who likes who, where to sit in the bus.  It's all done.

Bley: Those guys, they might not have had a good life, but Count Basie was lucky to have them all together that long.  Nobody ever played that great together.  When I get a band together‑-like for Big Band Theory‑-my gripe is that we'd only played these songs for a week and a half when we made the record.  We had to record early in the tour, because Alex [Balanescu] had to go to Japan.  By the end of the tour, we were playing really good, but when we started, that was all new music.  It was done too quickly.  At that time, I just kept thinking of Count Basie with his guys, all there on the bus.  "Drive them to the recording studio.  Okay, let them out.  Close the doors quick!  One of them's trying to escape."  He had them!  Sitting ducks all those years.

Swallow: In a way he was the victim of changes in the times himself, in that up to his death, he had a working band out there on the road.  But the truth is that the band he had in the last few years was just not as good as the band he had in the '30s or the '40s, because the economics and the socioeconomics of the situation made it difficult for him to get the very best guys.

Bley: Well that's what's happening with me.  Not that I couldn't get the very best guys.  I have the very best guys, but I can get them for like one week at a time.

Swallow: That's the tradeoff.  Count Basie kept a band together constantly on the road, but the caliber of players was not as high as it had been in the past, or as high as the caliber of players you're able to bring out for a couple of weeks.

Bley: And they were like a family.  When I was working at Jazz Gallery‑-at the matinee on Sunday‑-the Basie Band families would come.  All the wives and kids would be sitting there in the audience.  That band was such a family.  What year would that have been?

Swallow: That's into the '60s already‑-'62, '63.  That was also the time Monk did an extended stay at the Gallery.  We heard Monk night after night.

Bley: Steve Lacy for a week.  I heard everybody.  That's part of my memory, all in my head.

Jazziz: I've wondered about the infrastructure of a big band, getting people a place to sleep, getting them fed.  Do you delegate that responsibility.

Bley: I ask Steve.

Swallow: No, we've got it down so that Carla's able, for the most part, to focus on the musical aspects.

Bley: I don't do it.  I've got Thomas, my agent in Europe.  I've got John Cumming??, who hires the band in England.  And I've got Steve who decides how much we pay people.

Swallow: And our warden, Ilene.

Bley: I've got a beautiful team.  No one's ever asked me for money or anything.

Swallow: I can't imagine a composer existing without a support structure of some sort.   There just aren't enough hours in a day.

Jazziz: I've wondered about this in the case of Monk.  Did Monk always seem imbalanced?

Swallow: Monk always seemed imbalanced.

Bley: What would he do?  How would he hire the band?

Swallow: He'd just hire them, and then that would be it for the next 10 years.  It wasn't that difficult.  I think Nellie helped a lot, too.

Jazziz: What are you reading these days?

Bley: That's very interesting because last night I finished Remains of the Day, but on the road I like medical thrillers.  They don't write enough for me.  There's one or two every year.  They're terrible books, but there's something about them.

Swallow: Whereas, I read mysteries incessantly, and I'll never reach the bottom of the barrel.  They're cranking them out at a pace greater than I can keep up with.  Again, it's mindless, although I must say that some of the best writers are mystery writers.

Bley: But The Shipping News, we read on the road, both of us.  Do you know that book?  I want to give it to you.  We both read it and loved it.  We hardly ever agree.

Jazziz: She's the Pulitzer Prize winner from Newfoundland?

Bley: This is the best book that we've read in a year that we agree on.  I hate murder mysteries, and he hates medical thrillers.

Swallow: It's good to have sort of separate areas in this regard.

Bley: The book I want to read is How We Die, because, for me, that's a medical thriller.

Jazziz: Are there non-musical influences that feed into your professional life?

Bley: Yes, the obvious ones.  Architects.  I can't think of anything.  Last night I was listening to that program, Fresh Air, and I heard a guy.  Everything he said was wonderful, and I never caught who he was.  I said to Steve, "Some guy just said some great things, and I don't know who he is."  We listened to the very end of the program, and we never heard his name.  It was about the wild west, the idea of cowboys.  All of a sudden, I was just fascinated by this guy.  I don't have the slightest idea why.  The way he talked, something that he said, it felt like a friend that you just heard. 

Swallow: You never know when you're going to get blind-sided by something that affects you one way or another.  There is this point at which you deliberately throw your innocence away.  You say, "Okay, I'm a musician."  I imagine I did that when I was about 20 years old, shortly after I'd met Carla.  From that point on, you never look at a sunset with innocence again.  You never say, "Gee, what a beautiful sunset."  You're always looking at that sunset with the idea that there's something in it that you can use.  From that moment on, everything is fair game.  You can never return to that place where a sunset is something beautiful that's happening to you at all.

Bley: For a writer of words, that must be even more critical.

Swallow: You can't even read the newspaper innocently.
Jazziz: Yeah, I steal sentences structures, borrow forms.

Swallow: Indeed, I can't read without the hope of plunder.

*******************


8-21-86 (date of file)

BLEY:  Hello.

JAZZIZ:  Ms. Bley, this is Michael Jarrett with “Jazziz” magazine.

BLEY:  Yeah.

JAZZIZ:  You ready to do an interview?

BLEY:  Yeah. O.K.

JAZZIZ:  I've got an idea I want to run by you.  See what you

think about it.  This is my first interview.  I've never done one

before.  I've written for the magazine, but I've never done

interviews.  I thought given your last couple of albums, with

their emphasis on ordinary things like romantic love, we might

structure this interview like an ordinary interview.  And since

I'm a neophite, you could tell me how to do an ordinary

interview.  You could say things like, "Now as a good critic

you're supposed to ask me thus and so," and I could ask you thus

and so.  (Actually I could write it in later.)  And really you

could take the questions anywhere you wanted to go.

BLEY:  Well, is it gonna be a tape, or is it going to be a

written article?

JAZZIZ:  I'm taping it, and I'll transcribe it.

BLEY:  Oh, I see.  So if we make mistakes . . .

JAZZIZ:  We can "X" them out.

BLEY:  O.K.

JAZZIZ:  What do you think about my idea?  If you don't want to

do it that way, we'll go with the questions I've prepared.

BLEY:  Well, the whole point is, the questions that criticsÜh      Ü

always ask me are not usually the ones I want them to ask.  So

what I would be doing . . . I'd rather you did it fresh.  'Cause

I don't want to answer the same old questions.

JAZZIZ:  I read once that you don't like to talk about Carla

Bley.  Is that still true?

BLEY:  Oh, I'm bored.  I'm just bored you know.  You tell your

life story 25,000 times, and pretty soon you begin lying to keep

it interesting.

JAZZIZ:  So what do you find most interesting at this point in

your career?

BLEY:  Oh God.  O.K.  Let me think for a second.  Is that the

first question?  You've got the tape running and everything? 

O.K.  Let me think for a second.  

JAZZIZ:  I mean we may not even talk about music right?  That

would be o.k.

BLEY:  The thing that's most interesting to me right now is my

garden.  I'm leaving for Europe in three days, and I have to eat

all my peas before I go.

JAZZIZ:  You're not canning any?

BLEY:  No, I'm not canning any. They're snap peas; they're better

if they're eaten fresh.  So, I'm really working hard to eat the

peas, and I'm trying to figure out©©you know©©roast peas, pea

soup, pea ice cream, pea gravy©©anything to get rid of the peas.

JAZZIZ:  Yeah, you should look into some of those recipe books

from South America that tell how to prepare bananas a million

different ways.  They may give you some pointers.

BLEY:  Yeah well, the problem is these snap peas are new.  ThisÜh      Ü

is a new thing.  It's like a five year old discovery.  It's a

fully edible pea, and it's as big as a real pea.  But you eat the

pod and everything.  It's not like a snow pea.

JAZZIZ:  You grew them from a seed?

BLEY:  Yeah, I'm growing three kinds of snap peas this year, and

I knew I was going to Europe this summer, so I had to arrange the

garden to let everything ripen right now.  Nothing ripens next

month.  And then I have another harvest immediately upon getting

back.  So I not only have to finish the peas, I have to get in

all the crops up to August.


And if you want to know what goes through a composer's mind. 

How to get that garden planted . . . [laughs].

JAZZIZ:  It sounds to me like you might need to get this

information to the people at Farm Aid or something.

BLEY:  Well maybe burpee peas or something.

JAZZIZ:  Perhaps every farmer in the world could become a

musician.  When they came back off tour, they could just harvest

their crops.  Two careers©©when one went bad, there'd always be a

backup.

BLEY:  Yeah, I'm trying to pass that information on.  That's

possible, but don't tell the people at Farm Aid, because I would

be embarrassed to have them [see my garden].

JAZZIZ:  What is a typical day like for you?  That is, a typical

day at home.

BLEY: A typical day . . . 

JAZZIZ:  If there is such a thing as a typical day.

BLEY:  Yeah, there is. Today is not a typical day.  I just cameÜh      Ü

back from the American tour.  I have three days before the

European tour.  That means I'm not writing music.  So a typical

day would be writing music, starting at about 9:00, after having

a very quick breakfast©©about a five minute breakfast.

I get up at a©quarter©to©nine.  In fifteen minutes, I manage to

get the juice, coffee and toast down, and then I work for about

three hours.  Then I start taking breaks, going out to the garden

or reading the news or something, and I work until about 5:30 or

6:00.  Then I cook dinner, and then I work some more.

JAZZIZ:  So when do you pack it in?

BLEY:  Oh?  Pack what in?

JAZZIZ:  The body.  Late?  Do you go to bed late?

BLEY:  Oh, I see!

JAZZIZ:  The peas.  When do you pack the peas in?

BLEY:  No, we're finished talking about those.  [Laughs]   That's

something that only happens once in a year, so that's not

typical.

JAZZIZ:  On the road is another schedule.

BLEY:  Aah, on the road is a vacation.   I'm going, I starting

off in Lisbon.  We'll spend three days in Lisbon, and most of

that time will be spent on the beach, then we go to Northern

Italy and Venice, and it's just a pure vacation.  When we're not

traveling, or laying in the sun, we're playing music.  But that's

just the tip of the iceberg©©a month of music, all those months

preparing the material.  So that 's the typical day©©writing,

pacing up and down.               

JAZZIZ:  Do you have a hard time concentrating?  I know I wouldÜh      Ü

for thee hours straight, or do you get immersed in it?

BLEY:  No, I get immersed.  I have a hard time not concentrating.

It's a habit©©I mean©©a twenty year old habit.  I don't have to

think about it.

JAZZIZ:  Everyone who reads this interview will want to know what

you're doing, who your new group is, and what your plans are. 

Should we get that out of the way real fast so we can get back to

something that interests you.

BLEY:  No.  This interests me, because©©first©©this band is one

week old.  So if I talk about this band, I'm not bored.  Far from

it.  We worked for the first time about a week ago.

JAZZIZ:  Tell me.  Who's in it?

BLEY:  Drums:  Victor Lewis.  And tell me if you don't know how

to spell these.

JAZZIZ:  I know these names.

BLEY:  Percussion:  Don Alias.  Bass: Steve Swallow. 

Guitar: Here's a name you don't know©©Wayne Krantz, K©R©A©N©T©Z. 

He's a young guy, that nobody's ever heard of.  He's never made a

record, and maybe he's worked with maybe a couple of people, but

nobody©©you know©©that anyone knows about.  Then, I've got Larry

Willis on piano.  And I'm the organ player and the composer.  Is

that six people?  It's kind of like a double trio. 

JAZZIZ:  I live in Gainesville and drove to Tampa about a month

ago and saw Larry Willis with Nat (Adderly).

BLEY:  Yeah, I know.  I heard about that gig.  It seems he had to

play for every band, all day long.  He was the piano player, and

it was rough.Üh      ÜŒJAZZIZ:  I'm especially interested in one thing in your past,

because we share this, and that's a background in kind of a

Fundamentalist, Jerry Fallwellean, "Onward Christian Soldiers"

type Christianity.

BLEY:  AMEN!

JAZZIZ:  How does that influence your music right now?  I'm

thinking specifically about the gospel©©that is, the White,

mainstream churchy feel of some of your compositions and the

titles like "Joyful Noise."

BLEY:  Yeah, well that's a tremendous influence.  It would have

to be 'cause that was my only music until I was twelve.  

JAZZIZ:  When you wrote something like "Joyful Noise," were you

thinking about that tradition?

BLEY:  No I wasn't.  No I wasn't.  I just tried to think of what

that piece sounded like, and that's the reason I came up with it. 

But I wrote a piece last year called "Healing Power," and that

definitely was, trying to actually heal a person that was dying

in the hospital.  And I wrote the piece for one week, and

everyday as if I were in the hospital with him because he was

terminal.  And I called everyday to find out if the guy was still

alive.  Finally I finished the piece, and I thought it worked! 

And then, of course, the punch line is he died the next day.     

JAZZIZ:  So what'd you do with that?

BLEY:  At first I changed the title to "The Healing Impotent,"

but then I changed it back to "Healing Power," because it sounded

better, and I figured it at least kept him alive for a week.  And

sometimes, when I announce the piece, I tell the people in theÜh      Ü

audience:  "If you have a headache, if you have a cold, if your

feet hurt you, well listen to this piece . . ."          

JAZZIZ:  So what are the reports you get back?

BLEY:  Oh, it doesn't work.  You know.

JAZZIZ:  I was fascinated when you did ”Heavy Heart• and ”Night Glo•,

because I thought about Roland Barthes.  Do you know Roland

Barthes, the French critic?  

BLEY:  No.

JAZZIZ:  He was a literary critic, and when all the critics were

concerned with being objective©©let's say the post©war, literary

critics©©Roland Barthes wrote a book called ”The Pleasure of the

Text•, and then he wrote a book called ”A Lover's Discourse•.  And

it just scandalized everybody, because he decided to talk about

romantic love in a context where this topic had been excluded.

BLEY:  So what's his name?  R©O©L©A©N©D.

JAZZIZ:  B©A©R©T©H©E©S.

BLEY:  O.K.  I'll check him out.

JAZZIZ:  The question is this.  When you did your last couple of

albums, did it surprise you that love or sentiment is probably

the most scandalous or surprising thing of all?  Because I know

critics loved it when you were satirical, but when you got

romantic it scandalized them more than anything you had done.

BLEY:  I know.  They hate it.  They really hate it.

JAZZIZ:  Did you know it would scandalize them?  Did that come as

a surprise to you?

BLEY:  No, I knew.

JAZZIZ:  So you were baiting them?Üh      ÜŒBLEY:  No, I wasn't.  I'm just not going to do something I don't

want to do.

JAZZIZ:  You are a real punster with words.  You seem to love

language.

BLEY:  Oh, I love it.  I don't know it very well.

JAZZIZ:  How does that figure into your compositions?  For

instance, I was talking to someone yesterday about this

interview, and they said, "I can't believe she endorsed Korg."

And I said, "I know why she endorsed Korg.  It's because it

rhymes with her maiden name."

BLEY:  That's true.  That's exactly it.

JAZZIZ:  What about the punning, especially on ”I•”•” Hate to Sin•g©ªthe language games?

BLEY:  That's over now.  I don't know what happened.  I wrote

words for a couple of years, and I never wrote another word.

JAZZIZ:  So do you think you'll write words again?

BLEY:  No.  I wish I could.

JAZZIZ:  So it just ran dry?

BLEY:  It ran dry.

JAZZIZ:  Well you should©©I won't type this or anything©©you

should take Nick Mason's album (”Fictitious Sports•) and change the

name on the front to Carla Bley.

BLEY:  Oh God, I wish I could do that.  Now I can't do that.

JAZZIZ:  Do you think you'll ever write a book?

BLEY:  Nope.  Because I can't.

JAZZIZ:  You've have been viewed as something of a satirist,

something along the lines of Brecht and Weill, or I've even seenÜh      Ü

references to Swift and Aristophanies, some of history's craziest

cats.  Are you a satirist?

BLEY:  No, I used to be, and I'm not anymore.  I'm terribly

serious.

JAZZIZ:  So you're not satirizing anyone?

BLEY:  No!

JAZZIZ:  No more barbs?

BLEY:  Well they all think I still am.  And that's o.k., if they

want to think that©©if that makes it more acceptable.  Because

having this band©©this sextet now©©is just really like a

glorified slick lounge act, and they think that we're not

serious.  No, we're really serious, that's how the guys in the

band feel.

JAZZIZ:  What kind of music does your group demonstrate a love

for?

BLEY:  It's music that helps you get through the day©©or the

night.  And not music that's educational, or interesting, or

modern, or any of that.  All it's really deep down trying is to

feel better, and trying to play music that puts people into a

very back of the brain mood©©like way back without your thought

processes.  I don't know what that's called [laughs].

JAZZIZ:  What music really captures your attention these days?

BLEY:  Ah.  Oh boy.

JAZZIZ:  You hardly have time listen.

BLEY: Yeah.  That's a problem.

JAZZIZ:  When you were actively involved with NMDS how close a

tab did you keep on the what came in?Üh      ÜŒBLEY:  I never listened to a note.

JAZZIZ:  Is that right!

BLEY:  Yeah.  That was the whole point.

JAZZIZ:  But even then, didn't the organization function like an

A&R man for the whole industry?

BLEY:  No, because A&R men decide, and we never decided.

JAZZIZ:  Yeah, but I'm saying didn't the big labels listen to

what NMDS was stocking?

BLEY:  Oh, right!  That's so true!  That's so true!  That makes

me happy.  And we sort of like©©you know©©developed a lot of

people that sooner or later went on to the big companies, and I

thought that we were doing a great service for the record

industry.  I don't know if they think that.  Because they should

really support us in some way, maybe, because that's really true

that we are . . . ah . . . what could you call it?

JAZZIZ:  I think you're like a Salvation Army Store where hip

people shop (but won't admit it).

BLEY:  Or some kind of farm.

JAZZIZ:  To keep our agricultural metaphor going.

BLEY:  They don't agree.  They don't agree.  So we're trying to

find another possibility, not the record industry.  I really

think we should retire the record industry.

JAZZIZ:  When you listen to other people's compositions, or even

your own, what do you value most in a composition or arrangement?

BLEY:  Well I heard a couple of pieces in my field in the last

year that I think are really great, and I'll tell you who they

are.  There was this guy in Boston.  Actually I met him with myÜh      Ü

daughter.  He's my daughter's boyfriend.

JAZZIZ:  How old is your daughter now?

BLEY:  She's twenty, and she met this guy when she moved to

Boston the first day.  And six months later he asked her to send

me this tape©©that he thought I might like to hear what your

future son©in©law sounds like.  And I went crazy!  It was really

great.  His name is Steve Weisberg, W©E©I©S©B©E©R©G.  And I liked

it so much that about four months ago I produced a record of his. 

And it's coming out on a new label that we've formed.  It's

called FeraWatt.  Now, that's a label that will be distributed by

us through ECM.  So, and its better for him, because Watt is just

me and Mike.  That was the original plan.  We thought,

sociologically speaking, that everyone should have their own

record, and no one should decide �[SHORT GAP]œ.  And it happened

largely, to speak of, and then, finally, we realized that we

could only, really, write about one record every year.  And we

had room©©space©©in the organization to put out some other

things.  So this Steve Weisberg record is going to be our first

release.  It will come out©©I guess©©in September.  And this a

guy who writes for rather large bands like �[GAP]œ.  I think there

is, yeah, eight horns, a french horn maybe, and a big rhythm

section©©stuff like that.  And that record is called©©oh, this is 

a funny title.  You'll have write it:  ”I Can't Stand Another

Night Alone in Bed with You•.  And the guy's got a tremdous sense

of humor.  Great writer.  Great arranger.  And I gave him all my

guys.  I got him the best guys in New York to be on this record.

JAZZIZ:  Wonderful!  I can't wait.Üh      ÜŒBLEY:  Oh, I can't wait until it's out.  It's absolutely good. 

JAZZIZ:  So is he going to be your son©in©law after all?

BLEY:  Oh, I don't know if he will be.  But that's o.k.  He's my

musical son©in©law.

JAZZIZ:  What do you value most in a composition?  When you hear

yours, how do you decide whether you like something, or what are

you looking for?

BLEY:  I'm looking for ah. . . Oh, God.  I don't know. Ah. . . 

The right combination of the different and the same.  It's got to

be well grounded rhythmically speaking, but the notes don't have

to all be �[GAP].œ  I like for them to take the notes as far as

they can go without it sounding weird, but I like©©I think©ªrhythmically I like©©different things.  And I guess that's about

it.  

JAZZIZ:  What about those projects with Hal Willner?  Anymore of

those planned?

BLEY:  Yeah.  That's great.  I love what Hal does.

JAZZIZ:  And I've loved the stuff you've done on those records.

BLEY:  Thanks.  He's doing a Mingus album, and I get to do "Pork

Pie Hat."  

JAZZIZ:  Wonderful!

BLEY:  Yeah!

JAZZIZ:  So Don Alias has already done Joni Mitchell's version of 

"Pork Pie Hat."

BLEY:  He has!  I didn't know that.  

JAZZIZ:  Yeah, on ”Mingus•.

BLEY:  But I sure mine will be better.Üh      ÜŒJAZZIZ:  I'm sure too. 

BLEY:  Oh, I was going to say one other thing.  The other

composer . . . When I say composer I don't mean he's a

songwriter.  That's great too.  There are a lot of great songs. 

But I think I really mean someone who writes for orchestras . . . 

The other arranger I had in mind is someone everyone knows, but

he hasn't done a record in ten years, and that's Mike Gibbs.  And

I'm going to now do the same thing for him in November that I did

for Weisberg four months ago, and that's put out a Mike Gibbs

record.

JAZZIZ:  I have ”The Only Chrome Waterfall•.

BLEY:  I loved it.  That's very unusual, and nobody in New York

will give him work.

JAZZIZ:  Early in your career you worked with lyricists like Paul

Haines, then with the poetry and prose of Ishmael Reed, plus most

recently your projects employing Brecht©Weill and Malcolm Lowery.

What things outside the domain of music do you most admire, or

are you thinking about working with?

BLEY:  Nothing.  Well I could write to words back and forth . . .

set a poem to music or . . . Those are just gigs©©you know©©with

the exception of Paul Haines.  That was strictly magic.  But when

that was going on . . . I felt . . . I guess that's why I started

writing to words, and I didn't even think about it.  And I didn't

know enough about it �[GAP]œ.  I just try to get into it.  I just

get it over with quickly.

JAZZIZ:  Well I'll tell you.  I loved the Ishmael Reed record,

especially David Murray's solo . . .                        Üh      ÜŒBLEY:  That piece was so easy, because the words already had

notes.  And I just sort of copied down what he had written.  It's

very easy to write to words; it's very hard to write by yourself.

JAZZIZ:  If you could wish anything for new music in America,

what would it be?

BLEY:  Well I had an idea a couple of years ago, but I don't

think it's coming true.  I thought there would one piece only for

everybody, and that'd be the only piece we'd need, but there'd be

so many aspects to it that all the people that listened to it

would have their own way of thinking about it.  So they could

just hear something with a heavy backbeat or take the backbeat

out, and put �[SHORT GAP]œ.  They could make the melody go up or

down so that it was out of sync with anything else or off pitch  

with anything else.  So I thought �[GAP]œ be able to� œmake up their

own words, and they could listen to them not scrambled or not ...

one big . . . and everybody would always be writing on©©working

on©©the same piece.  But I haven't thought about that in a long

time.  Does that sound reasonable?

JAZZIZ:  Well you may be heading in that direction with your most

recent material.  I know sometimes when I listen to your new

stuff, my three young children are making noise, the dishes are

rattling, things are happening.  I can always add to the music. 

We can always heap it on.  It's just when it gets so thick how do

you pull stuff out?  Who knows?  You may be heading in the

direction your’re talking about.  You should always remember these

little kids that are adding rhythm, melody, and an occasional

harmony to the basic tracks you're laying down.Üh      ÜŒBLEY:  I like it.  It's o.k. with me.

JAZZIZ:  So to go back to peas and those types of things, to wrap

things up.  Is there anything else nobody asks you about that

you'd like to say?  

BLEY:  [Long pause]  One of the great, great quandries in my life

is whether or not it will ever be possible to make enough money. 

That sounds like a very weird thing to talk about.  �[GAP]œ  But

the older I get the more I find myself appreciating great

restaurants, great cars©©just, generally speaking, the greatest

things that the human race has come up with.  And I'd really like

to have those things.  So I've been thinking, I'd like to make

some money, and I realize that I'm not willing to change the

music in any way, and so I have to think of something else to do. 

And maybe that's why I'm starting to do other people's music,

hoping that someone else will, somehow, make the money for me

[laughs].

JAZZIZ:  I know the feeling.

BLEY:  But the problem is, all the guys I'm touring with this

year are �[GAP]œ, so I'll probably never �[GAP]œ.  But I certainly

wish that . . . well I wish that I had the time to take two weeks

off and go to a warm place in the winter.  I wish that I had a

bulldozer.  I've always wanted a bulldozer.  If I had myself a

bulldozer, I could build myself a pond in my backyard underneath

the trees.  Little things like that.  Every year I think, if I

had a bulldozer, if I two weeks off, and stuff like that.  So

that's something I think about almost everyday now.  How am I

going to pay for these things?  And I'm not willing to changeÜh      Ü

”anything•.  So I'll just find these young people and try to talk

them into doing something crazy with me.

JAZZIZ:  Try to corrupt young minds.

BLEY:  Yeah, then I'll steal all their royalties.  I'll sign them

up to my company, then I'll figure out a deal where they benefit

me, and they just get the glory.  But that's something I never

talk about.

JAZZIZ: Well if you come down to Florida, you can visit my wife

and me, and it's always warm down here.  

BLEY:  I know it.  I almost went there last year.  Miami has a

radio festival �[GAP]œ somehow it fell through at the last minute

�[GAP]œ.

JAZZIZ:  Do you still work some with John Cage?  I've seen

photographs where your sitting around with...

BLEY:  Well no, he . . . we distributed some of his records.  But

I'm doing a lot of classical music.  So �[GAP]œ.    

JAZZIZ:  When you say you're doing it, do you mean your’re writing

it, recording it, or both?

BLEY:  I'm writing it.

JAZZIZ:  What's the nature of that gig?

BLEY:  Well there are three gigs.  Actually there are three gigs

this year alone.  I just wrote a three minute fanfare for the

Houston Symphony Orchestra, and then I'm writing a piece for the

�[GAP] œChamber Music Society, and that's going to be happening

early next year, and then I'm writing a piano piece for �[MCGRAW?

GAP].  œThose are the three pieces that come out of the classical

�[GAP].œ Üh      ÜŒJAZZIZ:  Is that exciting to you?

BLEY:  No, it's the pay.  It pays very well.  No, it's not

exciting.  I want to write for my sextet, and I think I'm failing

in the classical �[GAP]œ.  But this year I'm going to �[GAP]œ, but I

have to do it.  It's sort of a challenge to me even though I

think I'm failing, and as I said their pay can't be faulted.

JAZZIZ:  Now Steve Swallow's been in your band longer than anyone

else.  What's his position in the band?

BLEY:  He sort of thought of the sextet.  He told me that I

needed to play more, and I told him that I couldn't play, that I

was a writer, and he said, "Bullshit."  So he's been teaching me

how to play, and this September I'm recording a record he wrote

for me.  I'll be the chief soloist.  I'm the organ player, he

wrote the whole record.

JAZZIZ:  And what's the nature of that?        

BLEY:  I don't know why he's doing it.  He says I'm his favorite

player.  He's crazy.

JAZZIZ:  Has he given you any hints about the music?

BLEY:  Yeah, I've  heard bits and pieces, and they're great.  

JAZZIZ:  What are they like?

BLEY:  Well that's a new area, because its a soul ballad area,

you know those really slow, slinky pieces.

JAZZIZ:  I suppose when you finish organ lessons and can play

real fast you'll sound like Booker T and the M.G.s?

BLEY:  Oh, I'd love it.  I'd love it.  He's my favorite organ

player of all time, and one of my favorite composers.

JAZZIZ:  I've been listening to the ”Atlantic Rhythm & Blues•Üh      ÜŒcollection . . .

BLEY:  Me too, and I made a tape of all the Booker T. stuff, and

I've got all of his records.

JAZZIZ:  I'm not going to keep you any longer.  I've really

enjoyed talking to you.

BLEY:  Well, you did real well, if that's your first interview.

JAZZIZ:  It is my first interview, but like I said I'm a graduate

student so I talk to freshmen all the time.  I just don't talk to

them over the phone.  But I have enjoyed this very much, and I

would©©if you're ever down in Florida©©love for you to give me a

call or anybody at our magazine.  

BLEY:  Well send me a copy of your magazine with your name, and

if I'm ever down there I'll call.

JAZZIZ:  Ms. Bley. Thanks.

BLEY: Goodbye.

