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Interview 

Conductive reasoning
 
Composer-conductor Butch Morris 
proves that there's rllore to 
improvisation than nleets the eye 
By K.. Leander Williams 

L
av,'rtllce D MButch" 
\fUrriS. has made a 
career of ~~\imming 
agamsl mainsm:am 

:urrents, but one t'Quld 
llliIketllecao;ethal hi~i<:k:j~ 

are ewn more at odds \\i 
prevailing mU::>lcal 
than e\'er Ix'fore. I 
baw!'Omethingtll 
thewar hl"; mu.'<lc' 
ty mrns SOllie bn 
into lyricism. \Jnm' 
lheterm/Zexlbihty Ii 
when talking abo 
work, and h£- st'cm.'O I 
est when one oj hI 
enter:. Cl n~alm tha 
mr51.lry rocogllltlnn, '\ 
I'm Trying to do IS "trt' 
theideaof notetledmu,:,' ­
he says.~1y SkY:<LT<! 
l'I1sembleplayed thes<m 

:lI'c~e C('lmpo$illnn~ 31 

performances III Jul~ , 
four [gjgs] in Oclolkr. aM I 
lOnmeplXlplemuJdn't rdJ lila 
were listening to the :;amI' mtt--l(' 

For me, lhat kind of tle:\.ibiJit\'i­
whenit'~recillrhappening.· 

The rea~om; that audiences art' 
captinl.ted by'l\ [orri::;'s delTlng-<!u 
have as much to do with hiS methocl 
of pt:rforrnallrea~ they do with hi:, 
t'ompwllionaJ ability, Fur some II:! 
years. he's been clirect ing what he 
l'alls wnductions, symphomes of 
improvisers mat allow \Iorris tel 

display ac1a"",i<:al mnduetor'sau­
lhorily while using a gestural \'0­
cabular}' of hIS ovm invention. 
\ \'a\'iog hi." hand.", in front of an en­
~emble while tiling a !'Oolo, down· 
beator free-for-all, Morrisbecomes 
a sound sculptor, challengIng th 
perceptionof impro\'asanexercise 
in formlessness orhapless experi­

., mentalion, "1 see conduction as an 
extens.ionof jazz," he says matter­
of,faC1ly, Qfft:ringasomewhat indi­
rect reminder that he\yasoneof the 

premier cornetist;:; dunng Ihe loft· 
jatr. era of the 7Ul' and that hlS 
Junes were 6taples nn se,eral 
grounclbrtakin~ albums by len­
fist Da\"id A'lurray in the '80s. :\Ior· 

0:"5 decision to put down the horn 
k.r gcll1d nearly a decade:1go. short­
1\' ailer 1991';; bnllianl trio disc.: 
Hllmmg Gaud (Fl\IP), coincided 
Wlth an f:..xpllJ<iiull of intere,,;t in his 
conducting. Between 1985 and 
1995, ~Iorris led a total of 50 om­
ducrions: mlhe years ,;,lJ1Ce, ther, 
have been SO staged across me 
Stale:;, Japan and Europe, per­
formed with an astonishing array 
uf Jazzand da!':Sical ensembles, 

Further proof oi the ide<3'" 
strength Ise~idencedin thenumber 
of musicians, from wide-ranging 
diSClpJines, who've begun adopting 
~Ioms's process. One of the more 
visible local projects is Burnt 
ugar: The Arkestra Chamber, a 

raucous funk collective run by gui, 
tarist and I/illogl! T'Dice writer Greg 

game in IlIwn: declares Tate, "''I'e 
been following itsince rJulch's tlrst 
one at the Ntmcn back in 1985, bUl 
what'~ ml~ul1g In me IS that 
~ince then tWf] gent:rallOl\~.i Im­
pro\'l!>ef$ have devl:!luped with the 
abilhy 10 play (lll)' style of music 
acoU3ricorelertronic. Thequ~liun 

then becomes, \\'hat do \\'edo witb 
alllMt grammar~ It seems tha 
conduction is one ",av to create 
fresh. nuanl't'd ffi,,,ernble \'Oi 
\\'ithuul being re:;tricted tn a lTIilH.· 

preammged urnniated Cfime.,,\!," 
Imerest ingly enuugh, buwe\'er, 

the l'lImpnser !11 :\[orris h.asn' 
quite ruled OUI either 
arranRemeTIts or notation, 
"r think that':; actual1~ 
the next level." he says. "[ 
sp~'nt these fir:it1Byear5­
130-odd cunductiuns­
jusl seemg how much 
music tht' en~rnbles rmd r 
euuld make "ff ,.,f an un­
derstanding of the vocab­
uJar)'of ~lgns;:,ndgt'Stun:s, 

withaur nOl;ltlon, but the 
next step is to reintegrate 
notaUoll baLk IOto thi 
~Y'Slem," 

Tatt' tel Is a tale that COli' 

[mm, t:hi,;: ,,[ asked Hutch 
to conductBurnt Sligar in 
IheslUdlD fora furthcom­
ing pmjccl ca lled Tin 
Rites. which is ba::.ed On 

traviusk')'. Our tlbjectivt' 
was to kind of !>ampl 
Stravinsky. ju.~t riffing (Iff 
a few motif!> fmm tht: SOJrc, 
but then Butch broW~ht 
t\vn more s£'clion::> for the 

band to learn when we went in 10 
do the rt'cording. lie im;i5ted on 
precision, and the whole thing 
~ot deeper." 

\ lorris is looking forward 10 
even hlghcr planesof mlercl.Clidty 
and understanding. "rm <ll a p0in 
now where I can document the 
process a~ a theurist. as a li\'e per­
former and on remrdings, but I 
feel I have to get this process with 
notal ion under way, so Jtall move 
on 10 another leveL" he says. "It·~ 

also important for me to butld a 
stable ensemble of mtbicians whu 
can really make this work. Once r 
do that, rm absolutely sure I can 
make the notesas f1exibleas I\\ant 
memtoget" 

Butch Morris conducts Burnt 
Sugar: The Arkestra Chamber 
at Joe's Pub at the Public 
Theater on Sunday 12, He 
plays Bowery Poetry Club 
February 7-10, 
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