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BILL FRISELL, A PORTRAIT 
 
John Clare* comments on Emma Franz’s film 
________________________________________________________ 
 

uitarist Bill Frisell made his reputation and stamped his unique impact in the 
region of contemporary jazz late last century. The times were propitious. The 
guitar had been pretty much the popular king of instruments from just past 

the centre of that very century.  
 
Frisell's genre bondings came between rock and roll and the more startlingly 
unpredictable regions of both jazz and rock from the Fifties on. Frisell belonged to 
some degree as part of both.  
 

 
 
Bill Frisell at home… STILL FROM THE FILM © EMMA FRANZ 

 
Many contemporary jazz musicians admired such as Jimi Hendrix and Prince for 
instance, and many rock musicians in turn began stretching their pantheon of the 
mighty to include such as Miles Davis, John Coltrane et al. In some instances it was 
difficult to say whether a certain musician belonged to an avant garde reach of their 
idiom or a general fusion of forms. Some startling outpourings resulted. 
 
Frisell is a lover of melody, be it jazz, rock, classical or rural folk and pop (country in 
short). Or completely beyond category if it came to that. At the same time he can  
appear to shatter into a confetti - or more aptly a galaxy - of patterns - or seemingly 
random fields - of scorching intensity. This fierce playing is also fundamentally  
 
_______________________________________________________________________________ 

*John Clare has written on diverse topics for most major Australian publications. He has 
published four books: Bodgie Dada: Australian Jazz Since 1945; Low Rent; Why 
Wangaratta?: Ten Years Of The Wangaratta Festival of Jazz; and Take Me Higher.  His 
website is at  http://johnclare.extempore.com.au/ 
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relaxed in an ethereal thrall of luminosity. Puzzled? Things were done in this field, 
and still are, that were and are like nothing else.  
 
But within the many interviews and exchanges with Frisell in this film Bill Frisell, A 
Portrait, the relaxation seems to tighten up, and sometimes to an uncomfortable 
degree - to both Frisell and the viewer. Clearly words are not his idiom, yet talk he 
does. Sometimes somewhat irritatingly, but often intriguingly. Try to ignore the 
nervous suppressed chortles and giggles, the suffocated pauses. 
 
Frisell with his band appeared in Sydney on Saturday June 3. The film  was screened 
twice during the Melbourne International Jazz Festival on June 4, and June 10.  
 

 
 
The filmmaker Emma Franz, in her customary role,  jazz vocalist… 
 
The film is directed and produced in America and London by Australian singer and 
filmmaker Emma Franz. As well as talking, Frisell plays with several ensembles of 
differing dimensions, including the BBC Symphony Orchestra (to both deeply 
melodic and bizarre, and even violent, dynamic and textural effect).  
 

 
 
Frisell (right) with the conductor and arranger Michael Gibbs… STILL FROM THE 
FILM © EMMA FRANZ 
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Musicians who will be known to those interested in the broad field are drummers 
Paul Motian and Joey Barron, saxophonist Joe Lovano, pianist Jason Moran and 
bassists Ron Carter (well, he speaks amiably but does not play) and Tony Scherr (he 
plays superbly and speaks engagingly), as well as Frisell's guitar hero and teacher 
Jim Hall. All are seen and heard. It's quite a feast really.  
 

 
 
The late drummer Paul Motian at New York’s Village Vanguard in 2011, with 
saxophonist Joe Lovano in the background… STILL FROM THE FILM © EMMA FRANZ 

 
As it happens, Jim Hall (the late Jim Hall now unfortunately) was just about my 
favourite guitarist. Some readers might remember his playing - with Jimmy Giuffre  
 

 
  
Frisell's guitar hero and teacher, the late Jim Hall… STILL FROM THE FILM © EMMA 
FRANZ 
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Jimmy Giuffre: Some may remember Jim Hall playing a magic, hypnotic tune (by 
Giuffre) called The Train And The River… 
 
and Bob Brookmeyer - of a magic, hypnotic tune (by Giuffre) called The Train And 
The River.      
 

 
 
Bob Brookmeyer… 
 
A couple of superb, subtle yet intense, small jazz ensemble pieces are heard, and 
some somewhat less classifiable large ensembles which erupt  in a  drizzling but 
metallic blitz of rain and hail, shot through with electric overtones, that light it all 
like strikes of lightning. 
 
The film is arguably a bit long and has perhaps a little too much talk, and not quite 
enough music, but if you approach it in a relaxed state, it is more than worth 
watching and listening.  


