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keith rowe: the artistic fact
In November 1991, Keith Rowe (English free
improvisation guitarist and painter, founding
member of AMM, and member of Amalgam,
Scratch Orchestra, People’s Liberation Music)
recorded his responses to nine questions posed by
Gino Robair. The recording was transcribed by
Tom Duff and is presented in excerpted form here.

Hello, Gino. This is Keith Rowe. I’m sitting
in my workroom here, on the weekend.
It’s a holiday weekend in France. It’s the
Armistice, remembering the dead of the
First and Second World War. It’s raining
and you might hear the church bell in the
background.

Tell me about your background.
I was born and bred in Plymouth, in
southwestern England, where the Pilgrim
Fathers sailed from. I studied fine art there
in the art school between 1956 and ‘61. In
the painting group that I was in was Mike
Westbrook who was about five years older
than most of us, and had very sophisticated
ideas about music. He was very interested in
jazz, and he started a jazz workshop in the
art school. I started listening to mainstream,
traditional jazz through him.
I’m not sure why, but somehow the guitar
became important for me. I never knew my
father, but my mother tells me that he also
was a guitar player. I didn’t know that until

“

I’ve become increasingly
aware that my perspective
is much more in line with
contemporary art, as opposed
to music, traditions.
• george cremaschi
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only a few years ago, in fact. It came as
somewhat of a surprise.
While I was at art school listening to the
Mike Westbrook ensembles which had
names like Heironymous Bosch and the
Burghers or Emily Stomp -- Music in a
Modern Manner. This art school band at
one point needed a guitar player and I
started playing the guitar. I think there was
something visual about the guitar which
I was mostly attracted to, and there was
something percussive about the sound that I
quite liked. So I began to play the guitar.
In those very early days, I listened to Jim
Hall, Barney Kessel, Wes Montgomery,
those kinds of players, and Charlie Christian.
I was influenced to the point of actually
making very crude imitations of them -- I
learned a couple of Charlie Christian solos
that by heart in 1958, something like that.
There was something always bizarre and
anti-jazz in my background that probably
came from Art History lessons and lectures.
That brings me on to your second question.

When did you first begin
experimenting with the guitar and
what did you do previously?
Previously, I was imitating American jazz
guitar players for a year or so.
A Scratch Orchestra person summed it
up very well they said that an English Art
School education was five years developing
your quirk. The idea of your quirk -- Who
are you? What are you? What’s your
background? Where do you come from?
What do you want to say in life? What are
you chasing? -- is so central to the painting
experience that it was somehow alien for
me just to try to imitate. You’re sitting
in front of a canvas, a blank canvas and
you look at it, and you’re about to make a
painting, and you certainly don’t approach
it from the point of view that you’re going
to paint a Rembrandt or you’re going to
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godwaffle

Sunday 8/11. Now that was a good day for
music. Started out with Noise Pancakes at
ArtSF. Free Agitation was a lot like Big
Nurse. Exactly alike? Mostly (entirely?) the
same people doing pretty much the same
thing, though I guess rocking maybe a little
less. Psychy noisy near-rock. Kinda good.
Missed Xambuca while moving my car
around. Social Junk were another quasi-rock
noise band. Earned some points by kicking
things off with some serious power chord
strumming rock after a short intro. Kept the
energy up throughout the set. Cool. Scott
Arford had a recording of little toy guitars
playing dueling banjos. He got this going
on his laptop and processed it into walls of
noise. Fun. Chris Brown did some skittery
Max MSP shit, doing a little bit of contact
mic metal processing. I liked it. The whole
show was increasingly good. Nice way to
start out a Sunday.
see for yourself already

Godwaffle Noise Pancakes at ArtSF
myspace.com/godwafflenoisepancakes
Sundays from Noon to 2pm
Nov 3 with Michael Gendreau, Noel Von
Harmonson, Tecumsah(WA), Cat Opener
(Wobby/Andrea Parkins.)and Tralphaz
Nov 10 with James Amoeba (RI), Nerfbau,
Blipvert, Nessie and Her Beard (Santa Cruz)
and I Think I Did Something Wrong

continued on Page 4
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Thu 11/1 8pm $6-10 • Luggage Store Gallery
Outsound Presents New Music Series
Corey Fogel - solo drums; Zoyres: Jon Russell
(clarinets, sax); Mike Perlmutter (saxes, clarinet);
Liam Staskawicz, trombone; Eddie Pollard,
drums; Josh Sirotiak, tuba; Son of Gunnar Ton of
Shel (CD release): Aram Shelton – saxophone,
bass clarinet, trumpet, electronics; Steini
Gunnarson - electronics, prepared guitar
Fri 11/2 8:30pm $10-15 • Maybeck Studio
Greg Goodman (solo piano) and trio of Liz
Allbee (trumpet), Andrea Parkins (accordion,
electronics, piano) and George Cremaschi
(contrabass, electronics). Reservation required,
contact gm@handprintseries.com

Sat 11/3 1pm Free • Chapel of the Chimes
The World Flute Fest
with Ravichandra Kulur, Skip Healy, Carol Alban,
Stephen Schultz, Philip Gelb, Roger Glenn, Tim
Barsky, the San Francisco Flute Quartet and
others: Pauline Oliveros, Kai Eckhardt, the Bay
Area Chamber Symphony.
Sat 11/3 8pm $18.50-19.50 • Freight & Salvage
Amy X Neuburg’s “The Secret Language of
Subways” A song cycle for voice, cello trio and
live electronics with Amy X Neuburg & The Cello
ChiXtet (Amy X Neuburg, composer/vocalist;
cellists Jess Ivry, Elaine Kreston, and Beth
Vandervennet)

Sun 11/4 5pm $5-10 • Hunter’s Point Shipyard
Cheryl E. Leonard presents new works for salt,
water, shells, kelp, sand, water and stones, along
with pieces from her project “Music for Rocks
and Water”. Performed by: A.L. Dentel, Cheryl
Leonard and Karen Stackpole in Building 103,
Studio 2219
[www.allwaysnorth.com]

Sun 11/4 8pm $5! • ODC Dance Theatre
sfSoundSeries
Featuring the music of Ana-Maria Avram (George
Cremaschi, solo bass), Christopher Burns
(premiere work written for sfSound), Cornelius
Cardew (Autumn ‘60 for orchestra), Elliott Carter
(Graeme Jennings, violin and Christopher Jones,
piano), Pascal Dusapin (Monica Scott, solo
cello), and others.
Mon 11/5 8pm $12 / $6 • Mills College Lisser Hall
Mills Improvisation
featuring Mills faculty performers
Tue 11/6 8pm $6-10 • Temescal Arts Center
First Tuesdays Temescal presents
Paige Starling Sorvillo, Sherwood Chen, George
Cremaschi - sound and movement; Matt Ingalls
- solo clarinet
Tue 11/6 8pm $7-12 • Climate Theater
Music Box Series
Mushroom w/ Sonya Hunter and Erik Pearson
opening

Thu 11/8 8pm $6-10 • Luggage Store Gallery
Outsound Presents New Music Series
UEM - Urban Electronic Music w/ William
Harrington & Andy Sykora (Los Angeles)
and Conure CD release performance of The
Generation of Our Grandfathers (Edgetone)

Thu 11/8 8:30pm $7 • 21 Grand
Jack Rose, Kreamy ‘Lectric Santa, Mike Bones,
Colossal Yes
Fri 11/9 9pm $6 • 21 Grand
The quartet of Matt Ingalls, Jay Korber (drums),
Randy Lee Sutherland, and Weasel Walter
(guitar) perform with Thee Oh Sees (thee
heartthrob John Dwyer et al.) and Citay

Sat 11/10 7:30pm $15 [ntlf] • 24th Street
Theater Works
The Greatest Little Big Band in the History of the
Megaverse performs “The Convento Sessions,”
featuring John Gruntfest, alto sax, Megan
Bierman, tenor sax, Jack Duval, drums, David
Casini, drums, and Tom Nunn, on Mothics, TRodimba and Crustacean with spoken word artist
Ron Jones. In the Gallery, drawings, paintings,
and prints by Megan Bierman.
Sat 11/10 9pm free < 10:30pm | $5-10 • 111
Minna Gallery
San Francisco Laptop Machine Music Battle
2007. Competitive music challenge with special
celebrity judges Mochipet (Daly City Records),
Richard Devine (Asphodel), Zapan (Forth City),
Robot Speak, Boreta (Glitchmod), Mickey T
(Drum Machine Museum), LowPro Lounge,
Patrice Scanlon (Mills College)
Sun 11/11 8pm $10 • 1510 8th St Perf Space
Improvised Music + Food
Three sets with Virtuoso Contrabassist Bertram
Turetzky (contrabass): (1) Damon Smith contrabass, (2) Nancy Turetzky - flutes, (3) Phillip
Greenleif - reeds, Scott R. Looney - piano, and
William Winant - percussion
Tue 11/13 8pm $7-12 • Climate Theater
Music Box Series
Headboggle and Hank Mobley’s Immortal Lung
Wed 11/14 8pm $10 / 5 • Meridian Gallery
Meridian Music: Composers in Performance
presents a concert of new music for trombone by
Andy Strain.
Thu 11/15 8pm $6-10 • Luggage Store Gallery
Outsound Presents New Music Series
Trevor Healy / Aram Shelton Duo and Kwisp with
holographic animations that animate along with
the music, using a custom built holographic video
synthesizer.
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Sun 11/18 4pm • Piedmont Piano
Contemporary Insights: Music & Conversation
San Francisco Contemporary Music Players
Music of Liza Lim. David Milnes, Music Director
Sun 11/18 7:30pm $10 / 8 • Musicians Union
Hall
Outsound Presents...The SIMM Series
Instagon and Darren Johnston Ensemble

Sun 11/18 8pm $7 • Hotel Utah
Telepathy (jazz) with guest drummer Tim Bulkley
Sun 11/18 8pm $10 / 8 • Jewish Community
Center of the East Bay
Felonious and DJ Zeljko

Mon 11/19 8pm • Yerba Buena Center for the
Arts
San Francisco Contemporary Music Players,
Shimmers and Thrills. Music of Liza Lim, four
Swedish composers, Yan Maresz Graeme
Jennings, violin; David Milnes, Music Director.

Tue 11/20 8pm $7-12 • Climate Theater
Music Box Series
Duo B and John Schott and John Hanes

Sat 11/24 9pm $6-10 • 21 Grand
Jacob Lindsay Double Ensemble: Compositions
and Conducted Improvisations for autonomous
electronic and acoustic ensembles comprised of
Kristian Aspelin, Tony Dryer, John Ingle, Darren
Johnston, Kanoko Nishi, Weasel Walter, Matt
Davignon, Lance Grabmiller, Scott R. Looney,
Gino Robair, David Slusser, and Damon Smith.
Mon 11/26 7:30pm Free • Mills College
Ensemble Room
Achim Kaufmann, piano, Frank Gratkowski,
clarinet and alto sax, and Wilbert De Joode,
bass, spontaneously weave compact pieces full
of intricate, multi-threaded interaction.

venue information
111 Minna Gallery
111 Minna Street, San Francisco
1510 8th St Performance Space
1510 8th Street, Oakland [West Oakland BART]
21 Grand
416 25th Street, Oakland [at Broadway]
24th Street Theater Works
2405 24th Street, San Francisco [at Vermont]
5lowershop
992 Peralta Avenue, San Francisco
Anno Domini Gallery
366 S. 1st Street, San Jose
artSF
110 Capp Street, 5th Floor, San Francisco [at 16th]
Black Gate Code 500
Artists Television Access
992 Valencia, San Francisco [at 21st]
Chapel of the Chimes
4499 Piedmont Avenue, Oakland
Climate Theater
285 9th Street, San Francisco [at Folsom]
The Exploratorium
3601 Lyon Street, San Francisco
First Church of the Buzzard
2601 26th Street #150, Oakland [at Adeline]
Freight & Salvage
1111 Addison Street, Berkeley
Hemlock Tavern
1131 Polk Street, San Francisco [near Post]
Hotel Utah
500 Fourth Street @Bryant SF]
Hunter’s Point Shipyard
Innes Street Terminus, San Francisco
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Jewish Community Center of the East Bay
1414 Walnut Street, Berkeley
Johansson Projects Gallery
2300 Telegraph Avenue, Oakland
The LAB
2948 16th Street, San Francisco [at Capp]
Luggage Store Gallery
1007 Market Street, San Francisco [at 6th]
Mama Buzz Cafe
2318 Telegraph Avenue, Oakland [at 23rd]
Maybeck Studio
email gm@handprintseries for location
Meridian Gallery
535 Powell Street, San Francisco
Mills College Ensemble Room
5000 MacArthur Boulevard, Oakland
Musicians Union Hall
116 9th Street, San Francisco [at Mission]
Noe Valley Ministry
1021 Sanchez Street, San Francisco
ODC Dance Theatre
3153 17th Street, San Francisco [at Shotwell]
Pearl Alley Studios
120 Pearl Alley, Santa Cruz
Piedmont Piano Company
660 Third Street, San Francisco
Project Artaud Theatre
450 Florida Street, San Francisco
RX Gallery
132 Eddy Street San Francisco
Starry Plough
3101 Shattuck Avenue, Berkeley [at Prince]
Temescal Arts Center
511 48th Street, Oakland [at Telegraph]
Yerba Buena Center for the Arts
700 Howard Street, San Franciso [at 3rd]

Tue 11/27 8pm $7-12 • Climate Theater
Music Box Series
Gino Robair/John Hanes Electronic Duo, with
guest Suzanne Thorpe (flute/electronics). Analog
modular synth and live laptop combine forces to
take over the galaxy, all at ff and below!
Thu 11/29 8pm $6-10 • Luggage Store Gallery
Outsound Presents New Music Series
Larnie Fox’s Cranks Ensemble and Toychestra

the persistent caveat

Schedules are subject to change, and
the reasons can be very interesting, and
disappointing if you learn of them too late.
Please confirm details provided in this
publication by visiting transbaycalendar.org.
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keith rowe: the artistic fact
the tone correct. And providing that you kept
the tone correct, then the whole composition
would work because the tone would be
keeping it together.

paint a Seurat or you’re going to paint a
Veronese, whoever. You look at it and you
put a brush stroke down and you agonize
over the next brush stroke and you build it
up. Some days you work quite fast, some
days very slowly. But it’s an agonizing
process of self-examination and trying to
find out within you what it is you have to
say. That was born very young in me and in
my guitar playing, and was very disruptive
to me wanting to play like Jim Hall (not that
I could!) but it certainly stood in the way.

I think I took a very crude translation of
that and wondered about the guitar: was it
possible, for instance, as long as you placed
the notes correctly then it really wouldn’t
matter which note it was, provided the
phrase was correctly sounded in terms of
its time. I really wouldn’t have to concern
myself about the actual note which I saw as
roughly something like the color. Of course,
you could see it the other way around and
play the notes correctly, in terms of their
pitch, but actually move the timing around.
I guess it’s because I was involved much
more in jazz playing that the position of
the note was much more important than its
pitch. So that was one of the early kinds of
experiments, the idea of moving the pitch
around.

The ideas, of Jackson Pollock, of Marcel
Duchamp, in the art lecture arena were
very powerful ideologues. Take the idea in
painting of tone and color. An exercise you
might have in the painting class would be to
paint a landscape and keep the tone correct,
but the change the color, almost like a cycle
of fifths. You can knock them around one
degree so the red would become a bluish red
and blue would become a reddish blue, the
yellow would become slightly red. Or you’d
paint opposite colors, so things that were
blue, you’d paint them red, but you’d keep

Other things were: I would take something
like a Paul Klee drawing and make a tracing
of it on tracing paper, put that tracing
paper on the strings on the fretboard, and I
would use those points where the drawing
intersected with the strings in a particular
solo. Now you have to remember that this
is all taking place in the context of a pretty
conventional jazz group -- you know, those
guys with those very, very conventional
kinds of chord changes, like the bridge
would, quite literally, be D7 G7 C7 F7.
And I would have notes for me to play in
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that bridge which would be completely
crazy, based on some alien information. So,
obviously, they didn’t quite meet and match.
In my early days I would temper it a bit and
do something along with the conventional
changes, but heavily influenced by the notes
that I got from the drawing.
The third area of experimenting was the
influence of percussionists. I’d like the idea
of accentuating the percussive quality of
the guitar, the plectrum. The plectrum has
always been important for me, as a hard
object, something which struck the strings.
That idea of something striking the strings
has been quite central to my liking of the
guitar, and I extended that very rapid, very
percussive, striking kind of quality fairly
heavily.
The fourth thing, in 1963 or ‘64 I had a New
Year’s resolution where I didn’t tune the
guitar any more (this is while I was still in
the Westbrook band.) So the guitar became
more and more out of tune. So, all in all, it’s
a pretty disruptive experience.

What have been some of your
motivations and concerns
when you play?
A central one comes from Art History. It
could be seen as quite an arrogant idea: the
relationships between customary modes of
perception and the artistic fact, as presented
by the artist; that traditions and solutions
aren’t sacrosanct; that they need to be
questioned and constantly revised, that idea
of challenging what goes before. It would
seem to me unthinkable that I should attempt
to play like someone else, though I think
in music it’s fairly commonplace, but my
education in painting has led me to believe
that you never copy someone else. It’s that
difference between those two mentalities
has made that a very strong concern for me,
that is, the artistic fact, as presented by the
artist. In Art History terms it’s the story of
Marcel Duchamp taking the porcelain urinal
and submitting it, signed it “R. Mutt”, to
the Independent Exhibition in New York, in
1917, after the Armory show [of 1913]. The
ambiguity, the juxtaposition of that object
and its place -- you take it from a toilet or
a builder’s yard or wherever it comes from
and you put it in an art gallery and you sign
it, not even with your own name, and that
then becomes art -- was important.
It’s not a million miles leap then to think
about Duchamp putting some nuts and a
bolt on a canvas -- I can’t remember the
name of the work. When you’re standing
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in front of the canvas what are you looking
at? What are you seeing, as you look at that
nut and bolt? It wasn’t made by Duchamp,
but he picked it up and put it on the canvas.
So it’s not a million miles leap then to look
at the idea of putting these objects into the
guitar strings, threading them between the
guitar strings, putting them over a pickup
and then manipulating them, either by other
pieces of metal, by bows, or by whatever
-- making sounds with these bolts. What are
you hearing when you hear that? And I think
that kind of ambiguity still interests me -- I
don’t know what I mean, I really don’t know
what it is. You’re certainly not hearing me
eloquently fingering the guitar. You’re kind
of hearing a nut and a bolt. I don’t know,
what’s a nut and a bolt? Those areas still
interest me. I don’t have fixed answers for
them. They’re still open.
Another interesting idea, from the cubists,
was the notion of ground and figure, of
subject and surroundings, which meant for
me the idea of tone, pitch, key, whatever. So
the subject would be the key -- in the jazz
group it would be a B-flat blues, and the
surroundings would be the accompanying
bass and percussion, drums, piano,
whatever, which went behind it. And I was
interested in experimenting with that idea of
the subject going into the surroundings and
the surroundings coming out and meeting

about
this
thing
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the subject, so subject and background; so
ground and figure were very much confused
and disrupted. And a traditional kind of
viewpoint didn’t particularly interest me in
jazz: the relationship between a soloist and
accompanying musicians -- that relationship
I wanted to disrupt. I wanted the drums to
come out front alongside the soloist, so they
become a kind of equal identity. You can
obviously hear it the way that eventually
worked in AMM, where it’s actually quite
difficult to tell who’s who and getting away
very thoroughly from that idea of subject
and surroundings.
Look for a continuation of the
Keith Rowe interview in the December
edition of the Transbay Calendar.
For additional information about
Keith Rowe visit the European Free
Improvisation pages on the web at
www.efi.group.shef.ac.uk
or take your chances in wikipedia.org

Guitar Retrospective by Keith Rowe
Bolton Museum and Art Gallery

A functional, but strangely disappointing,
presence is maintained at
myspace.com/keithrowemusic

Funding Opportunity
Program Guide and Applications for the
City of Oakland’s FY 2008-2009 Cultural
Funding Program are now available at

oaklandculturalarts.org
Deadline for individual artist proposals is
Friday, january 4, 2008

The Transbay Creative Music Calendar is a
volunteer-produced free monthly journal for
non-commercial creative new music in the
San Francisco Bay Area. In addition to our
comprehensive listing of upcoming events,
we publish articles and reviews about local
music and the people who create it. We
talk about a wide range of modern music,
including: experimental, improvised, noise,
electronic, free-jazz, outrock, 21st century
compositions, and sonic art.
Each month, 1,000 copies of the Transbay
are mailed to individuals and hand-delivered
to over 45 performance venues and public
locations throughout the Bay Area.
Contact us for a free subscription!
Your kind donations help keep
the Transbay alive and growing.
Please send checks [payable to
“Transbay Music Calendar”] to:
Transbay Accounting
106 Fairmount
Oakland, CA 94610
Please visit our web site
or contact us directly:
mail@transbaycalendar.org
for more information about getting your
FREE subscription, submitting content,
listing an event, advertising, viewing
archives, or volunteering.
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