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FLECK

R.ANDREV/ LEPLEY

by Robin Tolleson

PARTYCRASHER

shining in on me—‘There are other
chords you can play, you can put chords
together this way, you can do licks like
this, and you can solo in jazz on an
instrument that doesn’t have a lot of
sustain.’ The Rhodes electric piano Corea
plays on that cut has a crunchy sound,
and it made me think maybe that kind of
music could also be played on a banjo.”

Fleck saw Return To Forever the next
year at the Beacon in New York. “I was
watching Stanley [Clarke] and Al [Di
Meola] moving freely up and down the
necks of their instruments in a way that
I had never seen anybody do on a banjo.
And yet it was strings and frets just like
I had. The revelation to me was, there’s
no reason why a person couldn’t do all
this on the banjo. You just have to find
the paths, you just have to learn the neck.
Later, I got turned on to Pat Martino,
who also had that rhythmic urgency and
intensity.”

After graduating from LaGuardia High
School of Music and Art in New York
City, Fleck found himself attracted to
more modern, what he calls “psychotic
bluegrass bands.”

He moved to Boston to play with a
group called Tasty Licks, and remembers
his jazz studies there with Billy Novick.
“Billy kept saying, ‘Leave some space. You
don’t have to play all the notes. Learn to
phrase, lay back on the beat. Don’t always
push it. Develop your ideas, think about
what you're doing.’ He didn't give me a lot
of the theoretical knowledge; what he
gave me was on a more conceptual level.
Build a solo, don’t just play licks. Think
the whole solo into something. I still try to
do that.” ’

In 1981, Fleck joined a band called New
Grass Revival, which was preparing to
move to Nashville. “Fantastic musicians,
and they had a very openminded
approach to bluegrass, so it fit. I was in
that band for nine years, and when I was
home off the road I was always trying to
read through the fakebook and figure out

what a G minor 7th chord was, or an 11th
chord, or a minor chord with a major 7th.
Learning up and down the neck and trying
to figure out how to get better on the
instrument.

“I have a working knowledge of theory,
but the best thing I have to offer is a
natural ear for certain kinds of harmony
and jazz voicings just because I've listened
to a lot,” he says. “I haven'’t done the kind
of homework and studied people’s solos
like the great jazz players have done.

“The banijo is originally
an African instrument,
and originally a jazz
instrument. A lot of
people forget that the
banjo really has a very
natural place in jazz.”

I do amass a lot of knowledge, but it’s from
all over. And yet, I'm very proud when
people consider me a jazz musician,
because it’s a very special place to exist in
life. Jazz is about a lifelong commitment to
a music.”

In 1988 Fleck received a phone call in
Nashville from Victor Lamonte Wooten.
“He played his bass over the phone for
me, and my world was rocked. Suddenly,

I had found somebody to play the music

I always wanted to play,” Fleck says. “At
that point, I had assimilated a lot of what
acoustic music and bluegrass music and
roots musics had to offer—the earthiness
and power and strength. And in a lot of
ways it worked out even better that I spent
all those years playing these different
kinds of musics. When I finally got to
approach jazz, or whatever it is that I'm
playing, I had something a little bit

different to bring to it.”

The new album by Bela, Victor and his
brother Roy Wooten (drumitar wizard,
ak.a. Future Man), the double-CD Live
Art, is the fifth Flecktones release, and is
really like the ultimate “grade A” bootleg.
It’s taken from board tapes done over the
last three years, including a cut from the
first night Corea played live with the
band, their first night with Marsalis, a
“Sinister Minister” reunion with former
Flecktone harmonica and keyboard man
Howard Levy, and performances by
Bruce Hornsby and multi-reedman Paul
McCandless. “It's the show tape that we
always wished we had, where we felt like
it was great versions of the songs and
good people sitting in.”

As producer of the project, Fleck
occasionally includes the bus door
slamming or a backstage snippet to make
Live Art sound rougher, more like a home
recording. “That stuff makes it fun,” he
says. “It was feeling a little bit canned, and
we didn’t want that: We have such clear
sounds that if you're not careful it doesn’t
sound like a live album. But that's what
our stuff sounds like through the direct
boxes and onto tape. The fact that the
drums are digital means that you don’t
get the usual sound leakage all over the
stage. And because we use an earphone
monitor system, the stage volume is really
soft. So there ends up being a lot more
separation and clarity than you would
expect from any live tape. That makes the
band sound sort of surprising live, too,
because it really bursts out of the
speakers at you.”

The great performances on Live Art
don’t surprise Fleck at all. “We’re so
precision-oriented that a lot of times
[in the studio] we’ll do a whole bunch
of takes. But one of the things about
live music is that you don’t have the
opportunity to over-obsess that you do in
the studio, sit and tweak every note and
get worried about everything. On the live
gig you just play, and you're playing to an
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