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ince March of this vear, the mem-

hers of Chicage's own Tortoise

often with guest musicians such
as Suralt B Smith and Roby Mazmrek of
Isotope, have traveled from coast 1o
coast as well as theoughout Europe m
support of their latest Thrill Jockoy re
lease, TATOm the evemng before a se-
ries of weekend gips in Montreal,
pereossnisL /g uitarist/vibe man Dan
Bitney took some tme oul for o few
gjuestions from e The Hie Wil re-
sultedd was a thoroughly enjovabie
phione conversation withe an emtlus
aslic yel politely modest key memiee
of tme ol the sl unigue progressive
iz Tands fo sorbee i recent neie
v Their blend of classie pree il
erees and alteenative angles of ap
preoieh s melded into s sound tat s
el dey desceile Cthough 1 md mvsell
trving), and which viries dramatically
(o sedys 1o Song,

recently had the pleasare of seemg
tht hand live for the first time @
Metro, and the diverse cromd ol jaze
Eng ingluded those Hke mysclt om the
cuspood lite Boomner/early X er musical
wave, and many considerably voun
per—ijust o show that jaez is not Jost
ey e ears ol our vonath,

The audicnee reaciion wis Consis
tent and inspiring, and scemed o Tuel
he band onwards, 1 could easibe see
where  Bitney's  enthusiasm came
from, and feel dhat with all the band's
Bard-won successes, e needn’t e so
mcdest!

e & @

BRI here are a number of muli-
instrumentalists in the group. How do
vou decide who plays whar and when?

1PH: It mostly has to do with the
recording  process.their  forte or
wliateser, 'l usually do a peroussion
traik, like the congas or hand droms
[ts not exclusive it just. when we
record, we're welting when we record.
A ot of the songs started from bass
lines, and we do basically o drum ma
chine traclk, lay down the hasic Duass
B, and then qust kind of pick, Hke
we've got throe drummers, You can
just kind of tell sometimes whao's het-
ter ar what type of song, or who has
ideas. And of course when we're

o In The Mix — july 1998

TORTOISE

Across the Sea
and Back Again

A conversation with Dan Bitney

by Robert E Gabella



recording we don't really think about
hovwe we'te going to play the shir live

RF¢:: "swung [tom the gatiers”
clicd you play the drivms on that track?

DB: “swung from the putters” that's
pwer drammaers, Jolm [Herndon] and
John [McEntire]. It's just like, when
we're makin' shit, you just kind of hoar
it von know, like hongos swould be
eredl on this! And then it Hke | don’
ko w1, onee vou can play pianao
vour can plav vibes. they're all set up
the same, It's kinda’ the same as bass
1ts dike omee you can play guitar vou
can play bass 108 really nol supercom
plicated, and we're ot ke, great e
slesians, vou knos wlhae T mean?

REG: Hoveni're non, vesd sure coine
AlTss !

E¥IS: Yo Koo il ust importiant 1o
keep the shit ereative amd stull, and
Mad's why it's kind of like that. jus
ke | osaned abwoul when we record
munrlamly miight e |:|'.n':|u.|: thiree
vialoes o1 song, We don't ever sy ah
Wil wee e ol going o be able o do
s Hve . 0 Jost e erealive process.

RFG: And live it cime acmass -
fally, Ao wlhether vou intended o or
noL, vou probably find yoursclves in
kind of a nice position where a lob of
peaple haven't been able 1o saddic
you with comparisons e other Bands
ot Lo ather musicians boecause | ihink,
rrrobabiby, (il nolody’s mandged 1o
fipure ont who (o compare you 1o,
Whatever vou've managed o pull e
gether noaw lully distinet. Did it come
out thar way, well, do you feel like
some of  vour influences come
theough? There we some feellngs 1 aet
but 1 dan't find muny direcl compar
iU,

DB: That's not a bad thing depond-
ing on vour actitude aboul il Tmean, a
lot of jazz people will just like stody
one person’s sivle, vou know, and bear
thar o death unti] they make it their
o, and unferTunarely not oo many
of them ever make it their owin,

RIG: Somctling ke “the equator”
For example. it's thmeless inoan odd sorl
ol way,

D Fosr mee | oan really lie that in.. it
was kind of, _one of my compositions,
where | kind of had rough ideas tor

the majority of the chemistry of that
song. | don't know if you listen to oo
much African._but that's really...

REG: 1 got a livde of thar_if you ve
had & chanee to hear Stan Getz:in the
carky 1o mid (W), made T think more
than one album where he vsed Astrud
Gilberio [Bilney approves cheerfully|
as the vocatist aon some of the songs,
and 1 kind of got that sorr of a feel. 1
was almost like a movie or a sound-
track or something, bul it wasn't like
I'd really heard it belore hut 1 hid thal
feeling,

DI Thar song's goi a wend African
mlluence. 1 wianted o get some of the
choemstry of ke, T don't know if you
know of Thomas Mafute [T guickly
adnutied my ignorance: ivs rime 1 sirt-

Tortoise

Sunday, June: 14, 1998
Metro, 3730
Reviewer: Habort K Gabella

ed recopnizing world musicians by

I then askod Bitney aboul Lhe rous
g response the bind eeceived from
the Metro crowd, Was that expected?
He cheertully sid ves: that i had been
that way almast everywhere thoey'd
heen! Thaer, Tasked hon to run down i
st of the some of the different o
storpas the Baid had made sinee March,

126: Ohy, e, do you got o couple of
hours? Copst to coast dnthe 1S and in
Europe, pretty much Spaln to Seandi-
navia and England to Yienn [laughs..|

RFG: And how died you all come Lo-
gether? What's the previous history of
the band mombers, or Inids you've

wottmplineneed on page 32

N, Clark St.; Chicago, IL 60613+ 773/549-0203

As quietly as the anticipation of their arrival wis cacophanous, the mem-
bers of Tortolse materalized on stage s 6 from thin air and began the fiest
ser of their two and a half hour show with mesmoerizing percussion e
companied by the eerie sirins of a mournful trombone. The tromhone
comes-courtesy of Sarah | Smith, whe alomyg withe fellow Isotope member
Roly Mizurek on corpet, is o regular featire along many OF the stops on this
Chicage band’s eurreal tour (which has so far tiken them o Eorope und

back) in support of their new PN G

A large screen behind the stage flashed o mixnire of street scenes dnd
amorphous graphics which cune logether in a beautifully subtie fusion of
sound and vision And the scoonil number brouglit to mind 1 CarIn-the-Ilat
sort of raiuy day feel, with lots of cymbal tapping, u crawling bass line by
Doug McCombes, Dan Bitney's thumping congas. and rthe cornet and trom-

“bone in a punctuated duet of seconids amd fouwrths, At first, it was ¢asy (o
think the band may have gotten [ost in irs tr{,r-ﬁg:-rm wmldt:rlttg‘r, Lt as the
hornsand their harmonies palied tghter on the mmbling rhythm scetion,
1 quickiy realized just how well these guys can play!

By (e third tune, T was hooked My monm, whose jazz Toots had long age
been dipped in-the fertile loam of Oscar Peterson, Tirrol Guener, Benny
Goodman_ and $tan Geiz, was already therel

Om “Beneathithe U ndrﬂﬂw there was mire hard- ~ddriving bass along with
the harn section’s harmonies. The number bad 4 maritime feel, and e
strong. solid congas, drums and percussion guickly bailt to the scorching
chimax of Mazurek's cornet- This is when | first nntll:.ml the m)wd Start [
g wild, with a mixture of swaying and oumght dancing: the band's
impeccable counter-riv hmie timing fueled the ciow d's fire with ttmmpin £ -
baes hines-and an ctoqut:m tapestry of pertussive sound.

cmmm:'d ol fage 32
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w-corntiveedd from page 17

Lreen i belore? How did it all kind of

Eall info o plee for vou?

DR: Let's see, well, John Herndon
annd Doug MoCombes swere roon-
mates, thoey were pocd friends, |buor]
they were pever in bands wogether, so
they jusl started playimy together, and
thae was kind of theembryo of the
wlrole thing. . the drammer and the
Bass plaver, They mde a few lapes,
anid they ust wanted o oxplore differ
with  that  Kind  of
chemustevesthey slarled recording and
then hooked upowith Bondy Brown

cint  shit

and Jobhn MeEntive, which coinciden

Celly i aoeethoer eyl secimn 11 u

hassist and o drummer With John

McEntire. fortunately. they got an elec-

tromic music maper in the deal, and
that kind of opened the door o likeoa
lot af processing; a lot of use of old
svatliesizers. and voices and stuff. .1
wasnt in thi hamd whoen | saw the first
show and 1 was like “wow, this s ke
sone other slhiat, vou kpow?™ AL that
pevnt it was ke 90, mayvhe one ar
two-—that was still the days ol
MNirvana,
e & @

And now. these are the davs of Tor
fonse, Wath o series ol notable discs be
hangl them, andd so moch tooanng expe
ricnce o boot the band can only build
L 10 sucoesses: These are Serous
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(Cemr Heads = Track s & haster with:
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* Varioble Aouslic Live Rooim w/Ock Plooes, Morbls beth, 3 lso Bashs; (omlonable Coatrd Room
# Studar ABGH 2 24 Tiock completely refurbishod/modiied Big Phott Sound
= Yinloge rehubbed Sounduoft 3400 series 28 1 24 1 24 buss w/' 8 modifisd mig e’y
= 7 Mlesis ADETS {ovoiable by request of no exlio dhmge)
= (bori 505011 1/4 2-Trock, Samy MS00 DAT & TASCAM DAZD DAT
» ProTook 5.2, 4 thunnel AES/EBU, Yomoho 4 x & {0 Buwnes, Jox Drivs, Mac Ceatris £50-2 gig irenal
= [( Finalizer, Manfey Yari-te Stesso Tube Compessn, Thbwdio B0 Hight Tech. 203D
= JBL 44125, Geneled 1031, Yoraha KS 1075, Aksis Wonitor Ones, EY Sedtry 100%
= Miks: ARG The:Tube w/TH2 Capsule, Sewmann UST, 2TLM 170%, 1 Lomgemn (R34 7 Sembaner 4415
4 421's, REDD, 2 Beyer 1035, 2 Beyer Ribbom 2605 2 Shure 575, AKG (100G, 2112
= Wik Pres & Di's: 1 felefunken Y74, 4 Syiek, 2 Thbudo, 7 5PL EQ Moge. Macley O
w Effacts: Lexicon PO B0, TC ME0O0, Yomabe SPY 900, Rolend S8Y 330, Ersomsg D4, Leicon Prime
Tima-1l, LXP1, LXPS, JomMan, Midiverk-It, Efzchon, Aphen B3 Baliom
Comprassor/Gates:  Vori-bu, 2 DB 185, Aphen Compelor, Diowmer 241 03K 186 163, M 3630

Other: [P Congos, Ritkenbocher Amp., Yorieem Peroussion, Meisholl JOH 800, (ol Kroge: Boss Heod,
Harlks Bnss-Battams, Widon, Logic 7.0, Tnscam Midizer, Sudio 3, Med Trme Prece
livguire aboul our Pre-Production Synth., Scmpling & Ssquendng!

musteians. prind of their craft, but
eocd-natured, cheerful, and modest as
well, Thev've come a long way, aiwd
Ehery re sure toge farlher yed cach now
cttorr will surehy open up a Brave new
world of sound,

cooittineeed from page 17

Ui thae nest song, o dreamy Tunk
hass and keyboard thing, sleighbells
ket time as the ovood quickly beight-
ereced (aleaghbells, of conrse, con never
Bring vou diwn') And on the next
mwmher Dan Bty s cungas el e
cussion woere clearly highlights, Al
though iv's haed o pin down the "Tor
Lonse sonnnl,’ onn this particular son,
the Fevpier wioesd Bloek mave thae Teel ol
an amphetamine drilven
Cweett St and Brasil 66 alterna-

vross  be

Ve retro-lusion non-rech!

et Tortoise is havdly advald of wech
polesgy, Tode MoBEntres keybaowrds ee-
Plecr o range o vodees aiid sampley
which wash over the entire palette ol
soutil. And Jubin Hernden's bigh-en
ergy alromming along with Jefd k-
er's quler yer searing puitar seal the
foree thet buoads ac all together, Where
o song stoppeedd o the next one
starbed wasn't always certaln, but as
the band scgued into "The Equatog”
the audhienes was transported inio o
sand-hetween-vour-toes heach scened
wlich  graduated oo a “dueling
rmarimbes” kind of fnale,

Wherher ivs rechnao-funk wirl an
atherworldly feel, or retro punle fusion
withy third-world rosts, Tortoise b
barched oneo g sound which defies
comparison. With tunes that build like
e, ancd @ clarity of visin unigue Lo
popular jazz (which these davs is all-
too-often bland and diluted), Tortoise’s
live: show has o razorstearp edee il
thar is truly refreshing, On rour sinee
March, the band has received wide ac
clatrm both here in the Stales ol
abroad: with thoir two-nighr gig ar
Metro, they ool no prisoncrs as they
seethed thetr elutrm tooa place al Lhe
head of the progeessive ariqazz tahle!



