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   FILE UNDER: JAZZ / FUSION
One of England’s top guitarists in any genre, Ray Russell has an idiosyncratic guitar sound  marked by emotional depth,  legendary  chops and  an approach  characterized by  visceral, uninhibited wildness. He has often been compared to John McLaughlin and the late Sonny Sharrock, two of his contemporaries, and like them he drew  on the exploratory  legacy of Hendrix, the aggression of rock, the fluid structure of jazz and the immediacy of improvisation to forge a breathtaking new fusion and highly personal sound. Able to subdue his singular voice, evoke any guitar sound and move fluidly between jazz, rock and the blues, Russell led a parallel career  as a session artist alongside his solo work. As a solo artist, Russell has released more than a dozen jazz / fusion works under his own name. A professional musician for more than 4 decades, Russell has worked as a performer, bandleader, composer  and producer,  touring and recording with countless musicians and  composing and playing on movie, TV and theatre soundtracks. In recent years, Russell’s solo work from the early 1970s has been discovered by a new generation of admirers, led by the international noise-scene vanguard.  Avant-guitarist Jim O’Rourke made reissuing a Russell retrospective a priority for his own Moikai label. His reissue of Russell’s 1971 Live  at   the   ICA proved Russell to be one of fusion’s most revolutionary voices as well as a forerunner of today’s avant-guitar/improv/noise scene. As one critic stated in his review:
“All of the current noise freaks – Keiji Haino, Thurston Moore and Lee Ranaldo, Rudolph Grey, Masaki  Batoh, Alan Licht…and even Jim O’Rourke – owe a great debt to Russell and this band; they showed beyond all doubt that a perfect “fusion” of free jazz and hard rock was the most natural thing in the world.” – All  Music  Guide
Throughout his long career, Russell continued to test the boundaries of jazz and rock in his solo work, experimenting with new fusions and a gradually more spacious ambiance. In Russell’s newest work, Goodbye Svengali, he pays tribute to one of fusion’s great gurus, Gil Evans, extending the legacy that Evans created in his work with Miles Davis. 

Russell began his professional music career in the fast lane, landing the position of lead guitarist for the John Barry Seven in 1963, when he was only 15. Best known for its music for the James Bond movies, the group was then one of the most active and successful in England  and rivaled only by the Shadows as Europe’s top backing band. Russell took over the slot vacated by Vic Fick, whose guitar graced the original Bond theme, and played on such Barry albums as Goldfinger, Diamonds  are  Forever, Dr   No, and Live  and  Let   Die.  At age 19, he joined the jazz-vocalist-led group, Georgie  Fame  and  the  Blue  Flames, taking the guitarist slot that John McLaughlin had onetime filled. In 1968, he joined the Graham  Bond  Organization. Russell began working, touring and/or recording with numerous artists in various genres, including singer/songwriters Cat Stevens and Bill Fay. Around 1970, he formed his own band, called Rock Workshop, which released 2 albums (one with vocalist Alex Harvey) on major label CBS. 

The major labels had noticed Russell early on. CBS signed him to release 3 solo albums that proved him to be one of the wildest, freest and most distinctive guitarists on the planet, “comparable,” says O’Rourke, “to his contemporaries Masayuki Takayanagi and Sonny Sharrock.” In stark contrast to his session work, Russell’s own music broke free of genre and other prescribed bounds. Russell explored the far edges of guitar sonics as Jimi Hendrix had before, transplanted  rock’s bold sound into the fluid and often spacious frameworks of jazz, and created stunning and often spacious new fusions. CBS released Russell’s 1st solo CD, Turn  Circle, in 1968. Dragon  Hill, credited to the Ray Russell Quartet, came out the following year and showed Russell searching far beyond traditional jazz to find his own voice. It also proved his talent as a solo artist; the All Music Guide stated that “Dragon Hill…revealed… that Russell wasn’t merely a fine jazz player, but a truly original musical thinker and an improvisational force to be reckoned with.” By the time CBS released  his 3rd lp, Rites & Rituals (1971), Russell had come fully into his own as one of free jazz/ fusion’s most original voices and was:

 “…playing the hell out of his guitar, employing effects combining scales in angular, edgy ways and trying to undo the notion of time. …Each tune…is a journey…into the question of how improvisation could engage jazz but be free of its historical entanglements, and was there a way to extend the boundaries of rock music, whose visceral power was enviable but presented a limited palette of expression. Rites and Rituals is an awesome exercise in the joy of freedom and a wonderful example of the changing face of electric jazz as it more fully embraced rock and funk’s vocabularies.” –All  Music  Guide

By the early 70s, Russell was a key figure on England’s jazz improv scene. The guitarist recorded several albums with Bob Downes, and worked with avant jazzer  Michael Gibbs. Russell joined the legendary British jazz fusion group Nucleus in 1971, formed Running Man, (w/ Alan Greed, Gary Windo, Harry Beckett, Alan Rushton, and Mongezi Feza), and joined both the Gary Windo Quartet and Mouse. Russell assembled his own jazz sextet and recorded a live album, June  11th 1971: Live  at  the  ICA, which RCA released under Russell’s name. When O’Rourke reissued the album in 2000, critics proclaimed it a masterpiece of free jazz, with the All Music Guide awarding it 4 1/2 stars and stating that Russell’s “stabbing, stinging notes and psychotic runs up the fretboard have nothing to do with scalular architecture, but rather with viscera and tonal exploration. …There is music on this suite that has never been made before and hasn’t been heard since.”
By the mid-70s, Russell’s reputation as one of Europe’s most sought-after guitarists was firmly established. He continued working on his own projects while doing a prodigious amount of session work; his guitar work became ubiquitous on popular music of the last 40 years, appearing on more than 75 recordings on Deram, EMI, Decca, RCA Victor, CBS, Time Warner, Island, WEA, Drak House, Ogun, Safari, EPCI, Virgin, and other labels.. Russell cofounded Chopyn (w Ann Odell) and recorded two albums under his own name, both released on indie labels: 1973’s Secret  Asylum (Black Lion), and 1977’s  Ready  or  Not (DJM). He played and/or recorded with countless artists from the 70’s-90s, including Frankie Miller’s Full House, Smith & D’Abo (w/ Mo Foster), Stackridge, Harold Beckett, the Irish band Horslips, Judy Tzuke, Andy Williams, Maria Muldaur, Tina Turner (her hit “Let’s Stay Together” from Private Dancer), Robert Plant (The Honeydrippers) and numerous others. By the late 70’s, Russell also began doing soundtrack work. He played on the TV soundtrack Rock Follies, composed by Roxy Music’s Andy Mackay, and played on numerous movie soundtracks, including Evita (Andrew Lloyd Webber/ Tim Rice), Labyrinth (David Bowie), A  Fish  Called  Wanda  and many more. Russell also began composing soundtracks in the ‘80s, and has since composed music for more than two-dozen TV series and  movies, including BBC TV’s “Bergerac”, “The Inspector Allen Mysteries,” “A Touch of Frost”, and the ASCAP award-winning theme for Hard Copy (Paramount).

In the early 1980s, Russell began an association with the legendary pianist, composer and arranger Gil Evans (b. Ian Ernest Gilmore Green) that would impact his career as a solo artist for decades to come. Evans is perhaps best known for his visionary work with Miles  Davis; as musical director of Miles’ Nonet in the late 40s-late  ‘50s, he made  seminal contributions to the Birth  of  the  Cool and such later 50s Miles’ recordings  as Miles  Ahead, Porgy  and  Bess and Sketches  of  Spain. His role in these master works is clarified by critic Mike Zwerin, who notes that “Evans single-handedly raised the line between arranging and compositions…a more appropriate  credit  would be “composed by Gil Evans. Interpreted by Miles Davis.” Quietly working behind the scenes while Miles grabbed the spotlight, Evans worked magic to transform music into masterpiece. For this, he earned the moniker of Svengali, which he proudly used as the title for his own 1973 album. The nickname ‘Svengali’ had been coined by musician Gerry Mulligan; an anagram of Gil Evan’s name, it alluded to the hypnotist in a George Du  Maurier novel.

While Evans played an important role in the creation of many Davis masterworks, he also played a key role  – possibly THE key role – in the birth of fusion. Evans firmly believed that jazz should incorporate the popular music of its time, and thus brought rock instruments and funky rhythms into his jazz arrangements. In a 1978 interview with Les Tompkins, Evans professed that:

“…it’s nothing new for jazz to use popular rhythm – that’s the only kind of rhythm jazz has ever used. …I bought my first record in 1927, when people were dancing the Charleston…and jazz in the ‘twenties was using that kind of rhythm. The same with the Swing era. And so it’s natural that jazz should use the rhythm of the times now…” 

Among contemporary rock musicians, Evans particularly admired guitarist Jimi Hendrix. Evans had intended to do an album with Hendrix, but instead released an album of Hendrix  covers four years after the guitarist’s premature death. 

Russell and Evans first worked together in 1983 – an exciting year for Evans, marking the release of  his Grammy-nominated Priestess album. Russell played in The British Orchestra, a 13 piece ensemble assembled  for the Camden Jazz Festival around Evans and his son Miles Evans. The lineup, which also included Mo Foster, John Taylor, Henry Lowther, Guy Barker, Malcolm Griffiths, Rick Taylor, John Surman, Chris Hunter, Stan Sulzmann, Don Weller and John Marshall, reconvened on March 18th for a show at St. George’s Hall, Bradford. Recorded  and released as a live album by  Mole Jazz, the concert featured Russell soloing on a cover of Hendrix’s “Little Wing”. 

That summer, Russell played again with Evans when Russell’s trio, RMS, played at the Montreux Jazz Festival. Russell had formed RMS in 1982 with Mo Foster (bass) and Simon Phillips (drums), and named it after each  member’s  initial. For the trio’s live debut live performance at Montreux, it was accompanied by guest musicians Mark Isham, Henry Lowther, Malcolm Griffiths and Ronnie Aspery.  RMS played 2 shows at Montreux: a set with RMS and guests, and a set backing  Evans that featured covers of Hendrix’s “Stone Free” and “Little Wing”  and  a Gershwin tune. Taped and filmed, the set with Evans was released in 1990 as a CD, Take  Me  To  The  Sun, on Last Chance Music, a label that Russell began in the 1980s. In 2003, Angel Air Records released the show as a DVD, RMS  &  Gil  Evans:  Live  at  The  Montreux  Jazz  Festival  1983. 

Evans and Russell remained in friendly contact in the subsequent years, which would be the busiest and most successful of Evans’ solo career.   Sometime in mid-late 1987 or early 1988, the two teamed up for a series of recording sessions at RPM studios in New York. Evans died in March 1988, making these recordings among the last that he did. Russell would release material from these sessions on various albums over the years, including on Take  Me  To  The  Sun. Two tracks appeared on Russell’s 7th solo album, Childscape (1994 B&W Label/ 1999 Melt 2000), later reissued as Why Not Now (2000 Angel Air Records), Why   Not   Now showed Evans’ enduring influence; AMG  compared it “to David Sylvian’s quiet pop art, or perhaps the post-minimalist experiments of Michael Nyman” and  praised its “calm, hallucinatory stillness that owes much to Gil Evans’ 50s charts for Miles Davis.”

During the 1980s and early 90s, Russell led several groups that were fixtures on the jazz festival circuit. Russell’s octet, the Ray Russell Band, played at 1988’s Montreux Jazz Festival and recorded  a studio album, A   Table  Near  the  Band (Last Chance, 1990), while his string-and-horn  quintet, This  Side  Up, (w/ Scarlet Rivera, Dill Katz, Tony Roberts, Iain Ballamy) played at Montreux in 1989.  Russell led a quartet, called  Protocol (w Anthony Jackson, Tony Roberts, and Phillips), that released a CD,  Force Majeure in 1993. Throughout the ‘90s, he also played, recorded and toured in several bands  led by his long term collaborators  from RMS, Simon Phillips and Mo Foster. 
Recently, Russell discovered  outtakes from his late-80s studio sessions with Evans. Adding a new guitar part to “Goodbye Pork Pie Hat”, he put together a new posthumous duet  version of the Mingus standard that became the genesis of a new album.  Released here on Cuneiform and titled Goodbye Svengali, Russell’s new CD is influenced by and dedicated to the visionary arranger.   Goodbye  Svengali pays respect to jazz’s  past while pointing towards  its future – a concept  underlined by  a multigenerational lineup that juxtaposes  Evans and Russell, via a recording, with appearances on the title track by  Evans’ trumpeter son, Miles Evans (named after Davis), and Russell’s bassist daughter,  Amy Baldwin. The CD also features appearances   by several alumni of RMS and various Evans’ orchestras, including Russell’s long-time collaborator, Mo Foster, who began playing with Russell in the early 1970s, the drummer Simon Phillips, and drummer Gary Husband, who first played with RMS at Royal  Festival  Hall. Other guests on the CD include keyboardists Robin Aspland, Tony Hyman, and Phil Peskett; drummer Ralph Salmins and contrabassist Anthony Jackson. Supporting Russell’s transcendent guitar, these guest musicians help transform Russell’s compositions into songs that live and breathe.  A mixture of dark fusion, lyrical guitar pieces and icy soundscapes, Goodbye   Svengali reveals that fusion’s spell is as potent today as it was at its birth. 


