
Stone, Brick, Glass, Wood, Wire (1982–present) 

is a series of photographs taken during my 

travels, with some graphics that were added 

later. I collected these pictures into a book idly 

entitled Graphic Scores and Potential Graphic 

Scores and gave it to my brother Christopher 

for his 50th birthday. That got me to thinking, 

and before long I was trying to see what the 

images suggested, and coming up with rules 

for their performance. Eventually, I formed an  

ensemble (with Myra Melford, Ikue Mori, and 

Zeena Parkins, among others) to play the “music” 

at the Victoriaville Festival in 1992. Since then, 

the scores have been played on countless  

occasions and in many configurations. Each 

image is accompanied by a set of instructions that the players 

may use as a guide. Some of these instructions are precise 

and involve following the “score.” Others are more metaphor-

ical—you can carry out the instructions without seeing the 

image, though the image may serve as an inspiration. You 

could also make up your own instructions if you wanted to; 

I don’t have a problem with that. Then again, you might as 

well take your own pictures! A box set of performances of the 

scores by more than 40 musicians is available on the Italian 

label Angelica.

Water Stories (2007) was commissioned by the Sound Festival 

in Aberdeen in association with the Huddersfield Contemporary 

Music Festival, with funding made available by the Scottish 

Arts Council. It was first performed by the Hebrides Ensemble in 

November 2007.

Program 

Solo 

Fred Frith, acoustic guitar

Stone, Brick, Glass, Wood, Wire (1982–present) 

Liz Albee, trumpet	 Myra Melford, piano 

Matthias Bossi, drums	 Ikue Mori, laptop 

Beth Custer, clarinet	 Larry Ochs, tenor sax 

Fred Frith, direction	 Zeena Parkins, harp 

Joan Jeanrenaud, cello	 William Winant, percussion 

Carla Kihlstedt, violin

Duo 

Fred Frith, guitar	 Roscoe Mitchell, saxes

Intermission

Water Stories (2007) 

Carla Kihlstedt, violin	 Minna Choi, piano 

Beth Custer, clarinet, bass clarinet	 William Winant, percussion 

Joan Jeanrenaud, cello

Duo 

Fred Frith, guitar	 Bob Ostertag, samples

Intermission

Cosa Brava 

Fred Frith, guitar, bass, voice	 Carla Kihlstedt, violin, voice 

Matthias Bossi, drums, voice	 Zeena Parkins, keyboards, accordion 

The Norman Conquest, sound
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A special birthday reception follows.



In the early ’90s, I composed the soundtrack for Werner Penzel and Nicolas 

Humbert’s film Middle of the Moment, a cinematic poem that contrasts the 

lives of the Tuareg, a nomadic North African people, with a traveling circus 

in Europe, Cirque O. Everything in the lives of the Tuareg revolves around 

water: where the wells are, how long it takes to reach them, and whether they 

are dry or not. I’ve never been able to think of water in quite the same way 

since. Ten years later I recorded another soundtrack, this time for Thirst, a 

documentary on world water politics by Alan Snitow and Deborah 

Kaufman, and water again entered my consciousness on another level. 

Water Stories may be some kind of response to that, though I’m 

not really sure. I composed it sitting in an upstairs room in the  

Laboratoire Village Nomade, which overlooks an idyllic expanse 

of Lac Neuchâtel. Every day, the lake seemed to change its 

character completely, according to light, wind, temperature, 

birds, tourists, caffeine. I became fascinated with small varia-

tions, with the rhythm of rain, with waves and ripples, with 

surface and depth, with asymmetrical rhythms. The piece has 

seven sections, more or less interconnected, and, perhaps due 

to its cinematic origins, feels very much like storytelling to me, 

hence the title.

Duo  

Improvisation is not a genre . . .

“What we bring to each performance is who we are and all 

that we have learned so far. None of us is involved exclusively 

with improvisation. We each have experience playing composed 

music, our own and other peoples’, and we’re involved in a 

wide range of other musical activities. . . . For us, improvising is 

the sum of our personal musical histories intertwined, a place 

where we can meet on equal terms and discover things we 

never knew, or hear what we thought we knew in a new light. 

It’s a conversation, an exchange. There are no rules, other than 

to listen well and act accordingly.” 

(Fred Frith, from notes to The Compass, Log, and Lead, a record 

of improvisations with Carla Kihlstedt and Stevie Wishart on 

Intakt Records)

Cosa Brava

Over the last few years, since I became a professor at Mills, I’ve 

really missed working regularly with a rock band. I miss developing 

material through the push and pull of cooperative rehearsals, I 

miss what happens when you move away from “the parts” and 

start formulating things with a collective ear, I miss the single-

minded commitment to a group identity. I miss the volume! 

And the visceral sensation of playing on stage with a rock solid 

rhythm section. The musicians in Cosa Brava can improvise, 

read scores, and rock the house. But the fun begins when you 

stop thinking in terms of these big musical compartments and 

find out who you are in your group language. If you pick the right 

players, chances are the music will take care of itself.

Fred Frith is a songwriter, composer, improviser, and multi-

instrumentalist best known for the reinvention of the electric 

guitar that began with Guitar Solos in 1974. He learned his craft 

as both improviser and composer playing in rock bands and 

creating music in the recording studio. Much of his composi-

tional output has been commissioned by choreographers and 

filmmakers, which led to a 2007 Career Award from the Music 

on Film-Film on Music Festival in Prague.

Frith’s work has also been performed by Ensemble Modern, 

Hieronymus Firebrain, the Arditti Quartet, Ground Zero, Robert 

Wyatt, Bang on a Can All-Stars, Concerto Köln, and the Rova 

Sax Quartet, among many others. He continues to perform 

internationally, most recently with Evelyn Glennie; Chris Cutler; 

John Zorn; Eye to Ear, a septet performing selections of his 

film music; and Cosa Brava.

Frith is the subject of Nicolas Humbert and Werner Penzel’s 

award-winning documentary Step Across the Border, named 

one of the 100 most important films in movie history by Cahiers 

du cinéma. In 2008, Frith was awarded the Demetrio Stratos Prize 

for lifetime achievement in experimental music. He has taught 

improvisation and composition at Mills College since 1999.


