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Ben Ratliff 
talks to Marisa 
Anderson
BEN RATLIFF: What are your days like?
MARISA ANDERSON: I wake up pretty 

good, you know—the morning 
routine is pretty much the same as 
before. It’s like, coffee and music 
and reading. And then in the after-
noon, when normally I would start 
to get ready to go do a thing, that’s 
when I get a little lost. Which is 
fine, I don’t mind.

BR:	 Because whatever that thing is, you 
can’t do it?

MA:	Something like that. ‘Cause that 
thing would be like, go see a per-
son, or go do an errand, or be in the 
world in some way. Right around 
three or four, I start being in the 
world. But that’s not happening, 
so I find myself a little bit lost. But 
that just is—it’s not good or bad. I 
just…recognize it. 

MA:	What about you?
BR:	 I don’t want to say that life hasn’t 

changed that much, because it has. 
But I teach, so I would go down to 
school at least three times a week, 
and I don’t do that now. Otherwise, 
I get up in every morning and I go 
running; that hasn’t changed. I live 
in a part of the Northwest Bronx 
where it’s kinda low-density. I live 
near a big park and I can get to it via 
streets that are so under-used that 
I can actually run in the middle of 
the road all the way there and back. 
So that’s good. My wife and I and/
or our two kids get out and walk in 
the afternoon, usually. Dinnertime, 
watch some TV, whatever—I guess 
it’s not that different. But I miss 
people a lot.

MA:	I live by myself, so it’s more pro-
found—I don’t have another person 
to bounce off of. There’s people 

around—I live in the back house, 
and there are people in the front 
house, and there are some neigh-
bors who we’ve decided are in the 
same affinity group.

BR:	 Are you able to see them?
MA:	Yeah. We just decided early on—

they’re across the street. I go 
to their house, they come to my 
house, I hang out with their kids. 
We just decided.

BR:	 That’s trust. That’s good.
MA:	Yeah, well, you know, we’re friends. 

It’s funny, because one of them 
grew up Mormon, she’s ex-Mor-
mon, and she said “you’re our 
sister-wife now!” (laughs)

BR:	 You had gigs you can’t do. Do 
you imagine life starting again in 
September? How do you imagine it?

MA:	Well, life hasn’t ended. So that’s 
something for me to think every 
day: this is life as well. 

BR:	 But I’m looking forward to whenever 
shows start again—it’ll be really 
nice to play one. I’ve missed it, a 
little. You know, the thing is, in my 
life, I have definite seasons, you 
know? It’s not that I’m performing 
all the time. I definitely have periods 
of time when I’m just in a mode of 
either recording, or creating, or nei-
ther of those things, and other times 
that are devoted to performing, and 
those cycles are pretty well estab-
lished. Right now is the start of what 
would be a cycle of performance. I’m 
coming off of a pretty long stretch 
of not performing—long for me. So 
it’s just, you know, the wheel’s turn-
ing, and then the wheel stops. But 
having no performances on the cal-
endar isn’t a completely unheard-of 
thing. It’s just a different cycle.

BR:	 How is music for you now? Are you 
hearing it pretty well?

MA:	I’m listening to a lot of music but 
I’m not making it. I sat down at the 
piano the other day, and that felt 
good, but the guitar’s just not…it’s 
just not there. And that’s O.K.

BR:	 So how’s the listening?
MA:	The listening’s pretty great, 

because one of the really nice 
things about right now is timeless-
ness. You know? I’m not necessar-
ily, like, “oh, I’ll put this on while 
I go do another thing.” I’ll just be 
like, “I’ll put this on and, and I’m 
gonna sit here and listen to it.” I 
don’t think I’ve done that as much 
over the last few years—I always 
felt that there was something you 
need to be doing while you’re doing 
something else. All of a sudden, 
you can do one thing at a time, and 
it’s great, because that’s how you 
get through a day.

BR:	 Have you done any of that today yet?
MA:	Listening?
BR:	 That kind of listening.
MA:	Yeah. There’s a radio station here, 

KMHD, that I like a lot—they were 
playing some stuff this morning 
that I drank coffee to and sat and 
listened. 

BR:	 What was it?
MA:	I don’t remember who-all the 

artists were, but there was about 
a half-hour chunk of some Afro-
Cuban and Peruvian and other 
South American jazz—and that’s 
a thing I’ve been learning about a 
lot and listening to a lot. I’ve been 
deep in that for a couple years.

BR:	 Tell me about your route into that 
music—what are your guideposts?

MA:	I had this record from a long time 
ago that’s a compilation of New 
York music from the ‘70s. This is a 
record I’d had for 20 years.

BR:	 I wonder what that record is?
MA:	I can find it—I think it’s in this 

pile right here. [Moves over to 
another part of the room] Also, this 
record is so good. [Holds up to the 
screen A Orillas del Magdalena: 
Coastal Cumbias from Colombia’s 
Discos Fuentes] Colombian cum-
bia, old Colombian cumbia. Oh! 
This record. It looks like that [holds 
up front: it is Son Cubano NYC: 
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Cuban Roots New York Spices 
1972-82].

BR:	 Oh right—that’s an Honest Jon’s 
record.

MA:	Yeah! It is. From the beginning 
since I got it, I’ve been totally infat-
uated with the sounds of it.

BR:	 Who are some of the people on it?
MA:	Let’s find out. Charlie Rodriguez; 

Henry Fiol; Lita Branda; Roberto 
Torres; Los Jimaguas; Fernando 
Lavoy; Angelo y su Conjunto….I 
think that some of it’s just pickup 
bands. 

MA:	And I’ve been reading this book, 
too. [Holds up Ed Morales’ The 
Latin Beat: The Rhythms and Roots 
of Latin Music from Bossa Nova 
to Salsa and Beyond] Do you know 
this book?

BR:	 Yes, I do.
MA:	Yeah! So I’ve been reading the first 

two chapters over and over again. 
I thought I should do a little study 
project and for every artist he men-
tions I should go into Youtube and 
see. That’s been nice, having time 
during the Coronavirus…have you 
seen that movie called We Like It 
Like That? About boogaloo?

BR:	 No, I haven’t. Is it great?
MA:	It’s not a great movie, but it’s good 

enough, and it has beautiful archi-
val footage of New York streets 
and kids in the street and stuff. The 
movie’s good enough, because it’s 
a topic that I don’t know about—
you know, tell me everything. 
Sixties, and earlier. It’s talking 
about the transition from Afro-
Cuban jazz. The movie is focused 
on boogaloo, but if you draw it out 
it moves from jazz to boogaloo to 
salsa.

BR:	 I bet you’re into Arsenio Rodríguez.
MA:	Ah—I’m more genre-specific than 

player-specific. But I like Willie 
Colon a lot—I saw him a couple 
years ago in México City, which 
was super-great. I’m just really 
thirsty for Cuban music right now. 

So that’s something I’m doing, 
spending time reading and listen-
ing. I just got back from México 
City, right in time for this—I was 
there for a couple months, buying a 
lot of records on the street, so I’ve 
been going through those. 

BR:	 Liz tells me that you walked across 
the country twice.

MA:	I would say that I was on two 
cross-country walks. Because I 
didn’t walk every step. They were 
organized things, with groups of 
people, and there’s times that you 
walk and times that you don’t. But 
I was on two cross-country walks, 
yes.

BR:	 Because you’ve spent a lot of time 
outside, and a lot of time walking, 
I wonder whether you think a lot 
about what music has to do with 
sounds of the natural world, and the 
motion of the body. 

MA:	A lot about the motion of the body. 
Most of the music I make has a 
walking cadence to it, a mid-tempo. 
It starts there for me. But I was 
thinking about it… It’s less about 
the actual sounds in the world, and 
a little bit more about silence, and 
the layers of where the sounds are, 
and distance—the arrangement of 
things rather than the things them-
selves.

BR:	 How do you replicate that in your 
own music?

MA:	I don’t think I do it consciously. 
I think it’s something that I can 
listen back and think, oh, that’s 
about that. I’m not very idea-ori-
ented when I create. I just make 
things, and I can identify at some 
point that they work or don’t work. 
When they work, I’ll work on them 
some more, and maybe it could 
be years later, I’ll think “oh, that’s 
about that.”

BR:	 O.K. sure. But when you’re outside, 
and you’re listening, are you aware 
that you’re listening? 

MA:	I think so. I never wear headphones 

out the world. Never. I don’t like it 
at all. I’m aware of that. I feel the 
same way about taking in light. 
Yeah: light, and color, and the aural 
placement…it’s very difficult to 
explain.

BR:	 You’re doing great.
MA:	It’s just about random intersec-

tions. If you’re outside, a plane will 
go by, and a bird will be happening, 
and a car, and a person’s voice, and 
it’s never the same. Where those 
things place in your field of…and 
the time….I don’t know.

BR:	 Right. It’s natural heterophony.
MA:	Yeah, that’s a good word. But not 

busy. You know? I like silence a lot. 
I listen for silence, and the way that 
sound is suspended in silence.

BR:	 How do you mean that?
MA:	I don’t know, that’s a visual for me. 
BR:	 What’s the visual image?
MA:	Well, a bird-song, that’s a pretty 

obvious one—to me, that’s held. 
It’s suspended in silence.

BR:	 Suspended, as in floating? Or hung?
MA:	More hung. Because if something’s 

floating, it’s moving a little bit. 
But something like a birdsong, it 
has a definitive start and a defin-
itive end. Birds don’t fade in and 
out of their call: they hit, and they 
stop. So to me that’s not floating. 
[Laughs] That’s definitive.

BR:	 Can you identify birdcalls?
MA:	No, I wish. 
BR:	 Maybe this happens to you all the 

time, but I wonder whether you’ve 
had memorable experiences hearing 
things outside that make you think 
“music could never accomplish 
anything like this.”

MA:	The way sound travels over water. 
BR:	 Oh! 
MA:	That.
BR:	 Like hearing a sound across a lake. 
MA:	Yeah.
BR:	 That’s a pretty good one.
MA:	It’s so loud, but it’s so far, and the 

time that it’s happening is not the 
time that you’re hearing it.
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BR:	 That’s a really good one. You don’t 
think that could be done in music?

MA:	Well, we do things like delay and 
echo. We can do things like EQing, 
carefully. But I don’t think it can be 
done in the same way, no.

BR:	 What if it’s a musician making a 
sound on the other side of the lake, 
and you’re in the audience on your 
side of the lake?

MA:	[laughs] Yeah, that could be! That 
could be. 

BR:	 Some years ago we rented a little 
house near the base of the El Yunque 
rainforest, in Puerto Rico, in the 
spring, and on several mornings at 
daybreak I heard a sound that was 
just gigantic, almost disturbing at 
first—it sounded like the world was 
exploding. It was masses of birds, 
beginning their day, in giant com-
munion. I’ve never heard anything 
like that since. Very symphonic, 
but more like musicians tuning up 
before the music begins.

MA:	Sometimes that’s the best part of 
the show. [laughs] That gets into 
the question of what is music and 
what is not music, which depends 
on the listener more than the cre-
ator. 

BR:	 In that vein but opposite—like I said, 
I’ve been in México City for the last 
couple of months—I’ve been spend-
ing January and February there for 
the last three years or so. The place 
where I stay is right downtown, an 
apartment in Chinatown. During the 
day, it’s the heart of the largest city in 
the Americas, and it’s just packed—
all day you hear trucks and vendors 
and people and everything, every-
thing going. But at night, because it’s 
a business district, around midnight 
it shuts down, and it’s so silent—it’s 
completely silent from about two, 
three, four in the morning. It’s a pro-
found silence, because it’s a silence 
of 20 million people. Right?

MA:	Right.
MA:	Every time I wake up and hear that, 

it’s been three years of spending 
those winters there, and every 
time, it’s just like—whoa. This is 
the thickest silence that could pos-
sibly exist.

BR:	 Is it a silence that contains things 
that have not yet happened, or 
things that stopped a few hours 
ago?

MA:	It’s the silence of all this activity 
and all this action and all these 
people being quiet. It’s very pres-
ent-tense.

BR:	 You can’t really hear anything?
MA:	For real—it’s silence. I’ve tried.
BR:	 But you’re aware of the presence of 

people in it.
MA:	Yeah, because when you’re in that 

city, there’s no way to not be aware 
of 20 million people. The difference 
between the night and day is…it’s 
something that was really unex-
pected for me the first time I was 
there. I would expect that city to 
never shut down. Maybe it wouldn’t 
be that way in a more residential 
area.

BR:	 Do you play with musicians down 
there a lot?

MA:	A little bit. This time it was nice, I 
got to play with a few people. But 
usually I don’t go down there to 
play. My girlfriend’s from México, 
and she has an apartment, and 
she spends the winters there, her 
family’s there. So I go down just to 
be there, and often take it as time 
away—-finish up all my touring and 
promises for the year and then go 
down there and not be a profes-
sional musician, not be anything, 
just be there. This year it was dif-
ferent—work followed me—but it 
was fun. I ended up playing a cou-
ple shows, doing a couple record-
ing Méxicos, being on the radio. It 
was nice.

BR:	 Your record [The Quickening] with 
Jim [White] was in my ears this 
morning.

MA:	Oh, nice. We recorded that in 

México last year—we found a stu-
dio and recorded it in México City. 

BR:	 Oh, you did? Huh. It’s funny, know-
ing that makes me think about it 
slightly differently. It was great for 
running—the first track is like the 
beginning of a motorcycle race.

MA:	Totally!
BR:	 Yeah, wheels are spinning, mud is 

flying, you’re sliding around and 
knocking into each other a little 
bit. Then the record goes through 
various other phases, and after 38 
minutes it’s back to track one—
which was exactly when I needed 
that, an infusion of energy, but I 
heard it differently the second time. 
I didn’t hear it as messiness, lack 
of control, but as being in control, 
being capable, being strong. 

MA:	That’s nice. I do feel like that that 
record, more than most of the 
records I’ve made, benefits from a 
repetitious listening. I don’t think 
it’s absorbable in one chunk. 

BR:	 It is a kind of cycle.
MA:	Yeah. And the very last song is 

intentionally a turnaround, rather 
than an ending.

BR:	 Oh, really?
MA:	Yeah. It’s placed there for that rea-

son [nodding].
BR:	 What makes it a turnaround?
MA:	[Smiles] I don’t know! But the song 

before that one, the second to last 
song, has that ending vibe, you 
know? And the last one is like a 
coda, like go back—it’s supposed 
to send you to the beginning again. 

BR:	 The final track is the one where you 
and he are trading off. 

MA:	Yeah.
BR:	 It’s like a very soft version 

of Interstellar Space, the Coltrane 
record.

MA:	Very soft and very short.
BR:	 Very short, yeah. How about Jim? 

What’s that all about? What’s his 
secret? As a musician, I mean.

MA:	Gosh, I can’t speak to Jim White’s 
secrets. But in playing with him, 



6

something I learned was to never 
try to follow him, or even try to 
meet him. He will always meet me 
at a certain point. But if I try to go 
where he’s going, it doesn’t work. 

BR:	 He’ll get away from you?
MA:	It just goes nowhere. He’s gotta do 

his whole journey, whatever that 
is. But he’s tracking, he’s knowing, 
and he always will come back. It’s 
interesting. I’ve just learned to trust 
him very deeply in the process of 
making the record and playing with 
him. It’s a pretty deep trust. Even if I 
don’t know what’s going on, there’s 
something going on. 

MA:	When making that record, I was 
thinking a lot about stillness. 
Because stillness and silence 
aren’t the same thing, right? And I 
was thinking a lot about static, and 
things being very busy but going 
nowhere—I wanted to do that in 
a couple of the pieces, capture an 
instant, a second, but how do you 
make a second last for three min-
utes?

BR:	 You began that by saying that 
silence and stillness aren’t the 
same.

MA:	Nah. Silence is a lack of sound, and 
stillness is lack of motion.

BR:	 Right. So you can be in motion, but 
not making a sound.

MA:	I think so, yeah.
BR:	 Maybe that’s like the México City 

quiet.
MA:	Yeah, maybe so! Nice. Yeah. 

Because that’s not stillness. It’s 
the heart of a very great beast 
there. It’s not still, but it’s silent.

BR:	 Are there times of the day that are 
better than others, to play or to lis-
ten?

MA:	Playing is better in the morn-
ing—which is dumb, because 
performing happens at night. But 
to me there’s a real difference 
between playing and performing. 
The performance of music is not 
usually the creation of it—although 

sometimes it is…So, creating 
music is better in the morning for 
me. And I’ve adapted to night-time 
performance, but it’s not my best 
time, really.

BR:	 But when you’re performing, you’re 
improvising a lot of the time, aren’t 
you? Isn’t that creating?

MA:	Yeah, but it’s different. Maybe it’s 
just in the solo playing. My practice 
time and work time is in the morn-
ing. I’m not social early, I’m social 
later. I don’t know which came 
first—if I adapted to the demands 
of having this job, or …is it natu-
rally like that for me, I don’t know.

BR:	 So maybe there should be perfor-
mances in the morning.

MA:	Yeah, but audiences…people get 
up and go to work. But wouldn’t 
that be great, for people who work 
all night, and then they could go 
out and see a show?

BR:	 It would be great. Was there ever a 
time in your life when you were play-
ing three gigs a night and you’d end 
up at an after-hours place?

MA:	I’ve never been that busy. There 
was a moment in Portland, like ten, 
twelve years ago, when I was in a 
group called the Evolutionary Jass 
Band, and we were pretty busy. 
Then I’d have other shows on the 
side. That’s the busiest I’ve ever 
been. But I don’t pack my schedule 
that way. I don’t enjoy it.

BR:	 I was just talking to a trombon-
ist friend here in New York, Papo 
Vázquez, and he was talking about 
a typical day for him in the late 70s: 
three or four gigs or jam sessions, 
and the last one would start at three 
or four in the morning. I’ve been 
wondering lately about those final 
gigs in the morning hours. It’s been 
rare that I’ve stayed up that late, 
especially now. I’ve forgotten what 
live music sounds like in a small 
room at four in the morning. 

MA:	Yeah. I’ve done it when I’m jet-
lagged, if I go to Europe, from the 

west coast, I can stay up all night 
for a little while. And I’ve played 
some all-night shows, back in the 
Jass Band times. But mostly I’m 
not out and about much after two 
in the morning. Portland is not a 
nightlife city, by any stretch. And 
it’s the only city I’ve ever lived in. 

BR:	 I’m from the country—I moved here 
when I was thirty, because I knew 
that living in a city was a better way 
to do what I wanted to do, but not 
because I wanted to live in a city. 

BR:	 You’re from California, right?
MA:	Northern California. I grew up 

about sixty miles north of San 
Francisco, in the town of Sonoma. 
There’s Sonoma county, but then 
there’s the town, and most people 
don’t make it to the town, because 
it’s not on the highway. It’s small—
about 5,000 people when I was 
growing up. 

BR:	 Was it rural?
MA:	It was agricultural—chickens and 

grapes. My parents had five and 
half acres, there was a creek, and 
there were hills behind us. Rural’s 
a weird word—I think that’s a 
cultural as well as a geographic 
designation. 

BR:	 Ah. For me, rural means farmland.
MA:	Yeah, there were farms—vine-

yards, and some chicken farms, but 
mostly vineyards.

BR:	 Near Sebastopol?
MA:	Sebastopol’s in Sonoma county, 

but if you were to drive from 
Sonoma to Sebastopol you’d have 
to drive for 45 minutes or an hour. 
They’re on opposite sides of the 
county. But the size of the town I 
grew up in in similar to the size of 
Sebastopol. 

BR:	 I have a friend in Sebastopol, and my 
visual image of the area is that it’s 
very hilly.

MA:	Yeah. It’s a valley. It’s more like 
river-bottom there, and flood 
plain. Where I grew up is called 
the Valley of the Moon, and it’s 
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much narrower there than where 
Sebastopol is.

BR:	 Do you have family there still?
MA:	My sister is in Santa Rosa, which 

is the biggest town down there. My 
dad was in Sonoma until he died, 
seven years ago. 

BR:	 How did your sister do with the 
fires?

MA:	Ay. She’s O.K.; her family’s O.K. I 
have friends that lost a lot. My best 
friends from high school lost three 
houses. One she was living in, one 
she was renting, one she was fix-
ing up.

BR:	 That’s really starting over from 
scratch.

MA:	I mean, you don’t really start over 
from that—you have to kind of start 
in the middle. It’s stuff gone, but 
it’s time gone, too.

BR:	 This friend of mine in Sebastopol 
is 82, and I just checked in with him 
the other day, because that’s what 
we’re doing now.

MA:	I like that part of these times.
BR:	 I do too. I don’t know why we didn’t 

do it before.
MA:	Busy, just busy. Thinking too many 

thoughts at the same time, not 
having time or space, assuming 
someone else doesn’t have time or 
space, putting things off that aren’t 
necessary to get through the day, 
and now we have these days that 
stretch out…

BR:	 When you play each note, do you 
know exactly what note you want to 
play?

MA:	When things are going well, yes. I 
can hear sort of a phrase ahead, and 
get there. It’s like language fluency. 
When you’ve just arrived some-
where, you have to stop and think 
about how to say a thing and then 
you say it—but after a while you can 
plan for where it’s gonna go. It’s like 
that. So when I’m feeling fluent, then 
yeah, I can hear the next phrase. It’s 
visual for me—so I see/hear.

BR:	 What do you see?

MA:	I see a relationship. [pause] 
BR:	 A relationship from one note to the 

next to the next?
MA:	No…I don’t know if I can explain it. 

I’ve had dreams like this and then 
made songs out of the dreams. It’s 
like a grid, and points on a grid, but 
three-dimensional. And it exists 
kind of in the back of my head. 

MA:	It’s like the idea of my fingers on 
the fretboard—because the fret-
board is a grid, you have the strings 
and you have the frets, and then 
your fingers are the points, and on 
a fretboard there’s a symmetry to 
it, so…if my fingers are like this 
[holds fingers to make the shape 
of particular chord] it implies 
a certain relationship between 
notes. And that relationship is 
unchanged, regardless of where 
I am on the fretboard. That’s the 
simplest way I can describe what-
ever the visual image is. Then it’s 
connected, of course, to the sound, 
because I can see that interval and 
know what the sound is, based on 
practice, on years of doing it.

BR:	 So the ideal for you is knowing just a 
little bit about what’s coming next.

MA:	I don’t know if that’s ideal, but 
that’s what happens when it’s 
going well.

BR:	 Do you use a digital tuner?
MA:	Yeah.
BR:	 Do you like it?
MA:	Mmmm—it’s a habit. I mean, I 

record myself, and at certain 
points I’m always recording, if it’s 
that part of the cycle, and every-
thing needs to be very [in tune]….
and also I play in open tunings, 
and the overtones can really clash. 
If something’s a little bit off it 
becomes very off, because the har-
monics of it in open tuning make it 
much more noticeable. So I have to 
be a little bit careful about tuning, 
and even so I play out of tune, I 
know I do. [laughs]

BR:	 Well, I was gonna say, actually, when 

there are clashes in your music, 
those are some of the best parts.

MA:	Thank you. 
BR:	 I’m not sure I was aware that you 

play with open tunings. Is a lot of 
your music done with open tunings?

MA:	Almost all of it is in open D or 
open D-minor. But I’m trying to 
play the piece, not the tuning, so 
it’s good that you didn’t know that. 
I don’t use open tuning because 
it’s open tuning, it’s just that the 
relationships work for me, and I 
can accompany myself better. And 
I got really bored with standard—I 
played in standard for, I don’t 
know, thirty years before switch-
ing. For the last ten, when I create 
for myself, I’ve been pretty exclu-
sively in open D, open D-minor, or 
sometimes I’ll have guitars tuned 
a whole step up or down from that, 
or capo’d. It’s not like everything’s 
always in D, but those ideas trans-
posed wherever it needs to be 
works for me. 

MA:	But I make chords. It’s tricky to say 
“open tunings,” because imme-
diately people think it sounds 
like that. I’ve got a couple of pieces 
that are tells, but I try not to. If it 
sounds too open-tuning-ish, it 
probably won’t make it out the door.

BR:	 I wonder if playing in open tuning 
got you thinking more about who 
you were, specifically, and what kind 
of music you wanted to make, as 
opposed to being part of a particu-
lar tradition of guitar playing. Did it 
free you from anything?

MA	 Well, there’s some baggage that 
comes with learning an instru-
ment—there’s the right way or the 
not-right way, and these are the 
chords—and that baggage can 
be habits. So definitely it breaks 
habits—creates different ones, but 
it breaks habits. Yeah, I think I can 
be a little more creative with that 
palette, for sure.

BR:	 Those chords that you play in open 
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tuning, I’m sure they don’t sound 
like anybody else’s chords.

MA:	Yeah, and that’s fun, you know? 
That’s something I really like. A 
piano player gets to do that. Piano 
players can play any inversion of a 
chord—they can play the seven as 
the root….guitar players are much 
more limited in general. So it’s fun 
to play guitar and have different 
inversions available.

BR:	 Have you listened to lots of Indian 
music?

MA:	Not much, not really, beyond what 
has filtered through to me.

BR:	 As I’ve listened to your music, I’ve 
enjoyed thinking “hm, I wonder 
what’s really important to her? I 
wonder what she’s listened to the 
most?”

MA:	Things go in phases, of course, 
but probably the earliest music 
I listened to and loved and still 
listen to and love would be, like, 
white gospel music, like protestant 
hymns, rousing anthems. I grew up 
in the church, and that was the first 
music, age four, age five, that was 
like waaaaaaoow. 

BR:	 Sacred Harp music?
MA:	More rousing than that, like Ralph 

Stanley, that style. The Blue Sky 
Boys, this kind of thing. I could still 
sing you ten songs from my five-
year-old Sunday school. And most 
forms of gospel I love—the Georgia 
Sea Island singers, for example. 
Almost every kind of gospel is 
probably the first love. And then 
kind of derivative of that is country 
music, because my dad listened to 
country music. So I listened to that 
a lot and still do. Particularly what 
I love within country music is the 
sound of the guitars. My template 
for good guitar sounds comes from 
country music.

MA:	I played classical as a kid, and 
my mom only listens to Baroque 
music—that’s the only music there 
is for her. I like modern classical 

a lot, but that’s in my hands and in 
my technique from a really young 
age—I started playing classical 
guitar when I was ten, and you 
learn things to do with your hands 
that don’t leave. 

MA:	When you do those things not on 
a classical guitar it’s called fin-
ger-style, and when you do them on 
a nylon-string guitar, somehow, it’s 
this other kind of music. I use the 
word finger-style because that’s 
what people understand, but I don’t 
necessarily think of myself as a fin-
ger-style guitar player. Maybe it’s 
splitting hairs—yeah, you play with 
your fingers, and in open tunings, 
and you rely on American song 
forms…I can see why someone 
would be like, no, you’re this. But to 
me, it’s something older.

BR:	 But there’s nothing quite like Travis 
picking in classical music, right? 
There’s some rhythmic stuff that 
makes “finger-style” music stand 
apart.

MA:	Well, Giuliani exercises aren’t 
Travis picking, per se, the synco-
pations are totally different, but 
the bass is held in the thumb on the 
bottom three strings and the mel-
ody’s held in the fingers on the top 
three strings—and there’s a tech-
nique, and exercises that you do to 
create these voicings and weight 
your fingers so that one thing is 
heard more than another. So it’s 
a different musical tradition, but 
I think the techniques have some 
things in common. 

BR:	 Did punk rock mean anything to 
you?

MA:	Later. I wanted it to! When I was 
in high school I was really drawn 
to the punks but not the music. 
[laughs] It wasn’t a huge part of 
where I lived, but what I could find 
I wanted. I didn’t like the music 
until much later, until I moved to 
Portland and could go to shows 
and be in the room with it. To me it’s 

a live music. When I was finally in 
a place where that was happening 
and could go to, I really enjoyed it.

BR:	 What was the Evolutionary Jass 
Band all about?

MA:	It was an eight-piece, but some-
times more: standup bass, violin, 
drums, guitar, and usually three 
horns—two saxes and a cornet 
player. The repertoire was all over. 
We had pieces that were charted 
out, notated, you do it exactly 
this way, all the way to complete 
improv, spontaneous everything. 
There were two people, a drummer 
and a sax player, who came out of 
Jackie-O Motherfucker, you know 
that band? They were ex-Jackie-O 
guys. Actually, do you know the 
band in New York called Gospel of 
Mars?

BR:	 No. 
MA:	It’s a trio, and two of them were 

in the Jass Band. They’re kind of 
doing similar stuff, but in a much 
smaller way. So the band was 
really free and really technical at 
the same time. It was really the 
best musical education. I’d never 
played free music before that—I’d 
learned about improvising, but 
improvising in the course of a song, 
in the folk or country tradition, 
where there’s the part in the middle 
of the song where you improvise. 
So it was my first exposure to jazz, 
deeply, to listen to it and play it. I 
learned a lot in that band, both as a 
player and a listener.

BR:	 Were you able to play the same 
places over and over again?

MA:	Yeah. All in Portland. We went on 
tour maybe twice. It was too big, 
and it just wasn’t an outfit that 
was gonna travel easily or well. So 
we’d play every weekend, two or 
three times, in Portland, and we’d 
meet every Tuesday and Thursday 
and play at one or the other per-
son’s house, for hours, into the 
night, and play every weekend. It 
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was pretty full-on.
BR:	 Do you think part of the reason 

the band got good is that you kept 
playing in the same small number of 
places?

MA:	There’s a safety there. Those 
places become laboratories. They 
encourage some risk-taking. The 
people there were there last week 
and they’re there this week and 
they want to see you specifically. 
You don’t have to do anything to 
get them there.

BR:	 It’s really encouraging.
MA:	Yeah. And everyone’s on the same 

page—let’s see what happens 
tonight with this set of material 
that we have to work with: the 
night, the people, the instruments, 
whatever. So yeah, I think those 
kinds of small places are really 
important, and do encourage musi-
cal growth.

BR:	 There’s nothing like an audience 
that knows what they’re there for, 
and knows who you are.

MA:	And in some ways they cease to 
be audiences and become partici-
pants.

BR:	 Or collaborators. 
MA:	Yeah, that’s the word. Yeah. Because 

you’re in a process with them.
BR:	 I’m thinking of the best editors I 

ever had—often they have been the 
ones who could say to me, essen-
tially, “only you could write this 
piece.” [laughs] The most magic 
words. It implies that they know 
precisely what my capabilities are, 
and they support them, and they are 
sharing in the vision.

MA:	Yeah—and that this is truly your 
piece. I miss that—Portland 
doesn’t have places like that, 
because of gentrification. There’s 
house shows, and the punk scene 
is really good, but up from that 
there’s highly any one to two-hun-
dred cap rooms. Everything’s three 
and up.

BR:	 That’s terrible. That’s not my vision 

of Portland. I don’t know it well—I 
just would have assumed it would 
have smaller places. 

MA:	It doesn’t right now. It did, but 
all those places couldn’t make it 
with that model—they all turned 
into fancy bars, date-night bars, 
because that’s who moved here.

BR:	 If you could, would you stay closer 
to home in your performing—if 
there were a way to do that?

MA:	No. I’ve been migratory since the 
minute I could be. I need to make 
pretty wide loops. It’s an equal part 
of me with being a musician, is 
being a bit nomadic. Touring really 
satisfies that.

BR:	 It gives you comfort to be on the 
move?

MA:	Yep. Yeah, when I’m in motion…
yeah. Definitely. It’s easier for me 
than being home, actually.

BR:	 Do you know a lot of people who are 
the same way?

MA:	No. But Jim might be one. I’m not 
sure.

BR:	 You must be very, very good at pack-
ing.

MA:	[laughs] Yeah, or just leaving it 
behind. There’s stuff everywhere. It 
doesn’t matter. You know? If I have 
my guitar, and the shirt I’m gonna 
wear at the show, and my tooth-
brush—everything else doesn’t 
matter. I don’t have comfort 
objects that I bring with me. That 
doesn’t exist for me. I just pack a 
little bag. 

BR:	 There must be things you really 
trust and believe in that help you 
manage it all—like certain kinds of 
shoes.

MA:	It’s true. I just want to bring one 
pair of shoes—they have to work 
for the street and the stage and for 
long walks.

BR:	 What are those?
MA:	For years I was wearing Frye 

engineer boots. Then lately I’ve 
switched to some Clarks ankle-
high boots, but not the safari-sole 

things that kill your feet after all 
day. There are some Clarks with 
padding to the bottom on them. I 
can walk, like, ten miles in them.

BR:	 Alright—I should let you go.
MA:	[laughs] Now that we’re onto foot-

wear?
BR:	 This was fun. 
MA:	It was nice to meet you.
BR:	 Nice to meet you too.
MA:	Maybe we’ll see each other in the 

real world when things like that 
happen again.

BR:	 I hope so. I think it will. Take care of 
yourself.



Editor's note: In my friendship with Marisa, 
there have been repeat mentions of the long 
walks that Ben asked about in his interview. 
After reading their interview and again 
getting a glimpse, I asked Marisa to share a bit 
more about those experiences, and about 
that time in her life. She agreed to share some 
photos from those times, and a few memories, 
in her own hand.
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