Elliot Sharp

Best known as an improviser associated with New York's fertile downtown music scene of the late '70s and early '80s, Elliott Sharp is also a prolific composer, producer, installation artist and record-label honcho. I'm sure I'm overlooking something really important here that he also does: Elliott's such a polymath it's easy to forget entire strains of his career. He's constantly working, playing, touring and composing, while in person he's both relaxed and humble. I don't know how many musicians you know, but please understand, these are rare qualities, especially when combined with actual talent.

Sharp's densely packed and highly rhythmic music restlessly explores intersections: of beauty and chaos, of microtonal variations and larger musical gestures, of styles and genres that might seem divergent and unrelated until you hear him. Omnivorous and discerning at the same time, his approach is matched only by the equally restless John Zorn. Schooled at an early age in piano, Sharp plays every kind of stringed instrument (though mostly guitar) as well as alto and soprano sax; a science whiz in high school, he made his own guitar effects boxes in the 1960s, has since made his own stringed instruments and was among the first musicians of his generation to work with computers and sampling technology. He draws inspiration from scientific models such as chaos theory, biological algorithms and the Fibonacci series.

I first met Elliott in 1986, when he would regularly visit See Hear, a music-book and fanzine shop in the East Village, where I worked on the weekends. We got the chance to reconnect when his wonderful collaborative work Volume: Bed of Sound was installed at Seattle's Henry Art Gallery in the summer of 2001. Volume consisted of a huge bed interspersed with installed CD players that each played an original work from the likes of Tony Conrad, Lou Reed, Muhal Richard Abrams, Phill Niblock, Vito Acconci and Sonic Youth. That piece seemed to reflect a desire to connect a galaxy of experimental sound with a larger audience, which has always struck me as one of Sharp's greatest aims. We reconnected again via email for this interview.
