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Forty years later, jazz-rock pioneer Coryell still thrives

By Andrew Gilbert, Globe Correspondent  |  September 2, 2006

The exact origins of jazz- rock fusion are lost in the chemical-enhanced mists of time, but guitarist Larry Coryell was there at the creation.

In the mid-'60s, he was the first guitarist to meld jazz and rock, paving the way for the fusion movement that reached a popular peak the following decade. After displaying a torrid sense of swing and a feel for Chuck Berry's twang on his debut, drummer Chico Hamilton's 1966 Impulse album ``The Dealer," Coryell launched what was arguably the first plugged-in jazz- rock band, Free Spirits, with the late saxophonist Jim Pepper and drummer Bob Moses .

With his artful use of distortion, Coryell introduced a new sound and technique into the modern jazz palette, though he's hazy on the details. ``We're talking about 1966, and I was barely conscious," says Coryell, 63. He opens a two-night stand at Scullers on Tuesday with his power trio featuring electric bass master Victor Bailey and drummer Lenny White, who gained fame in the most popular version of Chick Corea's fusion supergroup, Return to Forever.

While a large segment of the jazz establishment came to see fusion as a creative dead end in the late 1980s, many of the movement's founding members have continued to thrive. Three of the finest players who helped launch and later maintain fusion's creative edge -- Coryell, John Scofield, and Mike Stern -- arrive in Boston this month for a series of gigs.

``In between being in a semi comatose state from all the [stuff] we were putting into our systems, we made some good music," Coryell recalls.

Coryell and Moses toured and recorded with vibraphonist Gary Burton, opening up new musical avenues with their distinctive mix of rock, country music, and jazz on Burton's classic RCA albums ``Duster" and ``Lofty Fake Anagram." Coryell reached his widest audience with the Eleventh House, the popular fusion combo he launched in 1973 with trumpeter Randy Brecker and drummer Alphonse Mouzon . Strangely, the guitarist rarely receives due credit for his role as a jazz pioneer, though he's widely revered by his peers.

``Larry was among the inventors of jazz rock, from the very first wave," says guitarist John Scofield, who plays the Regattabar Sept. 15 and 16 with his remarkable trio featuring drummer Bill Stewart and bassist Steve Swallow, who played alongside Coryell in Burton's 1960s quartet. ``Larry was even before [guitarist] John McLaughlin . He was the guy who was cutting edge, playing really great bebop but also rock and country and blues. It wasn't even called fusion yet."

One reason Coryell has been hard to pin down is that his career has been marked by a succession of creative zig zags. After the Eleventh House broke up in 1975, he spent several years concentrating on acoustic guitar, playing mostly in solo and duo settings, often pairing up with fellow fretsters such as Scofield, Emily Remler, Steve Khan, McLaughlin , and Paco de Lucia. He participated on two of Charles Mingus's last albums, accompanied the great Brazilian singer- songwriter Dori Caymmi, and recorded transcriptions of classical pieces by Stravinsky and Rimsky-Korsakov. Over the decades, he's also been particularly drawn to Indian music, collaborating with groundbreaking artists such as violinist L. Subramaniam , double violinist Shankar , and percussionist Trilok Gurtu .

Coryell brings the same wide-open mindset to the trio with Bailey and White. While the band's debut session , ``Electric" (Chesky) , was an exercise in raw power that climaxed with a blazing version of Led Zeppelin's ``Black Dog," the trio's second Chesky album , ``Traffic , " captures a range of moods and textures. He pulls out his acoustic guitar on his lovely ballad ``Jake's Lullaby," cranks up the distortion on a faithful rendition of Jimi Hendrix's ``Manic Depression," and makes his slide guitar debut on a zany version of Monk's minimalist blues ``Misterioso."

Like Scofield, Stern is a second-generation fusion master who followed in Coryell's footsteps. While he paid more attention to straight ahead greats such as Wes Montgomery, Joe Pass, and George Benson in his formative years as a Berklee student in the mid-'70s, Stern credits Coryell as a fusion pioneer who cleared a path for the players who came after him.

``Larry's got a beautiful sound," says Stern, who performs at the Regattabar on Sept. 20 and 21 with a quartet featuring the astounding Cameroonian bassist and vocalist Richard Bona, saxophonist Bob Franceschini , and drummer Terri Lyne Carrington .

``He's got his own voice that you can immediately recognize. That record `Duster,' that's one I absolutely love, and I remember him on the Herbie Mann album `Memphis Underground,' with all that distortion. That was pure Larry, and no one else could have pulled it off."

