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Frode Gjerstad [fro-duh year-start] (b. March 
24, 1948, Stavanger, Norway), generally 
considered to be “the Father of free Jazz in 
Norway,” is an intensely expressionistic, yet 
lyrical player on saxophone, clarinet and flute. 
Avant-garde Jazz caught his ear early on, after 
hearing albums by Eric Dolphy and Albert 



Ayler. As a young trumpeter and tenor 
saxophonist, his path was blocked. There was 
no tradition in Norway for free Jazz at the time 
and it was difficult to find other musicians to 
play and practice with. Gjerstad studied in 
Sweden in the early ‘70s, where he found 
kindred spirits. Moving back to Stavanger in 
1975, he connected with keyboardist Eivin 
One Pedersen, but it wasn’t until 1981, when 
he first played with British drummer John 
Stevens, that his star began to shine. Forming 
the trio Detail with Stevens and eventually 
South African bassist Johnny Dyani, (and later 
English bassist Kent Carter, after Dyani’s 
death), the band was active until Stevens’ 
death in 1994. Gjerstad’s relationship with 
Stevens was crucial, both musically and on a 
personal level. Stevens also introduced him to 
other fine improvisers such as Bobby Bradford 
and Billy Bang. Gjerstad has led his own large 
ensemble, the Circulasione Totale Orchestra, 
off and on since 1984, mixing electrical and 
acoustic instruments, as well as a number of 



smaller bands, including his current trio with 
Paal Nilssen-Love and Jon Rune Strom. He 
makes it a point to tour America frequently 
and has developed himself into a talented 
recording engineer. Some of the many top 
improvisers he’s performed with include Derek 
Bailey, Peter Brotzmann, Evan Parker, Borah 
Bergman, William Parker, Hamid Drake, 
Wilbur Morris, Sabir Mateen, Kevin Norton, 
Pierre Dorge, and Louis Moholo-Moholo. This 
interview took place in Philadelphia on 
October 16, 2014 at First Banana, just prior to 
his performance with Tipple. 
 
Cadence:  Your first name translates to wise 
and learned in Norwegian. That’s a lot to live 
up to. 
Gjerstad:  I always thought it was “the one who 
had read books,” that’s what my mother said. 
Yeah, that’s true, but I don’t think too much 
about that. I did think about that when I was 
younger. I thought, ‘Alright, so I have to get 



good marks in school,’ but gradually, that sort 
of disappeared. 
Cadence:  The musician most associated with 
Norwegian Jazz is saxophonist Jan Garbarek. 
Has he had an effect on your music and do 
you have any kind of a relationship with him? 
Gjerstad: I don’t have any relationship with 
him. I met him in 1971 when I was arranging 
a concert in Stavanger, where I live. It was 
with him and a sextet and I must say that I 
was really impressed with his playing at the 
time. He had a good sound and he was very 
natural and alive when he was playing. So in 
the beginning of his career, he had an 
impression on me because I thought he was a 
modern thinking musician in Norway, but 
gradually he moved away from that music and 
became more and more composed, in a 
negative sense. I felt that he was moving so 
much away from, what I consider his roots, 
that I lost interest in it. 



Cadence:  Garbarek and other Norwegian Jazz 
artists have come to represent the so-called 
“Nordic Sound,” the ethereal music found on 
ECM Records that’s supposedly sparked by 
Norway’s beautiful fjords and mountains. Do 
you feel that your music is informed by 
Norway’s natural beauty? Are there obvious 
Norwegian elements in your playing? 
Gjerstad:  No, I think all that is…I was in 
Finland a few years back, doing a television 
program about the “Nordic Sound,” and they 
tried to interview me and I started laughing 
because I thought, ‘What is the Nordic 
Sound?’ It’s just a few people playing like that. 
I said, ‘The most important instrument in the 
Nordic Sound is the Lexicon Reverb machine,’ 
because what they do is put everything into 
the reverb and it becomes [a sound]. I never 
really understood when some people said this 
was the fjords and the mountains, and all that. 
I just can’t see that. I feel it’s an easy way to 
sell things. Maybe, from someone coming 
from outside, seeing the mountains and the 



fjords, they can find a connection there, but 
there’s so many musicians that don’t play that 
way. Mind you, when I was beginning to play 
with John Stevens in 1981, I was the only 
musician in Norway not playing that music. I 
was the only person trying to play improvised 
music there. We were sort of the complete 
opposite [then] because we liked to have a 
little shit under our fingernails and [the 
Norwegian] music became really so clean and 
sterilized that I felt they took all the life out of 
that music. It had become more of a 
performance then living music, and to me, 
that was not the way to go. 
Cadence:  How would you describe your music 
and saxophone playing to someone hearing 
free Jazz for the first time? 
Gjerstad:  Oh! [Laughs]. That’s a very difficult 
question to answer. First of all, I am a self-
taught saxophone player, so I’m making lots 
of mistakes when I play the saxophone 
according to how you should be playing the 



instrument. That never bothered me very 
much because it has been part of me from the 
day that I first got the saxophone. In the town 
where I lived, in Stavanger, there was nobody 
who could teach me. There was no saxophone 
teacher in town and no education in Jazz or 
improvised music. My friends, who played 
bass guitar, had all taught themselves how to 
play too, so that was sort of the natural thing 
to do – practicing and playing with other 
people and trying to find a way. I have to say 
that my musical roots are definitely in the Jazz 
music. I used to listen to Coltrane a lot, then I 
stopped because there were so many people 
coming up that tried also to copy him, and I 
got sick of all that. I’m not gonna’ put down 
Michael Brecker, or anybody like that, because 
they are very, very good musicians, but the 
way that they play is so influenced by 
Coltrane, it became sort of a nightmare, I 
thought. I guess my influence is a bit more 
Ornette Coleman. I also liked Arthur Blythe a 
lot, and I liked Ben Webster, Dexter Gordon, 



and Sonny Rollins. I feel I have a double-side. 
On one hand, I feel connected to the Jazz 
thing, and on the other side, I don’t feel 
connected to it at all. Some years back, I 
started playing with electronics. I didn’t play 
them, but I played with a guy who did 
electronics, and at that time, I was learning to 
play clarinet and it was very exciting to play 
with him because he was dealing with sounds 
much more than the Jazz tradition of 
improvising. I cannot deny my deep love for 
Jazz –Monk and Ellington – I love all that. And 
Gil Evans, whooo! I saw Gil Evans three times 
and every time was some of the best concerts 
I’ve ever seen. Recently, I’ve seen Wayne 
Shorter and I thought the way that he still 
plays is so beautiful. I think that today, he is 
the most modern Jazz musician because he’s 
traveling with all the luggage of the Jazz 
tradition and still he’s managing to find a new 
way to deal with this. In my opinion, it’s Wayne 
Shorter and Henry Threadgill. Both of them are 
finding new ways within the Jazz music. 



Outside of that, I think that most of the Jazz 
music belongs in the museum these days. 
Cadence:  You started playing avant-garde 
music in Norway when there was no prior 
tradition of the art form there. How difficult 
was it to perform that music to an audience? 
What was your community’s response?  
Gjerstad:  They hated it! [Laughs] At one time, 
I was playing and somebody came up and 
grabbed the saxophone and pulled it out of my 
mouth. That was a bit scary, but other than 
that, I’ve never been threatened with a knife 
or anything like that. It was never popular. At 
the beginning, when I started playing and I got 
some people to play, we were not very good, 
of course, but when I started to play with John 
Stevens, and then Johnny Dyani as well, it 
became something different because they 
were good musicians. The reason that this 
happened was that I was trying to get in 
contact with people In Oslo who I knew had 
been dealing with this music a little bit but 



they said they didn’t want to play with me and 
that that kind of music wasn’t what they did 
anymore. They were playing composed music. 
I had met John Stevens at a concert in London 
and I asked him if he would be interested in 
coming over to do a workshop. So I had his 
number, and there was an occasion when we 
needed a drummer, so I said, ‘I want to have 
John Stevens. I want to try to play with him, 
just for once. If it doesn’t work, then I’m 
gonna’ quit this whole thing.’ You see, I was on 
the edge of actually doing that because I was 
quite frustrated really. So he came over and it 
opened up. It was so easy to play with him 
because he was so clear in what he was doing. 
I could play with his bass drum, and then I 
could jump up to his high hat, or his right 
cymbal, or to his snare drum. I could jump 
around and I’d be playing with him all the time 
through that process, and still it would be 
different challenges to play with his 
polyrhythms. He was very influenced by Elvin 
Jones and Kenny Clarke. Getting back to your 



question about how was it to get gigs, John 
and Johnny were known players so we were 
sort of accepted on a certain level. We did 
about two or three gig tours a year in Norway. 
At that time, there was no subsidizing from 
the government. I remember the first tour we 
did, I was able to pay John and Johnny a 
hundred dollars each per concert and when 
we had finished, and everything was paid for, I 
think we had maybe a hundred dollars left for 
me, but that was OK because I felt that I was 
sort of learning. At that time, I was a teacher 
so I had an income already and I thought the 
only way to do this was to pay the musicians 
properly. Compared to what they were getting 
in London at the time, that was quite good, 
because London has never paid their 
musicians very well. We got invited to play at 
the Molde Festival and then when we did the 
first recording, we got four stars in Downbeat, 
which was quite a shock. 
Cadence:  You were voted Norway’s Jazz 
Musician of the Year in 1997. Is your name 



recognized by the Norwegian general public? 
How well accepted is your music there now? 
Gjerstad:  I don’t know if the general public, 
well, some people would know my name. You 
see, I don’t play very much in Norway because 
getting gigs in Norway is becoming really 
difficult. There’s so many young musicians 
now, there’s almost fighting for every gig. Last 
year, in 2013, my trio with Paal Nilssen-Love 
and Jon Rune Strom did four or five gigs in 
Norway. I don’t think the general public knows 
too much about me. There was a bit in the 
newspaper when they chose me to be the Jazz 
Musician of the Year, which was very 
unexpected, and then in 2008, when I got the 
Buddy Prize. 
Cadence:  Norway is known for providing 
significant financial support for the arts. 
Would you comment on that program and how 
it’s decided who gets what, more specifically, 
how it involves the avant-garde? 



Gjerstad:  I don’t think they discriminate 
between whether you play traditional Jazz or 
Dixieland music or folk music, you have to 
prove that you have a quality product and the 
support is on different levels. There’s a general 
thing where if I set up a tour, say of 12 gigs in 
Norway and Germany, then if I’m lucky, I 
might get travel and hotel support for that 
tour, which means I can make the tour. Don’t 
forget that Norway is a very long country, so 
we need to fly and there aren’t trains 
everywhere. They know that to get this thing 
going we have to have some kind of support. 
The clubs can also ask for support. The 
support is on many different levels because 
there’s not a big audience. In the area of 
Stavanger, there’s only about 250,000 people 
living there, so if you think about the 
percentage of people who might come out for 
shows then you need to have some money for 
support if you want to have an active culture. 
Cadence:  Peter Brotzmann has been critical 
of the Norwegian government’s financial 



support for its musicians. What’s his 
complaint with the program? 
Gjerstad:  Aahh! I think that he feels that too 
many people get support. Like he says, “They 
can’t even carry their instrument.” Now I think 
that’s a bit silly. In Germany, they’ve had quite 
good support earlier on. For example, when 
they had FMP festivals in Berlin, they had lots 
of money from the government. They had 
Cecil Taylor staying there for 2-3 months being 
an artist-in-residence and at that time, we 
didn’t have anything at all. The support in 
Norway really started by the end of the ‘80s 
and has gradually been built up. I understand 
some of his criticism because what happens is 
that Norwegian bands have travel support so 
they can go to Vancouver to play and the 
Vancouver Jazz Festival doesn’t have to pay 
for their travel, so, of course, it’s very tempting 
to get the acts that you can get for nothing. In 
a way, we are supporting the Vancouver 
festival by freeing up money so they can hire 
people like Brotzmann! On paper it looks like 



there’s a lot of things going on in Norway, and 
in fact there is, because the education system 
really is good, and there’s a lot of young 
musicians that are very, very good but all of 
them are trying to get support which means it 
has to be divided between more people. But I 
also see what he says, that some people are 
in a much better position than others. 
Unfortunately, this is also the case in many 
other areas. Life is not always fair. When I 
have a project I would like to tour with, I have 
to apply for support and compete with lots of 
others for the same money and I might end up 
in a very poor financial situation. Let’s say I 
get 30 percent of what I apply for. They still 
expect me to fulfill my obligations and do all 
the dates on the tour. If not, they will deduct 
the support by 50 percent if I say I can only do 
half of the gigs because of lack of support. It’s 
a stupid system. Sometimes you get what your 
ask for but that’s not often. 
Cadence:  Over the past 10 years or so, 
Scandinavia has become somewhat of a 



hotbed for adventurous Jazz. Would you 
describe the relationship between musicians 
from the different Scandinavian countries as 
supportive or competitive? 
Gjerstad:  I’ll have to speak from my own 
perspective. Although I know people playing 
music in Denmark and Sweden, I go there 
very, very rarely. It seems to me that the 
younger people have much more of a 
connection and seem to be working more 
together. I’ve been more involved with people 
in England, for some reason, and coming to 
America quite a bit for the last 20 years. 
Cadence:  You often play in settings of unusual 
instrumental combinations. You’re currently 
touring with a band called Tipple which 
includes vibist/percussionist Kevin Norton and 
David Watson, who plays bagpipes and 
electric guitar. How do you decide on your 
projects? 
Gjerstad:  I’ve played very often, for a long 
time, in a trio situation with bass, drums, and 



myself, and I wanted to have a different sound 
and when I met Kevin, I was really surprised to 
hear him play the vibraphone. I thought it was 
so beautiful and it was exciting to mix my 
sounds with his sounds. I was just in Oslo and I 
heard two girls singing with microphones and 
pedals and they were just amazing so I talked 
with them and I’m going to record with them 
soon. I want to hear different sounds. I think 
what I’m looking for is really to find an 
opening, in a way, where you can find some 
weird sounds on your instrument to make it 
work with the whole thing. I like to start from 
scratch and then build on it so if this works 
with the girls, I may add voices to my large 
group, the Circulasione Totale Orchestra. I’m 
not a composer. I’ve stopped completely 
composing things, I like to improvise. 
Cadence:  This band is called Tipple. What 
does that mean? 
Gjerstad:  I don’t know, we sort of invented it. I 
think Kevin came up with it and we voted on 



it. [NOTE: The dictionary lists it as “to drink 
alcohol.”] 
Cadence:  It seem you tour America once or 
twice yearly, each time with different projects. 
Why do you make a point of performing in 
America so often and is it financially 
successful? 
Gjerstad:  I like to be here because there’s 
very nice people here and there’s also 
opportunities to play. So even though we don’t 
make a lot of money here, mostly it’s door 
gigs and record sales. It’s quite minimal but 
we can do this with the travel support. 
Cadence:  In an earlier Cadence interview, you 
said you liked playing with Americans because 
they make you sound different. How so? 
Gjerstad:  Yes, here the Jazz tradition is much 
more present than in Europe. I think that had 
to do with playing with Hamid [Drake] and 
William [Parker] because they have a definite 
Jazz background. In a way, playing with them, I 
am forced in a certain direction because they 



bring all the food to the table so I can start 
eating, but I don’t have any choices as to what 
foods are on the table. I don’t mind that. When 
I play with people who are as good as they are, 
they are so responsive, that it becomes 
natural to follow them. But I can’t play Jazz the 
way they play Jazz, so it will still be different 
than if you heard an all American band 
playing. That crosspollination across different 
cultures, I always find that very interesting. 
That goes back to my time with John Stevens 
and Johnny Dyani, who was from Africa, and 
he brought this African tradition. There were 
so many times when he was shocking with the 
sounds he got. It was very open, you could play 
anything with what he played, and still he was 
maintaining the rhythm of the band. I’ve 
always liked a rhythmic element in the music, 
it makes the music move more. You don’t 
have to be playing the same rhythm, it could 
be across each other. With Hamid and 
William, you can do that because they are 
rhythm players. 



Cadence:  You brought up William Parker and 
Hamid Drake, two African American musicians 
who grew up with a totally different cultural 
experience than what you experienced, so the 
question is how is it that you are able to share 
so vividly with them?  
Gjerstad:  I’m trying to be myself, basically, 
and trying to be a human being and respond 
to the signals that they send out and 
hopefully, they can respond to some of the 
signals that I send out. I don’t think that the 
culture in itself is any boundary, but culture is 
a nice thing because you bring something 
different and you can mix it so that it becomes 
something else. 
Cadence:  You’ve also said in the past that you 
are not playing Jazz. So just what are you 
playing?  
Gjerstad:  I don’t know what I’m playing. I 
don’t think that’s so important. If people ask 
me what I’m doing, I’ll say I’m playing 
improvised music. But now, improvised music 



has become quite a big bag of many different 
sorts of music. I cannot play bebop music. I 
cannot play that thing. I can listen to Tristano 
and Lee Konitz and enjoy it on a listener’s 
level, but I never got into [playing it]. It’s an 
area of music that I’m not really attracted to. 
What I was attracted to from the very 
beginning was the freedom of Jazz music. I 
remember seeing Ornette Coleman on the 
television when I was 17. I didn’t know what 
he was doing or who he was, but he was 
playing violin a different way and he had lots 
of energy and I thought it was amazing. It just 
grabbed me. I remember the first record I 
bought from Albert Ayler, Live in Greenwich 
Village, I found it in the record store just a few 
days after it had been reviewed in Downbeat, 
and the music just grabbed me. I played it for 
some friends. I said, ‘I’ve got this fantastic 
record, listen to this,’ and they said, “Wooo!” I 
didn’t know what it was but it was exciting, the 
sounds were exciting to me. 



Cadence: You were very secluded in Stavanger 
where you could only listen to albums of your 
heroes. But that changed in ’75 when you 
attended Germany’s Moers Festival and 
experienced Dutch, British, and Italian 
musicians, as well as Americans, playing live 
for the first time. What effect did that have on 
you? 
Gjerstad:  That had a big effect on me because 
I saw they had a different kind of freedom in 
their music and they approached the music in 
a different way. Seeing Willem Breuker’s band 
playing tangos and screaming their heads off, 
I thought it was so funny to see. When I was at 
the festival, I got so many impressions. It was 
a door opener to a totally different territory. I 
remember I bought this record called 
Tetterettet by the ICP Orchestra with 
Brotzmann, [John] Tchicai, and Han Bennink, 
and the madness of it appealed very, very 
much to me and I thought it was really 
something. My friend, Eivin One Pedersen, 
who also played in the first version of Detail, 



played with me, trying to incorporate that kind 
of music into our language. We played a bit as 
a duo and people were laughing when we 
played, although the intention was not to have 
them laughing, but they were. Some of it was 
funny, and some of it wasn’t so funny. This 
was in a way theater music. I was also part of 
a free theater group. It was a time of trying out 
things, trying to find other influences than the 
ECM world of Jan Garbarek, which was, at that 
time, the main influences in Norwegian 
contemporary Jazz music.   
Cadence:  You mentioned earlier that British 
drummer John Stevens was very influential for 
you. In the liner notes to Last Detail – Live at 
Café Sting [Cadence Jazz Records, 1996], you 
wrote, “For me, he is the most important 
single person I have met in music.” Why was 
he such a leading figure for you? 
Gjerstad:  After I met him at one of his 
concerts, and we finally got together and 
played and talked, we gradually became very, 



very good friends. With John, it was like a 
thirteen year workshop. We would both be 
trying out new things. He always knew what he 
wanted. He was very good in the recording 
studio and I learned a lot from him. He would 
say we have to move the bass a little bit right 
and he was always able to inform the person 
who was recording what to do. And within the 
music, he was very concerned about form. He 
would say, “This ending doesn’t work, we have 
to do another ending and try to splice it 
together.” He would talk on a philosophical 
level and he also a painter of very nice 
pictures. He was doing many, many things 
that I wasn’t doing. He opened up a lot of 
things for me and also, through John, I met a 
lot of musicians. He was helpful in every way, 
encouraging, he was the best person I could 
have met at that point in my life. And when he 
died, I said, ‘What should I do now?’ I realized 
that I had based so much of my musical life 
around John Stevens because at one point I 
had said to him that I would like to play with 



Louis Moholo and he said, “Why? You have a 
drummer” [Laughs]. So that was the end of 
that. There were actually a few times when I 
said maybe we should try to play with so-and-
so, and he said, “Why would you want to do 
that? He’s not good.” It sort of kept us 
together, and when he died, I thought maybe I 
should stop playing now because I’ve lost one 
of my legs, in a way. But I had met Borah 
Bergman and when he heard that John had 
died, he called me up and said, “Frode, you 
should come to America. We can practice for 
a week together.” So I did that. I went to 
America and we played every day for a week. 
Borah was, in many ways, the total opposite of 
John. Borah was very demanding and would 
tell me what he wanted played and I got fed 
up with him sometimes. I’d tell him, ‘Come on 
Borah, relax.’ And he’d say, “No, we have no 
time for relaxation. We need to work. YOU 
need to work!” He was very hard but he 
became a very good friend because I realized 
that some of the things that he said were 



lacking in my playing, because he was very 
upfront with that, was correct. I started 
practicing quite a bit more, trying to solve 
some of the problems that I had. We did a 
tour in Norway with Evan Parker. There are 
stories that I could tell from then but I don’t 
want them to be on the internet! Borah was 
very outspoken. He would say it out straight to 
you – “Who the fuck are you? What do you 
think you are?” It was just the way he was, 
and in many ways, he was a very sweet 
person, but he had a hard façade. He came to 
Norway and we did a recording together and 
then he wanted me to come to New York to 
help edit the tapes. So I came to America a 
few months later. I walked all the way up from 
Tribeca to 75th Street where he was living 
because I needed to clear my head from the 
few drinks I had on the plane. So I got there 
after walking all this way, and Borah opened 
the door and said, “Who is it? Oh, it’s you. Oh, 
that tape? It’s not good enough.” I said, 
‘Borah, what are you saying?’ “I’m saying it’s 



not good enough.” So I said, ‘Why should I 
come to New York then?’ Our meeting was 
quite short. So I was staying in Tribeca with 
pianist Mark Hennen, who happened to be 
Borah’s piano tuner, and he invited me to an 
upcoming jam session with Rashid Bakr, 
William Parker, and Sabir Mateen. We all 
played together and it was really nice, so 
afterwards I asked William and Rashid if we 
could make a recording before I left. So I ran 
over to the Knitting Factory, because I had 
met an engineer at Borah’s place that worked 
there, and he agreed to record us at the 
Knitting Factory early on Saturday morning 
since nobody would be there. So I arranged a 
time for all of us to meet there, a few hours 
before I had to leave to catch my plane. When 
I came there Saturday morning, there was a 
fire brigade outside the building. There had 
been a fire but gradually we got in there. After 
we set up, we had an hour or two to play. It 
was really tight. By the time we had recorded 
70 minutes, I said I had to go, and I headed 



home with a tape but not the tape I had 
recorded with Borah. That’s had I met William 
and how our relationship started. 
Cadence:  Let’s go back to John Stevens. What 
specific memories of him can you share? 
Gjerstad:  Around 1989, I was on tour with 
Kent Carter and John and we were in Mo i 
Rana, Norway, and headed north. We had to 
get up at 3 AM to make the train. John was 
smoking about 60 Camels a day on tour, 
because he said, “I’m enjoying this so much.” 
He was constantly smoking, so we went into 
the smoking wagon on the train. He fired up 
his first cigarette and I was half asleep until he 
said, “Oh, do you know this?” And he started 
[clapping his hands and stomping his feet], 
making some polyrhythm, and he said we 
could do [our own beats] on top of his. John 
was a very loud person and he was sitting 
there making a lot of noise, so people started 
looking at him to see what the fuck’s going on. 
And then he said to the other people, “Oh, you 



should come here and be with us. Clap your 
hands like this [clap, clap, clap], and so he got 
the whole wagon of about twenty people 
coming over to where we were sitting to clap 
their hands at 4 o’clock in the morning! He 
was a very outspoken person and he would 
make things that seemed to be difficult, very 
simple in a way. He included other people in 
his things, especially when doing workshops. 
There must be millions of stories about John 
Stevens. He liked to have a beer or five, and 
he liked to be in a pub. He liked to talk to 
people. He liked to upset people and scream 
to people. He told me, “When we go to the 
pub, we’re going to have some fun. I’m not 
going to the pub if I don’t feel good. I won’t 
have a drink when I’m down because that 
doesn’t help me in any way. I want to drink 
when I am happy to get even happier. His 
attitude towards drinking was, I think, very 
positive, because where I come from in 
Norway, it was like if you put a bottle of 



whatever, they just [drink it down] and it’s a 
whole different way of drinking. 
Cadence:  You formed Detail with Stevens and 
bassist Johnny Dyani in 1981. What was the 
creative concept or goal of that trio? 
Gjerstad:  The first version was with Eivin One 
Pedersen on keyboards, myself, and John. 
John said we should continue this but with a 
bass player. I asked who we should have and 
he said, “We should get the best.” ‘And who’s 
that?’ “That’s Johnny Dyani,” he said. And 
Johnny was living in Sweden at the time so 
that was quite practical, and we played as a 
quartet from the beginning of ’82. During an 
early tour, we had a big discussion one night 
which ended with the piano player saying he 
was leaving, and this was two days before we 
were going to record. So the first time we 
played together as a trio was at the recording 
where we did Backwards and Forwards, and 
there’s another one called Okhela, which 
came from the same session. The idea behind 



this band was to play music which was too 
free for the Jazzers and too Jazzy for the 
improvisers. So we fell between two chairs in 
a way, but that’s where we wanted to be. We 
wanted to use rhythms, but not necessarily in 
a straight bebop way of using rhythms. We 
wanted to use rhythms in a different way, 
especially when Johnny was in the band. I 
would stand on one side, John in the middle, 
and Johnny on the other side, so Johnny and I 
were sort of communicated through John 
because he was the rhythmic motor, in a way, 
in the band. Johnny’s way of playing was very, 
very clear so I could do almost anything and it 
seemed to be working because we were 
relating to each other through the rhythms of 
John. That was the idea, to do free Jazz, to be 
as free as possible but we were not going as 
far as Derek Bailey, for example. One thing 
that John was very much against was 
screaming saxophones. He said, “It doesn’t 
make any sense. You should play notes, you 
should play beautiful.” We all felt that the 



music was quite accessible, in a way, because 
we used so many well-known elements, 
although the way that we put them together, 
they, maybe, changed a bit. When we did this 
first trio recording without the piano, I felt so 
happy, so free, because the piano had taken 
very much space in that music and now it was 
much more open. I also felt really, really lucky 
because I had, maybe, the best rhythm 
section in Europe to play with. I never 
understood why we didn’t get invited to some 
of the European festivals. The problem coming 
from Norway was that I didn’t have any 
contacts. We played in England now and then, 
and we played in Norway, but except for that, 
we never played in Europe, except in Paris 
once. 
Cadence:  People don’t talk about Johnny 
Dyani anymore. What are the memories you 
can share of Johnny Dyani? 
Gjerstad:  I think that Johnny was a very good 
bass player, one of the best European bass 



players at the time, definitely. I don’t 
understand why people don’t know about him.  
Fred Hopkins reminds me a bit of Johnny. So 
Johnny was Johnny. Sometimes he could be 
very difficult, but he was never difficult when 
he was playing. It was with practical things 
like he didn’t like the room he was going to 
sleep in. But for the most part, he was a very 
nice person. He had been through quite a few 
things. First of all, he was living in exile from 
South Africa and there had been periods 
where he had been drinking quite a bit. He 
had a family in Denmark and that broke up. I 
think he had a very hard life and sometimes I 
felt that he felt he had the right to grab at 
certain things because things had been taken 
away from him, for example, his country. So 
there was always a little balance, a little 
tension. How would he be today? Will he be in 
a good mood or a terrible mood? But John was 
very good with him. If he started being stupid, 
he would say something. We did a tour with 
Bobby Bradford in ’86 and there were a couple 



things that Johnny said and Bobby turned 
around and said, “Why did you say that?” I can 
tell you one story. He was living in Holland at 
the time, sharing a flat with a famous 
American drummer. They were eating dinner 
together one day and the drummer said, “Hey 
Johnny, how do you feel?” “Oh, I’m feeling 
great.” And then he said, “And how do you feel 
now Johnny?” “I feel good.” “Johnny, how do 
you feel now?” And then he had to take his 
bass and get on the train to Amsterdam to 
play a gig, and on the train he collapsed. He 
freaked out completely because this friend of 
his had put LSD in his food. I think he was in a 
mental hospital for 6 months. What I’m saying 
is things like that will mark you, in a way. He 
didn’t trust all the people around him. I think 
the South Africans living in England had a 
really hard time. [Trumpeter] Mongezi [Feza] 
died from drinking. [Alto saxophonist] Dudu 
Pukwana died from drinking. Johnny died from 
hepatitis, which easily could have been related 
to drinking. Louis [Moholo] was the only one 



who survived, and he’s had three heart attacks 
and two pacemakers. 
Cadence:  How did Detail’s music change 
when Kent Carter replaced Dyani on bass in 
1986? 
Gjerstad:  Very much so. He was a totally 
different bass player, a very sweet guy, but I 
had problems playing with him. He didn’t give 
me the freedom that Johnny did because 
Johnny was, in a way, independent of what I 
did. Johnny was playing what he was playing 
and I purposely didn’t try playing with him, I 
tried to play against him. Kent was a much 
more traditional Jazz bass player and I felt so 
little with him because I realized all my 
shortcomings. It took quite a while before I 
relaxed with him playing bass. It was John’s 
idea to have Kent because he loved to play 
with Kent because Kent’s way of playing 
opened up something for John. I think the best 
period of Detail was the time with Johnny 
Dyani, and I think the best record was with 



Bobby Bradford called In Time Was, a live 
performance done at a festival outside London 
in ’86. I still communicate with Kent by Email 
a little. He’s still playing beautifully, he’s a very 
musical man. Still, he’s a nutcase, and I mean 
that in a positive way. He’s searching out 
things. I like him very much as a person. I 
think it would be interesting to play with him 
now more than at the time that we played 
together. 
Cadence:  You mentioned earlier that 
American musicians held a special place for 
you. Was Bobby Bradford the first established 
American star artist you played with? 
Gjerstad:  Yes, and we worked two years to get 
that together to get him to Europe to play with 
us. It was a question of money, of course, to 
buy his ticket. And when he came, he was 
such a sweet person from the very beginning. I 
remember when we did the first gig, 
somewhere in London, my knees were 
shaking when I was standing next to him. So 



he said, “Do you know what I do? I always get 
a rum and coke.” But I never drink before I 
play because I think it so easily interferes with 
my hands and fingers, I can’t do it. But I was 
very tempted to do that at that point so I could 
relax a little bit but once we started playing, it 
went away. But I was very, very nervous and 
he was such a sweet guy. We did a recording 
once and he said, “Ah, Frode, I think it’s time 
that you and I, we should do a duo,” so we did 
that and I was so, aghh, it sounded so horrible, 
it was so horrible. So he said, “You want to do 
another one?” ‘Yeah, please,’ I said, so we did 
that but I felt so small. But Bobby and I have 
maintained contact over the years and he 
came over to play with us three times. Bobby 
is a very unusual eighty year old man who is 
still open for trying out different things. I wish 
that if I ever get to be eighty that I will be 
doing the same things as Bobby. He has his 
background, and he’s proud of that, but he 
can still use that background in a new setting. 
Not everybody will do that. Last summer, I 



went to visit him in Los Angeles because he 
had emailed me, “Frode, I think it’s time that 
we make a duo recording.” So I jumped and 
said, ‘I’m gonna’ do this!’ So I went there and 
he let me stay in the cabin in the back of his 
place, where he has his rehearsal room. The 
first day we recorded maybe an hour, and that 
evening he was lying in bed and he dropped 
something and as he went to pick it up, he 
bumped his lip into the table and he couldn’t 
play for the whole week that I was there until 
the last day. He played for twenty minutes so 
there wasn’t enough recorded to release but 
we spent good time together. Before I left, I 
asked if he could tour and I set up a seven gig 
tour over eight days with Ingebrigt [Haker 
Flaten] and Frank Rosaly. We started off in 
Austin, Texas. They had rented a little house 
for us there and in the morning I was in the 
shower and I heard “boom!” I screamed, 
‘Bobby, did something happen?’ “Yeah, I fell,” 
he said. “Your boots looked so nice, so I was 
going to try them on but as I went to try them 



on, I fell.” He had a pain in his back that lasted 
the whole tour but every night he played 
longer and stronger. He ended up seeing a 
doctor once he got home and he had a [low 
back compression fracture]. 
Cadence:  American’s have influenced you 
musically but what of European saxophonists? 
Have Evan Parker and Peter Brotzmann 
significantly influenced you?    
Gjerstad:  No, I hope not. Personally, I don’t 
find Brotzmann or Evan Parker too exciting 
any more, but I respect them both for their 
work. They represented something different 
and fresh in the mid-‘60s. Both of them have 
received a lot of press and have become icons 
in the world of improvised music, along with a 
few others. This is good and bad. They have 
become representatives of the music and for 
many people, they are improvised music in a 
nutshell. But there are many others who have 
also struggled and presented great work with 
far less attention, which, of course, is not 



Brotzmann or Parker’s fault. I find they have 
developed a technique which they lean on and 
are repeating themselves a lot when they play, 
so their “improvising” is on a micro level, 
which I think becomes rather boring – you 
know what you get. It’s true they found a 
direction but at the same time, they stay 
within their thing. They find new wrappings by 
using different musicians, but what they do is 
the same. I think my trio with Paal and Jon 
Rune, to a certain degree, has fallen into the 
same trap. We use a formula and I wish we 
had more time to practice together and find 
new ways to play. I think that’s the main 
problem for people who play many concerts. 
In order to survive, we tend to use a formula. 
The audiences like to know what they get and 
the festivals seem to hire the same faces 
every year for the same reason, and by doing 
so, they cement the genre. They define what 
improvised music should sound like, and 
that’s bad. Maybe this is the main 
shortcoming of improvisation and improvisers. 



We tend to find territories that we control and 
use them as our starting points instead of 
starting fresh every time. So what’s wrong 
with that? Nothing, but improvisation as a 
genre has become stale and a bit like Jazz in 
that you almost know what’s going to come 
next. I think there is only one way out of this 
and that’s to improve and practice your horn 
more and to be able to respond to the [other 
performers] in many different ways to open up 
the music into other territories. It’s not a 
question about how fast or how loud you are, 
but more about expressing something. I find 
this really difficult but I know this is where the 
music is and this is what I am trying to do.             
Cadence:  You were a tenor saxophonist until 
your horn and mouthpiece were stolen and 
you lost your sound on that horn. You’ve 
concentrated on alto sax since then. It seems 
extreme to give up a instrument just because 
you lost a mouthpiece. Why was it so hard to 
replace? 



Gjerstad:  Right, I use to play tenor until my 
tenor saxophone and mouthpiece were stolen 
in ’86 and I felt that my whole sound was off. I 
bought two or three saxophones and sold 
them. I finally saw an advertisement for a 
secondhand alto saxophone, it was a Martin, 
an old American saxophone. I bought it for 
almost nothing and I fixed it up myself and I 
got John Stevens to buy me a mouthpiece in 
London without even trying it. I still use that 
mouthpiece. I thought moving to the alto 
saxophone was much better than trying to 
deal with the sound that was lost. It’s a good 
question why I lost my sound. I think it was a 
combination of the mouthpiece and the sax. 
This was an old Otto Link piece and they all 
had an individual sound. I also think the sound 
in my head was not necessarily correct. 
Perhaps it was just a sign of frustration that 
the two were gone and that I’d never see them 
again. I don’t know, it was a long time ago. 
When I found the Martin alto, it felt easier to 
play, which may have something to do with 



my relatively small hands, but since I can 
easily play the bass sax it may just have been 
a psychological thing. 
Cadence:  The Circulasione Totale Orchestra is 
a large group that you’ve kept off and on since 
1984. What does the orchestra bring out in 
your music that is not available in your smaller 
groups? 
Gjerstad:  The CTO was at the beginning, a 
place for me to try out various compositions 
and ways to organize drums and bass parts so 
that they opened up the music in a way that 
there was not a familiar sound that you could 
lean on. As I had two bass players with a 
reggae or rock background, I had to let them 
do what they were good at, but use the reggae 
sound along with something that upset it, and 
so the total sound was not reggae, but 
something else. Still, it was possible to relate 
to the reggae sound while I was improvising, 
but then I would have to reject the other bass 
player. By doing so, he would put my playing 



into another perspective, and the same with 
the two drummers. They might be playing the 
same rhythm but maybe with one beat 
removed from each other. So I could play with 
one or the other or with the total sound of the 
drummers. This cannot be achieved in a 
smaller group.  
Cadence:  How did the Circulasione Totale 
name come about? Supposedly the naming 
involved a large amount of red wine drinking? 
Gjerstad:  Aahh! The name’s a joke. A friend 
had come back from Italy and we were sort of 
joking with the Italian language. The whole 
thing was a joke from the beginning. 
Cadence:  After 20 years of playing with trios 
comprised of various international artists, you 
finally formed your first all-Norwegian trio in 
1999. How is the experience different, if at all, 
playing with your fellow countrymen? 
Gjerstad:  The experience is much the same, 
but I wanted local musicians at the time 
because I wanted us to practice and to build a 



sound together, which we did at the beginning. 
But gradually, Paal got more and more busy, 
and it became difficult to find time to practice. 
Now we try to have a day together before we 
go on tour. 
Cadence:  You toured Russia in December of 
2013. Any interesting tales from that trip? 
Gjerstad:  It was amazing to walk around 
Moscow, looking at the architecture. Some of 
the buildings from the Stalin time were so ugly 
and powerful that they made me freeze. They 
radiated so much power and disrespect for 
normal people that I felt it was very scary. But 
in contrast, there were some absolutely 
beautiful buildings. And visiting the train 
stations in the underground system was very 
exciting. But again, the spirit of Stalin was very 
much present as there were sculptures of 
women with guns on their shoulders and a 
baby by the arm, and there were some of 
strong workers with guns as well. It was 
almost a parody, but they were obviously built 



to encourage the people of Moscow during or 
before the war to fight for the country. 
Cadence:  You recently toured Japan for the 
first time. How was that experience with your 
trio? 
Gjerstad:  We went on the trains every day to 
cover the southern part of the country. Their 
train system is amazing – fast, efficient, and 
always on time. I was a bit surprised to see 
the conductor enter the wagon, bowing and 
greeting everyone. When he checked the 
tickets, it was another round of bowing and 
greeting, and when he left the wagon, another 
round of the same greeting. The Japanese 
people are very polite and friendly. We had 
good audiences and I would definitely like to 
go back. 
Cadence:  You’re quite an accomplished 
recording engineer. How did that come about? 
What kind of training have you had? 
Gjerstad:  I have trained myself by recording 
my groups and I have made all the mistakes 



you could possibly make! I work very slowly 
when I mix, discovering things while working. I 
may think of something to improve the sound 
while I have almost fallen asleep at night. 
Often I get up out of sleep and solve a 
problem. Very often, I make things too 
complicated by using EQ, compressors, or 
limiters. I’ve found that if it doesn’t work. I’ll 
often start from scratch and throw all the 
“improvements” away. With this kind of music, 
it’s very often a question of getting the 
balance between the tracks. When that is 
achieved, I often take out some frequencies 
trying to improve the overall sound. There was 
a time when I was crazy with editing, it 
became very easy when I stared using 
computers. I was actually quite good at editing 
and could “compose” a track using the ending 
as the start and shift around things quite a lot. 
Borah Bergman was also into that and he 
inspired me to use the scissors. These days, I 
don’t edit very much. I may take out a section 
which I don’t like, or shorten something, but I 



am not into the serious editing at the 
moment. This probably also has to do with the 
fact that my own playing has become better 
and more solid, or so I think. There was a time 
where I sometimes had serious problems 
listening to my own playing. The solution was 
for me to edit the tapes. Maybe that indicates 
that it’s not always good to mix and edit your 
own music. I now focus on the sound first, I 
don’t listen to the music until I have a good 
mix. The reason I started doing all this was 
that I would do a tour but there was no time or 
money to do a recording. Also, I felt that 
sometimes when we got into a studio, some of 
the excitement of playing in front of an 
audience was missing. I started collecting 
stuff, recording at gigs. In the beginning, it was 
not so good, but you learn by your mistakes 
and gradually, I got better. I have a basic but 
flexible set-up which I can travel with. If the 
music is good, I can use it. 
Cadence:  In our pre-interview 
communications, you revealed some social 



environmental concerns. You said, 
“Sometimes I think about touring - flying and 
driving – and pollution. How can I justify my 
travels? They are not necessary for the world, 
but maybe more for me. Am I too selfish? 
Would it be better if I stayed at home with my 
grandchildren and wife, and instead used my 
bicycle?” I’ve never heard that kind of talk 
before from a musician. Do you care to 
expand on this? 
Gjerstad:  Well, [my] traveling doesn’t help the 
planet at all, does it? I find it very difficult to 
justify what I’m doing. I find it selfish because 
I love to do what I’m doing but if you look at it 
from a world perspective, it’s wrong. But it 
doesn’t [solve the problem] if I stop traveling, 
it must be that everybody stops traveling. 
Cadence:  How have you changed as a 
musician and as a person since suffering a 
heart attack a few years ago? 
Gjerstad:  After I had the heart attack, I was 
told that I had to start training and then I lost 



about twelve kilos over four months. They also 
found out I had diabetes as well, so I had to 
get rid of some of myself, which was good. 
This may sound stupid, but I wish I had it ten 
years ago. I had to change my lifestyle. My 
doctor said I should only drink three glasses of 
red wine. I said, ‘Why? After three glasses of 
red wine, that’s when the fun begins.’ I try to 
live as rhythmic as possible with my meals 
and training. My music has also changed. I 
can play longer lines now because I’m 
running. It took me about three months to 
understand that I could have died that day but 
it was also very exciting for me that day 
because I was taken into the hospital for the 
first time in my life. It was my first time in a 
hospital. I am now much more aware of life 
and death. I’m thinking about death several 
times every day. I am much more aware that I 
am going to die and I am also thinking that I 
have to concentrate a bit more on the music. I 
have to try to be clearer about what I am 
trying to play, so I think it has had an effect on 



the music. I played a solo appearance a week 
ago and my wife was there. She hadn’t shown 
up for my shows for quite some time and she 
said, “Wow, this was very nice. You have 
improved quite a bit!” I think I have come to a 
place now where I’m much more aware of 
what I’m doing. I really enjoy practicing now 
because I know what I want from my 
practicing routines, which was not always the 
case in the past. I think, finally, I’m growing 
up. 
Cadence:  The last few questions are from 
other musicians:  
Paal Nilssen-Love (drums) asked – “What do 
you think John Stevens would be doing today 
and what would he think about today’s 
improvised music scene?” 
Gjerstad:  I think he would still be playing 
improvised music. He had a foundation that 
he had built up and he would have gone on 
from that and I think that John would have 
been recognized as a driving force within that 



music. If we had continued playing, if he had 
lived just a few more years, we would have 
gone to America together. I’m sure we would 
have done that because, at that time, the 
financial support system started to open up. I 
don’t know what he would think about the 
current music scene but I think he would love 
some of it and hated some of it. 
Kevin Norton (percussion) asked – “Frode, 
you’re such a talented recording engineer, are 
there any recordings you feel helped set your 
“standards” as a recording engineer?” 
Gjerstad:  I think the recording I did with him 
and Paul Rogers [Antioch, Ayler Records, 
2008]. It was a big struggle to get that 
together and when I finally found how to do it, 
to balance the tracks, it worked really well. I 
think that was a very important recording for 
me to do.  
Sabir Mateen (multi-instruments) asked – 
“What is the difference in your approach to 
playing with big bands versus small groups? I 



can feel a difference from playing with you in 
both circumstances.” 
Gjerstad:  Wow, Sabir. I think when you play in 
the smaller groups, you can be more active 
and take more part in what’s going on. In a big 
group, you have to hold back a lot because 
there’s not room for everybody to stretch out 
all the time, otherwise it would be like 
complete madness. Also, within a smaller 
group, you can have more defined direction. 
Pierre Dorge (guitar) said – “I heard about 
Frode through my friend Johnny Dyani. Both 
Frode and I played often with Johnny but we 
never had the opportunity to play together - 
the three of us. After Johnny died in October of 
1986, Frode and I met in an underground club 
called AV ART in Copenhagen and improvising 
free music made me feel that we were from 
the same tribe. Some years later, Frode invited 
me to play with him at MAI JAZZ – a 
Norwegian festival. We performed in a quartet 
with bassist Kent Carter and drummer John 



Stevens. It was a very intensive concert with 
so much spontaneous stories and rhythmic 
high energy and flow playing by such a 
fantastic constellation of musicians. A 
onetime meeting. Ask Frode how he would 
explain/describe the special energy in Dyani’s 
playing? All the best, Pierre.” 
Gjerstad:  How to describe the energy in 
Dyani’s playing? When I think about Johnny, I 
can see him sitting on the chair, like you’d sit 
on a bar stool, and his feet would be cycling 
while was playing. He got high on the music, in 
a way. His energy level sort of lifted. He used 
to call himself “Witchdoctor’s Son,” and 
sometimes I had a feeling that he was doing 
some kind of witchcraft while he was playing, 
and I’ve seen it. There was one time when he 
was at my home, eating dinner, and all of a 
sudden, the plate with the spoon and the fork, 
started shaking. I don’t know what he did, it 
could have been a trick of some sort. He was 
very intense when he was playing. 



Bobby Bradford (trumpet) asked – “Has it 
bothered you over the years when people ask 
‘Why do you play this music,’ as opposed to 
something more accessible?” 
Gjerstad:  No, it hasn’t bothered me. I guess 
when I first started playing, it was very 
important to me to be “different.” It was also a 
way to cover my inexperience and lack of 
knowledge of how to play my instrument. I 
was attracted to this music from the first time 
I heard a record by Benny Goodman at the age 
of 11 or 12. I thought they were playing freely 
improvised and were so extremely talented 
people, which they were, that they were able 
to play these tunes together. They had a sound 
I had never heard before – so very positive 
and alive. Eventually, I heard Dolphy playing 
flute on the radio, it reminded me of a bird, it 
felt really free. So Jazz music was free music 
to me from the time I first heard it. Of course, I 
didn’t know anything about chords and 
arrangements, it was the feeling of the music 
that was attractive and still is. 



Cadence:  Any final comments? 
Gjerstad:  No, I’m tired now. This is the most 
intense interview I’ve ever had. 
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