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Although it’s hard to think of 45-year-old guitarist 
LIBERTY ELLMAN as a “Rising Star”—he’s been 
a member of Henry Threadgill’s Zooid for 15 years, 
appearing on six potent albums, including 2015’s 
Pulitzer Prize-winning In For A Penny, In For A 
Pound—it was his fourth leader project, the sex-
tet album Radiate (Pi Recordings), that prompt-
ed many DownBeat critics to consider him a tal-
ent deserving of wider recognition. That brilliant 
album was a refinement of the kind of sophisticated 
polyphony that Ellman had been dealing with since 
his 1998 self-produced debut, Orthodoxy (Noir 
Records), and subsequent acclaimed recordings for 
Pi—2003’s Tactiles and 2006’s Ophiuchus Butterfly.

sextet project featuring his Zooid bandmate Jose Davila on 
trombone and tuba, Steve Lehman on alto saxophone, 
Jonathan Finlayson on trumpet, Stephan Crump (Ellman’s 
bandmate in the Rosetta Trio) on bass and the tremendous 

young drummer Damion Reid fueling the proceedings, Radiate reflects 
the influence of Threadgill on several of its through-composed pieces. 

One can also hear the influence of Steve Coleman (whom Ellman 
jammed and gigged with while living in the Bay Area in 1996 before mov-
ing to New York in 1998) on the grooving opener “Supercell.” Throughout 
Radiate, the guitarist stretches considerably more on his instrument 
than on previous outings, revealing hints of Pat Martino’s influence 
in his precisely picked staccato solos on tunes like “Rhinocerisms,” “A 
Motive” and “Vibrograph.” The effects-laden “Enigmatic Runner,” which 
concludes the album, portends things to come for Ellman. 

But Radiate is just one of many things that may have won over critics 
in this year’s poll, considering the flurry of activity that Ellman had in 
2015. In addition to his celebrated work with Threadgill and his own 
fourth recording as a leader, he recorded and toured with pianist-com-

poser Myra Melford in support of her 2015 Enja/Yellowbird release 
Snowy Egret (including a triumphant week at the Village Vanguard in 
March), toured with saxophonist Joe Lovano in a band that will be doc-
umented on an upcoming live Blue Note release and made select appear-
ances with percussionist/composer Adam Rudolph’s Go: Organic Guitar 
Orchestra (which includes Nels Cline, Joel Harrison, David Gilmore, 
Jerome Harris, Rez Abbasi and others) in support of its 2015 Cuneiform 
release Turning Towards The Light.

The London-born guitarist attributes his open-mindedness to his 
unorthodox upbringing. While his mother personally knew Jimi 
Hendrix, his father (drummer Kevin Ellman) played in Todd Rundgren’s 
Utopia. Between their classic rock record collection and his own bur-
geoning interest in jazz, Ellman’s ears were wide open in his formative 
years. “When I was learning to play jazz harmony and chord voicings, I 
was getting it from a few friends and a couple of teachers out there who 
were not really pushing me to only play bebop vocabulary,” he recalled. 
“So along with listening to Coltrane and Miles, Jimi Hendrix and Led 
Zeppelin, Muddy Waters and T-Bone Walker, I was also hip to what 
was coming out of the East Coast in terms of modern jazz, like the Dave 
Holland Quartet with Kevin Eubanks. It all affected me. But I was really 
interested in people who wrote music and had their own sound for their 
band and weren’t just about seeing if they could blow over some changes. 
Everything they did regarding leading their band was unique. And that 
had a huge effect on the way that I see music.”

Considering that nine years passed between the releases of Ophiuchus 
Butterfly and Radiate, one wonders when the next one will drop. “I admit 
that, for me, writing is a slower process than it is for some other people,” 
he said. “But that isn’t why I didn’t put out a record for so many years. It 
had more to do with the fact that I was enjoying being busy in other peo-
ple’s projects and learning a lot. I was just feeling like, ‘Let me see what I 
can gain from that experience. And when I feel like I have enough bottled 
up, then it’ll be time to put something out.’”

Currently, Ellman has a lot bottled up. He has plans for a solo gui-
tar-with-effects recording, a guitar trio project and a follow-up to 
Radiate. “When I make a record, I want it to be a piece of art that lasts,” 
he says. “I want it to be special enough that when people clear out their 
CD collection, that mine can stay.”  DB


