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Phish is, by any reasonable measure, a rather extraordinary American rock'n'roll band. This 
Vermont-based four-piece has had among the most unlikely, consistently entertaining, and 
inventive (not to mention successful) careers that I can name, despite being relegated to the 
fringes of the pop world. They have written a raft of terrific music, played thousands of concerts, 
performed highwire acts of improvisation in front of millions of fans, sold hundreds of thousands 
of records, and never had one hit song. Not one. You wanna talk about "alternative music"?

They built their career by, simply, playing concerts. Night after night, playing in front of people. 
They built a fanbase through word of mouth in those pre-internet late-1980s. Because they 
performed a different setlist every night, and because they improvised their way through their 
shows - this is the much-maligned "jamming," which is really just another word for spontaneous 
creative expression, so relax - people were encouraged to record their shows and trade them with 
friends. That was how I first heard them, sometime in 1992, and it was why I borrowed a fake ID 
and lied to my parents so I could catch their first Toronto show later that year. I needed to see 
what it was like to have this happen in front of me.

It helps that the four men who have comprised Phish since their inception back in 1983 are such 
talented musicians. Jon Fishman (drums), Mike Gordon (bass), Page McConnell (pianos), and 
Trey Anastasio (guitar) are, each of them, blindingly virtuosic when they are on their game. But, 
surely, it is Anastasio who leads the charge, and his guitar - one of the most expressive, inventive, 
dynamic instruments I know - drives much of what you might hear on a typical evening.

Anastasio and his bandmates are masters of ebb and flow, of tension and release. They, like any 
good DJ, like any good electronica artist looking to send a rush through the dancing throng, have 
mastered the art of energy-building. Most, but certainly not all (for that would get tiresome), of 
the instrumental sections of their songs build from a quiet, peaceful segment through to a series 
of mini climaxes, rising up and then falling back, building again and then fading, climbing toward 
an inevitable peak that, by the time it is reached, the audience craves beyond reason. I have seen 
people practically melt down at such moments, seen them jumping up and down with tears 
streaking their faces, seen them beaming ear-to-ear even as they yelp through their ecstasy. 
(Yeah, a lot of people do drugs at Phish concerts. So what? I mean, really?)
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