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WIN Gibson’s Robert Johnson-style 1928 L-1 Blues Tribute Guitar!
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JOHN DOE THE



PUNK LEGEND



RECOUNTS HIS JOURNEY TO FOLK, ALT-COUNTRY, & ACOUSTIC GUITARS



GEAR THAT GROOVES



MARTIN AUTHENTIC 000-28K RAINSONG CO-WS1005NS ACOUSTIC IMAGE FLEX SYSTEM



HOW TO



PLAY & SING STRUM ACOUSTIC SOUL FORM UNUSUAL CHORDS STOCK YOUR GIG BAG



SPECIAL FOCUS FUTURE VINTAGE GUITARS



©2014 taylor guitars



the man who went to hell, and came out sin gin g.



Jake was a guitar player. But the day a chemical explosion took his right arm, people stopped seeing Jake, the guitar player, and started seeing Jake, the guy who lost his arm. the proBlem was, that wasn’t the Jake he wanted to Be. so, he made the decision to fight for his identity — a Battle against stereotypes, preJudice and worst of all, pity. it was an impossiBle task, But somehow, he learned to play all over again in a way that could only Be done with a special prosthesis — and he didn’t stop there. eventually he got enough courage to get Back on stage, where audiences saw something Jake wasn’t sure they’d ever see again. Jake, the guitar player. it’s a story that inspires us, and serves as a reminder that the world needs more people like Jake. for more aBout Jake and other stories of people with the courage to step forward, visit taylorguitars.com



TM



“Elixir HD Light Acoustic Strings are a tone-lover’s dream! My guitars sound bigger and fatter than they are.” - Peter Huttlinger
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BOLDER high end FULLER low end



Elixir



®



Light Strings LIGHT



A new voice to love – for longer - Bolder, stronger high end - Fuller, warmer low end - Balanced voice across all strings - Ideal for narrow bodied guitars - Comfortable, balanced hand feel - .013, .017, .025, .032, .042, .053



Available in Phosphor Bronze and 80/20 Bronze, the new HD Light Strings deliver the extended tone life players expect from Elixir Strings.



www.elixirstrings.com/hdlight Peter Huttlinger plays Elixir Strings HD Light Phosphor Bronze ® with NANOWEB Coating, .013 - .053



facebook.com/elixirstrings



twitter.com/elixirstrings



youtube.com/elixirstringsmedia



GORE, ELIXIR, NANOWEB, POLYWEB, GREAT TONE · LONG LIFE, “e” icon, and other designs are trademarks of W. L. Gore & Associates. ©2014 W. L. Gore & Associates, Inc.
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The blues live on in the new L-1 Blues Tribute. A salute to one of the earliest flat-tops in Gibson’s history, this light, responsive small body produces excellent tone and projection. The new L-1 Blues Tribute, born to be a Legend.



The 1928 L-1 Blues Tribute
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PLAY SLACK KEY IN OPEN G Homespun’s Mike Dowling teaches “Big Island,” a romantic slack key style tune in open G.



Alex de Grassi



Your Potential—Unlimited! Learn to play this soulful Mike Dowling original in the open-tuned slack key style and you’ll feel the gentle breezes of the islands waft into your life. While this fingerstyle piece is reasonably easy to play, it has some really neat rhythmic and harmonic elements - lots of double-stops in thirds and sixths that will make it well worth working on. As with all of Mike’s tunes, this one has some nice musical surprises, too. It’s a multi-part piece in open G, and the fingerstyle picking provides that rich, evocative Hawaiian mood that listeners find so compelling. You’ll love learning and playing this piece.



For a special offer on this lesson visit:



AcousticGuitar.com/ How-To/Big-Island
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Acoustic Guitar Unlimited offers clear, concise text-and-video guitar instruction with new lessons added each week. This easy-to-navigate, tablet-ready site makes it simple to learn anywhere, anytime. You’ll learn from such expert acoustic guitarists as Alex de Grassi (above), Sean McGowan, Scott Nygaard, Steve James, Happy Traum, David Hamburger, Teja Gerken, Andy Ellis, Orville Johnson, and many others. No matter what your skill level or area of interest—fingerstyle, flatpicking, slide, Carter-style, slack-key, bluegrass, blues, swing, jazz, folk, Celtic, or more—you decide what to learn from our extensive roster of more than 70 complete courses. Mix and match—the options are unlimited. Take a tour, enjoy a free lesson, or sign up for a one-month free trial at AcousticGuitarU.com!
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First, pick up your guitar. Then, visit AcousticGuitar.com/How-To. Discover a new musical style, learn to play a new song, or find a new technique to practice. You’ll find hundreds of articles that will help you improve your playing.
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For over years, three generations of Rodríguez master luthiers have brought their storied family history and instrument-making expertise into every guitar they build. For rich, multi-layered tone and stunning looks, hand selected premium woods are used throughout each instrument and topped with hand-inlaid, multi-wood rosettes and binding. Gorgeous accents and exquisite marquetry are matched with premium hardware and traditional, hand-built Spanish Heel construction, creating instruments that capture the sound only old-world craftsmanship can produce. Rodríguez classical guitars are available at these select preferred retailers.
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John Doe’s Gibson J-160E, orphaned no more . . .



W



hen punk icon John Doe, a pioneer of what’s known today as altcountry and indie-folk, came into Acoustic Guitar’s studio for a taping of our video series AG Sessions, we hit him with a little surprise. During the performance and interview, senior editor David Knowles opened up a battered guitar case and presented Doe with an old, tobacco sunburst Gibson J-160E. “Wow!” Doe exclaimed. “Whose is this?” It was Doe’s—or at least, it once belonged to him. The Gibson pictured above is the instrument Doe used on the classic Knitters album Poor Little Critter on the Road, a country-folk side project he recorded in the mid ’80s with members of his trailblazing Los Angeles band X. AG production manager Hugh O’Connor had acquired the vintage instrument from a friend who’d run in Doe’s circle of musicians. “It’s nice to see it,” Doe said as he strummed a few chords on his old Gibson. Vintage guitars. Why are we so smitten by them? What makes one guitar a collectible vintage instrument and another just an old beater? Does a scratched-up Gibson mean more if an artist like John Doe owned it? After all, Gibson’s brand-new J-model acoustics play at least as well as the older ones, and even the guitars in Gibson’s more affordable Epiphone line are amazingly well-built these days. For this issue’s special section on future vintage guitars (page 51), AG asked readers to offer their opinions on what constitutes a



coveted vintage instrument—more importantly, what a coveted vintage instrument might look like 100 years from now. (Hint to Hugh: You may want to pass that J-160E along to your grandkids!) In the cover story, Knowles talks with Doe about X, the Knitters, a new retrospective of his solo work, and the state of country and folk (page 40).Elsewhere, New Zealand finger-style guitarist Hollie Fullbrook of Tiny Ruins discusses her songwriting (page 18), and master jazz guitarist Ron Jackson offers some beginner’s tips on how to play soulful songs like India.Arie’s “Brown Skin” (page 34). With old-timers like Doe extolling the virtues of acoustic music, and newcomers arriving daily in genres ranging from bluegrass to acoustic soul, it’s an exciting time to be at a media outlet devoted to learning, playing, building, and collecting great acoustic guitars. I’m happy to report that this is my first issue as Acoustic Guitar’s editor. (Since October, I’ve served as a senior editor.) My journey here has been long and circuitous—from editing the indie-alternative music magazine Option in the early ’90s to holding top posts at Rolling Stone and MTV, as well as years of doing print and digital journalism in North Carolina. Not only that, but acoustic music is literally in my blood: My 90-plus-year-old aunts, Carolyn and Evelyn— the Carlton Sisters—were regulars on the Grand Ole Opry in the late 1930s, their sweet close harmonies set to Evelyn’s fingerpicking on a smallbodied Martin serving as a sort of bridge between the Carters and the Everlys. I’ve played acoustic guitars since grade school, graduating along the way from an old Fender with impossibly high action to a Yamaha, a Gibson Hummingbird, a Martin D-28, and more. I’m no Mississippi John Hurt— after all, I’ve had stories to file and deadlines to meet—but I haven’t given up trying. —MARK SEGAL KEMP, EDITOR Corrections & Clarifications In the August “Here’s How” column, we misinterpreted the writer’s instructions in our visual presentation of two wrist exercises: In No. 2 (wrist stretch), the arms should be extended forward; in No. 3 (flexor stretch), the palms of the hands should be facing upward, and the fingers stretched downward.
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Give ’em enough Rope: Hearst and Trent are sticking to their DIY ethos.



THE BEAT



Rising Tide



Shovels & Rope push the acoustic envelope on their lush third album, ‘Swimmin’ Time’



Shovels & Rope Swimmin’ Time Dualtone



BY DAVID KNOWLES



“W



e try to make a lot of racket for two people, and our dynamics can break down to be very quiet,” says Michael Trent, half of the South Carolina duo Shovels & Rope, from the couple’s home on Johns Island. “I think we hit those extremes on this album.” Blending folk, country, blues and gritty, minimal rock ’n’ roll, Swimmin’ Time (Dualtone) doubles down on the successful formula that Shovels & Rope laid out on their 2008 self-titled debut and 2012 breakout album, O’ Be Joyful. “We’ve finally got a good rhythm. We’ve been touring constantly and it’s been all about building an audience,” singer and guitarist Cary Ann Hearst says. “We want to be able to keep doing this for the next 20 or 30 years. It’s a long, slow race to the finish line of our demise. But it’s been really great. It’s a satisfying feeling to be able to sing for your supper.”



14 September 2014



Hearst and Trent, who are married, learned to play acoustic guitar courtesy of some familiar teachers—both of their fathers are bluegrass musicians, though not in the same musical circle. “They’re primarily mandolin players,” Trent says, “but they taught us both how to play guitar.” “They wanted accompaniment!” Hearst adds. Actually, she learned to play guitar, because, she says, “I had a voice and I needed to be able to play along. I had ideas for songs and I needed to be able to articulate them.” Sharing guitar duties while stomping out the rhythms on a bass drum, adding keyboard accompaniment, and blending infectious harmonies, Shovels & Rope have built a devoted fan base over the past few years and scored a hit with their haunting ballad “Birmingham,” which took Song of the Year at last year’s Americana Awards in Nashville.



But success, including a performance at this year’s Bonnaroo festival and a memorable appearance on Late Show with David Letterman, has not led the band to seek out a fancy recording studio or a high-priced producer. “One thing our band is blessed with is Michael’s studio creativity,” Hearst says. “He has an amazing producer mind. We’ve had the opportunity to work with other producers, but for an album that reflects what we sound like, it’s really important for us to have it in our own hands.” Recorded at the couple’s home, Swimmin’ Time stays true to the group’s humble, do-ityourself beginnings while reaching for a more complex, and densely layered, sonic vision. “We’re constantly looking behind us to know how close the lean past is,” Hearst says. “It informs our creative process.” AG



PHOTO BY LESLIE RYAN MCKELLAR



NEWS



On ‘Terms of My Surrender,’ John Hiatt embraces the blues



O



n his latest album, John Hiatt looks back with stylistic debts of gratitude to a few of his blues heroes—Blind Willie McTell, Robert Johnson, and Blind Lemon Jefferson. “Not that I can even touch the hem of their garments,” Hiatt says of Terms of My Surrender, which came out July 15 on New West Records. It marks the 22nd reincarnation for a veteran songwriter whose sound continues to evolve while remaining quintessentially Hiatt-esque. “I always feel differently about the newest record,” Hiatt says. “Each one is kind of a rebirth of sorts. That’s what keeps me coming back. I don’t know what’s coming and I don’t know when it’s coming, and that’s the wonder of the process and what I enjoy the most. It’s frustrating and exciting and fulfilling and all that. It’s a pretty big thrill, ultimately.”



Terms of My Surrender emphasizes Hiatt’s trademark growl in service of songs about love and its complications. As for the guitar work, he largely relied on his 1947 Gibson LG-2, which he bought four decades ago for a mere $600, as well as the distinctive tone of an old plywood Harmony. As always, Hiatt says, he began writing on those guitars before he “threw them out to the band” in the studio. “The arrangements just happen, we don’t have a plan,” he says. “We’ll cut more songs than we need and see what hangs together, and then—voila!—hopefully you’ve got some kind of record that’s of a piece.” “I really wanted to focus on putting me and the guitar up front,” Hiatt adds. “That’s what I do, and I haven’t really changed much since I was about 12. I guess I’ve learned a lick or two.” —D.K.  AG
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No White Flag



HANDWRITTEN BOB DYLAN LYRICS FETCH $2 MILLION How does it feel? If you’re the guy who sold the handwritten first draft of Bob Dylan’s “Like a Rolling Stone” lyrics for $2 million at Sotheby’s this past June, it must feel pretty darn sweet. The anonymous seller had purchased the manuscript directly from the Hibbing, Minnesota legend for an undisclosed sum. Written on stationary from the Roger Smith Hotel, in Washington, DC, the first pass at the iconic lyrics features phrases that never made the final cut, including “dry vermouth, you’ll tell the truth.” The song would eventually kick off Dylan’s classic Highway 61 Revisited, the LP that rankled his acoustic folk audience but cemented AG his standing as an American icon.



The Original Guitar Chair



the details make the difference



Proudly made in the USA



1-877-398-4813
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PRS Acoustics A Culture of Quality



© 2014 PRS Guitars / Photos by Marc Quigley



Born in our Maryland shop, PRS acoustics are heirloom instruments with remarkable tone and exquisite playability. A small team of experienced luthiers handcraft all of our Maryland-made acoustic instruments with passion and attention to detail.



The PRS Guitars’ Acoustic Team.
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Songcraft BIG THINGS AHEAD FOR TINY RUINS



27



20



Acoustic Classic GET IN A TIZZY WITH ‘RUBY ARE YOU MAD?’



24



Songbook STORM AHEAD WITH ‘SO. CENTRAL RAIN’



34



Basics LEARN TO PLAY ACOUSTIC SOUL



PLAY



Say hello again to ‘Last Goodbye’ by Jeff Buckley
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SONGCRAFT



Paint it bright: Hollie Fullbrook



PHOTO BY DIANE HION



Calling herself Tiny Ruins, in 2011 she released her spare and fragile debut album, Some Were Meant for Sea, on the Aussie indie label Spunk, multitracking herself on bells, cello, drums, guitar, organ, and piano. Two years later she followed up with Haunts, a collection of eight-track demos recorded with two jazz-trained friends, upright bassist Cass Basil and drummer Alex Freer. Basil and Freer return for the new Brightly Painted One, released on the legendary New Zealand indie Flying Nun Records (which recently merged with Captured Tracks). It’s a brave leap forward for Tiny Ruins, now a full band, with bass, drums, brass, strings, and understated organ fleshing out the sound of Fullbrook’s acoustic guitar. Brightly Painted One is a quietly meandering song cycle about love and hope, grounded in Fullbrook’s fingerpicking, with vocals that recall great British ballad singers from Sandy Denny to Beth Orton, and an ambiance that continues to subtly evoke the American South. AG talked with Fullbrook recently about how she blends her love of the blues, folk, and jazz into a sound that is very much her own.



Small World



On Brightly Painted One, Tiny Ruins’ storyteller Hollie Fullbrook brings shades of blue to her subtle, fingerpicked folk songs BY KENNY BERKOWITZ



W



hen she was 18, Hollie Fullbrook left her home in New Zealand to take a summer job as a lifeguard in upstate New York. As autumn approached, she packed up a car and drove across the States, searching for echoes of the musicians she’d heard growing up: Karen Dalton, John Fahey, Mississippi John Hurt, Townes Van Zandt. “I took my guitar, and for about five months I went from the East Coast to the West Coast, and through the South, and spent quite a lot of time in New Orleans, listening to as much jazz and blues as I could,” Fullbrook says. “That’s when I really
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became exposed to the music on my own, seeing where it all came from, immersing myself in it.” Upon her return to Auckland, Fullbrook entered law school, but found herself more interested in writing songs. The classical cello she’d studied as a girl, the jazz she’d grown to love, and the singer-songwriter pop from her parents’ record collection all started to swirl together, and it reemerged as something new: the stark, unadorned sound of vocals and guitar, grounded in the country-blues she’d discovered during her travels, especially Piedmontfingerstyle players like Blind Willie McTell.



When you began working on Brightly Painted One, did you see it as a narrative right away, or did that come later? It’s an album—in the old-fashioned sense of the word, rather than today’s conception of how songs are consumed one at a time. The tracks are all related to each other, and for me, the track listing is important. I see it as a whole album, with quite a specific journey from A to B. How does that journey play out? The first song, “Me at the Museum, You in the Wintergardens,” begins the album from a place of wishing you were somewhere else, or wishing you were in a different situation, in a quite sad, quite melancholy, but still hopeful way. Then it gets worse, darker, where you’re far away from home and familiarity, reaching the breaking point. It’s all related to experience, but it’s a step removed from autobiography, and in the turnaround—literally, “She’ll Be Coming ’Round”—I decide I’m not going to go into a downward spiral, I’m going to find something more beautiful, find the inspiring things in the everyday. The last song, “White Sheet Lightning” is similar in some ways to “Me at the Museum,” but it’s looking forward, looking into the future again, in a different way. That’s a lot to ask of the listener, I know, but that’s how I hear it. Musically and lyrically, every detail in ‘Me at the Museum’ seems in place. There’s the image of two people wandering past the cavalry statues,



‘To be honest, I don’t often listen to guitar playing with a technical ear. It’s actually the songs, the melodic nature of the songs that has drawn me in over the years.’ Which comes first, the guitar parts or the words? At the moment, it’s the guitar parts. I’ve had a lot less time to write, my songwriting has been pushed around a little bit with touring and recording, so until the time is right, I’ve been storing up these guitar melodies and getting a feel for what the songs should be about. Which is quite different from the first album, where I was writing the lyrics first and then chucking some chords around them to make it into a song. Other than time constraints, what made you change your approach? I think I used to write to process my thoughts. And then, because I liked playing guitar, it was a natural thing to take those words and turn them into songs. Now that I’m given the opportunity to actually be a musician and treat this like my life, my practice, I feel a lot more open, because I’m allowed to do what I want to be doing.



I went from studying law and thinking that I was going to be a lawyer to being a musician. I think the different mindset has changed the way I write songs, and I think my guitar playing has improved over the years. It’s gotten more interesting, and it’s gotten harder for me to play. I’ve had to actually work at it and practice these little guitar parts that I’ve come up with, trying to keep it interesting for myself, keep it challenging.



WHAT HOLLIE FULLBROOK PLAYS



What tunings do you use on this album? Standard, mostly. “Reasonable Man” is in D-A-DF-A-E, and there are three songs—“Ballad of the Hanging Parcel,” “Jamie Blue,” and “White Sheet Lightning”—that are in D-A-D-G-A-E. I don’t know if those are official tunings; I found them by mistake, and then came to writing more songs on them, so they perpetuated themselves. The word that keeps coming up in reviews of your work is “minimalist.” Is that what you’re striving for? It’s something that I think a lot about. When we recorded this album, I wanted to fill it out with atmosphere, some sparkles and magical things, so it’s less minimalist than the first album. But it’s still an idea that guides me in terms of sound. I don’t like overproduced stuff, and the music that I really identify with is all quite minimalist. In the last few years, I’ve been finding my own voice, and I don’t really know what genre I fit in. When people ask what kind of music I make, I used to be able to say it’s like folk or blues-based songwriter stuff. But more and more, it’s gotten harder to know what to say. There’s quite a bit of pop, and some of the songwriting is ’60s or ’70s pop-influenced as well— like Bob Dylan, Neil Young. But after that, it gets really hard. I really admire songwriters who change and have a bit of a wavering career, move in different directions, experiment a bit, and that’s why I feel like I’m more myself now. What do your favorite fingerpickers have in common? To be honest, I don’t often listen to guitar playing with a technical ear. It’s actually the songs, the melodic nature of the songs that has drawn me in over the years, and if the fingerpicking technique has gotten under my skin, it’s because I exposed myself to that music quite a lot. I grew up playing the cello, from when I was seven, so I had a classical background, and I think that’s why I found the guitar really easy, really fun to play. I already had my calluses, so I picked it up without any of the pain that most guitarists go through when they start playing. I played guitar all through my teens, but it wasn’t really until my early 20s that I felt really comfortable fingerpicking. And when I did, it happened quite quickly.



PHOTO BY GEORGIE CRAW



the feeling they might someday meet, and a melody that keeps rising and falling with this sense of possibility and impossibility. Can you talk about the process of writing it? That one came really quickly, I pretty much wrote it in an afternoon. I remember being unsure about whether it was worth playing to anybody, and I actually had a show booked at the Auckland War Memorial Museum [where the song is set], a week or two later, so I played it, kind of as a joke. It went well, so then I continued to hone it and polish it and get it sounding practiced, and I think it turned into a really nice little song. The chords come from just playing around, hearing where I want the melody to go, and not being beholden to any particular kind of chord structure. I don’t write in a way that takes chords and chord progressions into any account. It’s all there intuitively—my bass player works from a very definite structure and proper musicianship, so she’ll say to me, “You’re going to this chord”—and I could figure it out if I sat down, but I’m really just finding notes that sound pretty together.



ACOUSTIC GUITARS 1970s Suzuki dreadnought with a Fishman humbucking pickup; 2000 Martin D-28 with a Fishman humbucking pickup; Vicente Sanchis classical; 1980s Ibanez 12-string ELECTRIC GUITARS 1960s Gibson Firebird; 1967 Silvertone STRINGS D’Addario PREAMP LR Baggs Para-Acoustic DI/Preamp AMPLIFIER Fender Deluxe CAPO Shubb



When writing or performing, do you ever feel intimidated by all the great blues and folk musicians who inspired you? Being in New Zealand and coming from a culture that’s very different in lots of ways from America, I know I’m never going to be an authentic blues player, or an authentic folk player, or anything like that. And I’m not trying to be. I’m enthusiastic about the way it’s influenced and inspired me, but I’m not trying to recreate it. AG
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It’s one major sugar rush when the Carolina Chocolate Drops launch into ‘Ruby.’



Extreme Rhythm



On the surface, ‘Ruby’ appears easy— but it involves a tornado of strumming BY ADAM PERLMUTTER



B



efore the Carolina Chocolate Drops launched into “Ruby, Are You Mad at Your Man?” at the 2014 Merlefest in Wilkesboro, North Carolina, singer and banjo player Rhiannon Giddens gave a shout-out to the song’s composer, Cynthia Mae Carver, calling the 1950s-era artist—better known as Cousin Emmy—a pioneering woman in country music. Carver’s most famous song has deeper roots than most folks realize—it’s a variation on “Ruben,” a traditional banjo-and-fiddle tune originating in the South and spawning a number of versions. After Kentucky bluegrass greats the Osborne Brothers heard Cousin Emmy’s recording of “Ruby, Are You Mad at Your Man?” on a jukebox in the mid-’50s, they made it their own. The duo’s 1956 MGM single—with the shortened title “Ruby, Are You Mad?”—transformed the song into a certified bluegrass standard. “Ruby”



20 September 2014



would later be covered by numerous legends including Buck Owens and His Buckaroos, Jerry Reed, and Chet Atkins, who, in an uncharacteristic departure from style, rendered its melody with a fuzzed-out slide guitar. The Osborne Brothers’ version kicks off with singer and mandolin player Bobby Osborne, unaccompanied, issuing the plaintive call, “Rubeeeeeeeeeeee, Ruby.” When the band then enters with the lyric “Honey, are you mad at your man?,” the song becomes a study in rhythmic extremes. Banjoist Sonny Osborne, guitarist Red Allen, and bassist Ernie Newton all scurry about—in cut time, the song clocks in at around 150 half notes (or 300 quarters) per minute. Above that rollicking backdrop, Osborne operates in a much more relaxed mode, holding notes for many measures at a time, while also giving the music plenty of time to breathe between vocal phrases.



“Ruby, Are You Mad?” is played in the bright key of D major. The harmonic structure is minimalist, to say the least. It’s nearly static: essentially one long D chord punctuated by the occasional appearance of the V chord (A). Following the standard guitar walk-up—to C from A, as shown in the notation—the song is powered by a simple basic strumming pattern that runs throughout. This guitar part might seem rudimentary, but given the tempo, it can be an exercise in right-hand endurance. So when you play the song, keep a loose wrist, and follow the picking suggestions while striving for an economy of pick-hand motion. If you find yourself struggling to keep up with the recording, take things as slowly as needed in order to maintain rhythmic precision. Gradually speed things up until you can cleanly strum along to the song’s original barn-burning tempo. AG
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SONGBOOK



Idiot Wind



Play ‘Only Wanna Be with You,’ and you’ll have the fratboys hooting along BY MARK SEGAL KEMP & ANDREW DUBROCK



T



hough generally maligned by music critics, Hootie & the Blowfish’s 1994 debut album, Cracked Rear View, was a massive hit among record buyers, soaring to extraordinary heights: No. 1 at Billboard, with four high-charting singles; more than 16 million copies sold; and one of the 20 bestselling records of all time in the United States. In celebration of the album’s 20-year anniversary, we’re offering up its most popular single, the breezy “Only Wanna Be with You,” whose original lyrics famously quoted three different songs from Bob Dylan’s Blood on the Tracks.



Dylan sued the Blowfish for including the extended “Idiot Wind” passage, “Said I shot a man named Gray / Took his wife to Italy / She inherited a million bucks / And when she died it came to me / I can’t help it if I’m lucky.” But fans don’t seem to mind: when you launch into this chestnut at the local college bar, you’ll still have the fratboys raising their mugs and hooting along to lines like, “Ain’t Bobby so cool, I only wanna be with you!” To play this song, use a 16th-note strum pattern like the one shown below. Keep your pick hand moving steadily up and down (often called pendulum strumming), and only connect



with the strings for the down- and up-strokes noted in the notation and tablature. But keep in mind that this is just a guide. Once you’re comfortable strumming the song, your strums will naturally fall into rhythm (and you may connect with the strings at different times). Singer and guitarist Darius Rucker switches between E and B7sus4/A chords for much of the song. Since the B7sus4/A is a two-fingered chord, it makes the chord change a breeze. But when the bass enters the mix, many of these chords sound like their roots are a B note. If you’d like to emulate the overall sound of the band, simply substitute the B7sus4 chord (also shown) whenever the bass is in the mix. Following along with the chords and lyrics, the bass enters on the first line with the B7sus4 chord shown in parentheses. To make it sound more like the band’s arrangement, simply switch to the B7sus4 chord here and use the B7sus4 shape throughout the rest of the song, with one exception: the last line of the chorus and the first two lines of the fourth verse (where the bass drops out). AG
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SONGBOOK



Buck Wild



Get your jangle on with R.E.M.’s ‘So. Central Rain (I’m Sorry)’



W



ith its inscrutable lyrics and country twang, “So. Central Rain (I’m Sorry)” was an unlikely commercial success for R.E.M. when the group was still a fledgling indie-rock band out of Athens, Georgia. Thanks in part to an October 1983 performance on Late Night with David Letterman—before the song had even been named—R.E.M. began its slow trek toward mainstream acceptance. The band’s massive success by the early part of the next decade would ultimately give ’90s acts like Nirvana, Pavement, and Beck permission to be weird. Now 30 years old, “So. Central Rain” is evocative of an era, with its jangly guitars and lyrical references to outmoded means of telephonic communication. But the song has held up quite well. And though the original studio recording makes prominent use of the electric 12-string, it’s equally as satisfying on an acoustic six-string—just check out the 2001 version from MTV Unplugged, or Grand Lee Phillips’



Not only do the lyrics of ‘So. Central Rain’ fail to mention any inclement regional weather, but many listeners may be mispronouncing the title; the inner sleeve of Reckoning lists the song as ‘Southern Central Rain (I’m Sorry).’



all-acoustic solo version from his 2006 covers album, Nineteeneighties. Shown here atop the lyrics is a kit containing all the tools you’ll need to play this R.E.M. classic. First, get familiar with the nine chord grips. Keep in mind that while guitarist Peter Buck wraps his thumb over the neck to fret the bass notes on the Gm and F chords, you can instead play the standard full barre chords if you’d like. The strumming pattern that drives most of the song is straightforward—keep your pick hand moving in a steady up-and-down



SONG TO PLAY



movement, even when you’re not playing anything (like on each beat 3). Shown next to the strumming pattern is a country-approved walkup, doubling the part of bassist Mike Mills. Plug this into the third appearance of a C major chord in each verse, as well as at the ends of the interludes leading into the second and third verses. Also notated here is the intro pattern, which reappears in the choruses. This sort of part—a Buck trademark in which ringing arpeggios are punctuated with little scalar moves—helps give R.E.M. its signature sound. Try appropriating it for your own music. AG
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Dm
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À
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Chorus Repeat Chorus



C Dm Intro C Dm



œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ Cœ Dm œC Dm œ C Em Gm œ F œ œ 1. Did you neverœ call? œ œ œ I waited for your call. C



Em Gm



F



C 1.



Did youCm never call? Bf C I waited for your call. These rivers of suggestion are driving me away. C



3



2 3



2.



0



Cm



0Bf



C 0



3 3 0 These rivers suggestion are Em ofGm F2driving me away. 2 2 2 0 The trees will0bend, the cities wash away. Em Gm F Eastern to Mountain third party call, thethe lines are wash downaway. The trees will bend, cities



C



Cm Bf



C



The wise The mancity built upon isthe rocks on his thewords river; there a girl without a dream. C



Cm Bf



C



But I’m not bound follow suitriver; there is a girl without a dream. Thetocity on the The treesChorus will bend, the conversation’s dimmed Dm another C Dm home, this C choice isn’t mine Go build yourself I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Dm



C Dm



Repeat Chorus I’m sorry,



I’m sorry.
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C



I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Interlude Dm C Dm C sorry, I’m sorry. Dm AmCI’m Dm Am Dm Dm Am Dm I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Dm



C Dm



I’m sorry,



G6



I’m sorry.



Interlude C



C



Interlude C



3. Did you never call? I waited for your call These rivers of suggestion are driving me away The ocean sang, the conversation’s dimmed Go build youself another dream, this choice isn’t mine Repeat Chorus



Am Dm Am Dm Am Dm



Am Dm Am Dm Am Dm C



2.



Dm Chorus C Dm



Interlude



Interlude Interlude G6



2. Eastern to Mountain third party call, the lines are down The wise man built 0his words upon0the3 rocks0 0 3 3



2 I’m not 2 20 0 But bound to follow0suit2 0 0 2 3 3 0 3 3 0 3 3 2 The trees2will bend, 2the conversation’s 2dimmed 2 0 2 3 0 0 3 3 Go build yourself another home, this choice isn’t mine
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C



3 3



0
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Outro



Eastern to Mountain third party call, the lines are down The wise man built his words upon the rocks But I’m not bound to follow suit The trees will bend, the conversation’s dimmed Go build yourself another home, this choice isn’t mine



Am



Dm Am Dm



Am



Go build another dream, this choice isn’t mine Dm Am youself Dm Am



Oh.3. Did you never call? I waited for your call TheseAm riversDm of suggestion are driving me away Am Dm The ocean sang, the conversation’s dimmed Oh.



Repeat Chorus Repeat Chorus Interlude Interlude



Am Dm Am Dm Am Dm



Am Dm Am Dm Am Dm



Outro Am



G6 C



R.E.M. Reckoning I.R.S.



Dm Am Dm



Oh.



R.E.M. The Complete Dm & Am Dm 1991 2001 Sessions Rhino



Am



Dm Am Dm Am



Oh. Am
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LUXURIOUS,



AUTHENTIC, ACOUSTIC



SONGBOOK



A Bittersweet Symphony of Chords Released two decades ago, ‘Last Goodbye’ was the late Jeff Buckley’s final hurrah BY ADAM PERLMUTTER



I



n this issue’s Weekly Workout lesson (page 36), AG contributor Mac Randall offers some valuable tips on nonstandard chord progressions in songs by artists including George Harrison, Steely Dan, XTC, and Blur. The music of the late singer-songwriter Jeff Buckley, with its idiosyncratic sense of harmony, also fits neatly into that approach. A case in point is “Last Goodbye,” in which the singer coaxes a rich sound world from an open-G tuning. “Last Goodbye” was the second single from Buckley’s classic album Grace, released 20 years ago in August. The fitful breakup song features the singer’s highly emotional tenor vocals, which often stop short of histrionic. They’re matched by a restless chord progression that is different in every verse. But don’t be intimidated by this arrangement’s dense population of chord frames. While the chords have complex names, groups of them are made from two- or three-finger grips



moved up and down against the ringing open strings. For instance, as you can see right off the bat, the G/D and D6 chords are produced with the same fret-hand shape. Buckley died in 1997 while Though the original recordswimming in Tennessee’s ing features a dense blend of Wolf River, where it is believed he was swept acoustic and electric guitars, up in the wake of including the slide part in the a passing boat. intro, this arrangement streamlines the music to a single acoustic part that’s fairly easy but satisfying to play. For your convenience, hand moving in a continuous up-and-down most of the chords appear in frames above the motion, even when you’re not striking the melody. (For the bridge, which lacks frames, strings. refer back to the music shown in notation and Once you’ve learned “Last Goodbye,” take tablature starting in bar 12.) As for the pick the opportunity to explore some of your own hand, use a 16th-note strum throughout nonstandard chord voicings while in open-G (shown in bars 10, 11, 14, and 15). Keep that tuning. AG



SONG TO PLAY



Last Goodbye BY JEFF BUCKLEY



Tuning: D G D G B D Tuning: DGDGBD Intro Intro
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Just hear
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œ œ œ
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Copyright © 1994 Sony/ATV Music Publishing LLC and El Viejito Music. All Rights Administered by Sony/ATV Music Publishing LLC, 8 Music Square West, Nashville, TN 37203. International Copyright Secured All Rights Reserved. Reprinted by Permission of Hal Leonard Corporation.



3 x 41 00



&



-



ly



make



A add 49 7 fr.



3 x 42 0 0



## ˙



’cause I



know that in



G /D



you



cry.



G



œ œ. J



Verse



D



Bm



3 x 41 00



œ œ. œ



Bm



x 1 0 34 0



7 fr.



Ó



D /A



4 fr.



2 x0 3 4 0



œ œ



A add 49



3. Did you say, “No,



D



0 2 0 34 0



Bm



x 1 0 34 0



7 fr.



voice un



-



kind



0 2 0 3 00



11 fr.



œ Œ ‰ J



6 fr.



D



0 2 0 34 0



7 fr.



Oo,



Bm



3 x 41 00



Ó



Bm



x 1 0 34 0



7 fr.



D /A



2 x0 3 4 0



4 fr.



Did you rush to the phone



G maj7 x0 0 34 0



7 fr.



E m7



xx 1324



7 fr.
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You did - n’t know him at all. Oh, oh, you did - n’t know.
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Blueridge Guitars...More Bang for the Buck!



W



hen it’s your instrument that’s holding you back, it’s time for a change. We invite you to stop by your local Blueridge Dealer and have an intimate conversation with the guitar that will bring out the best in you. The secret of tone lies in the details of design, selection of materials and the skilled hand of the craftsman. The result is more bang bang…period!



BR-160 Dreadnaught



To learn more about Saga’s Blueridge Guitars, visit www.sagamusic.com/AG



The Quality and Value Leader!



Blueridge BR-160 Dreadnaught •Select, aged, solid Sitka spruce top with traditional herringbone purfling for tone and beauty •Expertly handcarved top braces in authentic, pre-war, forward-X position •Select, solid East Indian rosewood back and sides for deep, rich tone •Carved, low profile, solid mahogany neck and dovetail neck joint for strength and stability



Saga Musical Instruments



P.O. Box 2841 • So. San Francisco, California Connect with us on



ILLUSTRATION BY SAMUEL CHESTERMAN



HERE’S HOW



Sing Out!



3 steps to playing and singing with ease BY OCTOBER CRIFASI



S



inging and playing the guitar at the same time often feels like one of the most unnatural things in the world, especially if the rhythm of the lyric is at odds with the rhythm of the accompaniment. The fastest way to develop the coordination you need to do both simultaneously is to distill the process into simple parts and go slow. Children’s songs or traditional folk classics can be an excellent place to start, as many of those songs sync a lyric with a chord change on the first beat of a measure, making it easier to play and sing. Begin to train yourself by practicing these three tips. ANCHOR THE LYRICS Print or write out the lyrics and chords of a song. Underline the lyrics that coincide with the first beat of the measure (and any other chord changes in the measure). In some cases you may end up underlining a syllable instead of a full word. Strum through the first few measures of the song, using only quarter notes on the downbeat and say the word or syllable underlined in time with your strum. Once the process begins to lock



1



in, continue through the rest of the song using only the anchor words.



2



TALK IT THROUGH With the anchor words set, you can add the rest of the lyric. Keep the strum simple and be sure to put emphasis on the anchor words as you go. Do your best to say the lyrics in the rhythm that you would sing them. Once this becomes easy to do, strum or pick the song the way you would normally, but keep the tempo slow. If you can say the lyrics in proper time with your accompaniment, then it’s time to sing. If things bog down once you start to sing, return to speaking and singing one line at a time. COMMIT IT TO MEMORY Start with the chorus or your favorite verse. Play and sing the section several times without looking at the music. You might even try doing this while distracting yourself with another activity, such as watching television. This pulls you out of thinking mode and allows for automatic playing to take over. If you forget the lyrics while singing, don’t stop playing—switch to humming or singing la’s to finish out the song. If you get frustrated, switch to singing silly words instead. Have fun with it. By doing so, you reinforce a positive experience with the process of learning. AG
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October Crifasi is a professional guitarist, songwriter, and music educator in Los Angeles. She is founder and director of the Girls Guitar School.
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TAKE IT EASY



Kaufman University Coming Near You!



www.flatpik.com Steve Kaufman ~ The World’s Guitar and Mandolin Teacher! A Decade of Gold Awards for the Best Camps and Conferences



Upcoming Workshops and Concerts  September 5-6: Anniston, AL Flatpicking Workshop and Concert



256-831-7272 or [email protected]







September 12-13: Frostburg, MD Flatpicking Workshop and Concert



301-268-6401 or [email protected] Hard-shell cases often contain room for picks, capos, and tuners. And by all means don’t forget the guitar!



The Hit List



Get ready, get set . . . go play that gig! BY JANE MILLER



T



he time you spend playing your guitar is precious—sacred, some might say. In your busy world, when you finally get to grab that sweet acoustic you worked so hard for, it should be all about the music. If you’re heading out the door with just enough time to make it to the open mic, jam, gig, party, group class, or wherever it is that your guitar takes you, go happily in the knowledge that you have brought along everything you need. For a stress-free transition from home to gig, a simple checklist that you work out in advance can be the gift of time you can give to yourself. It’s like keeping your keys in the same spot so you always know where they are. You don’t have time to waste searching for your keys—or for your ¼-inch cables—when you’re due at the club in 20 minutes. If you have a hard-shell case, you’ll have room in the pick compartment for a small bag of picks, a capo, a folded song list, a small tuner, and a couple of 9-volt batteries. Keep a humidifier alongside the neck and one in the soundhole if you live in a dry area. Soft gig bags have various pocket arrangements. There will likely be a small pocket for the items you’d put in your hard-shell’s pick compartment. There also will be a larger pocket for strings, a peg winder, wire trimmers, cables, charts, blank music paper and pen, a D.I. box, a small
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reading light, a three-to-two prong adapter, and business cards. Keep your list of the items you use near your case at home. When you change your strings or run out of paper or business cards, replace them right away. Make it a habit to review the list once a month to be sure everything on it is in your case. That would be a good time to reassess your system to make sure that you don’t have too much dead weight in your case, for instance, that book of songs you’ve only used once in two years, or the CD someone gave you at the bar that you haven’t listened to. You’ll probably need a separate bag for your odds and ends. You can use almost anything. For example, maybe you have a funky old suitcase. Or maybe you picked up a fun bag at a folk festival. Keep it near your guitar case and keep a separate list for it. Along with all of the items from your gig-bag pocket, you can include demo CDs or CDs you can sell; a list for email signups and contact keeping; small folding guitar stands and music stands, posters you can write on with current gig info; a microphone and cable. In time, when all goes well, you’ll need a separate merch bag with its own complete list. A small investment in the time it takes to get your go-bag together will keep you relaxed and musical when it’s time to play. AG Jane Miller is an associate professor of guitar at the Berklee College of Music in Boston.



Win free guitar strings! Follow us on Twitter at twitter.com/juststrings
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THE BASICS



Get Into the Groove Put a little acoustic soul into your strum BY RON JACKSON



G



rowing up, I loved the funky and soulful sounds of Bill Withers’ “Use Me.” He was a master at putting the smooth groove of R&B to earthy, acoustic-based songs that also sounded like the kind of folk music you might hear from a singer-songwriter like James Taylor. I would take out my cheap steel-string guitar and strum away on these tunes. The sound wasn’t called acoustic soul back then, but in more recent years, younger artists have brought many of Withers’ ideas to contemporary audiences. Ben Harper has long experimented with acoustic soul in his original songs like “Forever,” and his slick acoustic version of Marvin Gaye’s “Sexual Healing” is a real mind-blower. But it was India.Arie who put a name to the genre. When her song “Brown Skin” came out on her 2001 album Acoustic Soul, it sent scores of hip-hop-generation kids to guitar stores looking for acoustic instruments to play. Using the same chords and groove throughout the tune, India.Arie’s innovative mix of acoustic guitar with an R&B band in “Brown Skin”—and in other songs, like “Ready For Love”—was exciting.



Acoustic-soul grooves are easy to pick up if you’re just beginning to play the guitar. Why? Because songs like “Brown Skin” only use three chords. What’s cool about playing tunes with few chords is that you can concentrate on groove rather than just technique. In this lesson, instead of focusing on your fretting hand, let your strumming stoke the fire. THREE CHORDS AND THE TRUTH I made up a few simple jams I’ll call “Ron’s Grooves” that use three open-string chords: E, D, and A. Before you practice these examples, please learn or review those chords, making sure you memorize them thoroughly and are able to switch smoothly from one to the next. If you are still learning these chords, you can play the following examples using just one chord, such as the E, for the whole exercise until you learn how to switch with ease. If you have a drum machine or metronome (metronomeonline.com is a free app), set the device to 60 to 70 beats per minute. That’s a pretty slow and relaxed



tempo. Before you begin the examples, get comfortable with the metronome. Play the E chord using a down stroke with every click, or quarter note. Listen, and match your strum to the click.



Acoustic-soul grooves are easy to pick up if you’re just beginning to play the guitar



PRACTICE YOUR STRUMMING Find a comfortable chair or stool with no arms, and hold the guitar with a strap or rest the rounded groove at the bottom of the instrument on your leg. You can use your fingers to strum the strings, but it’s preferable (and it saves your fingernails) to use a standard guitar pick with medium tension. Hold the pick between the thumb and first finger of your strumming hand.



Play these exercises using down-stroke strums.
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Point the tip of the pick perpendicular to the strings, and make sure you hold it tight enough so that it won’t fall out, but loose enough so that there’s no tension. This is called a “sleepy” wrist. When I play with a pick, my middle, ring, and pinky fingers stick out from my hand. Now, practice strumming up and down over the E chord. Make sure you brush the pick over the strings like you would brush your hair—smoothly across all six strings, with one clean sweep down and then back up. When it feels as though your strum is smooth enough, proceed to the exercises. READY, SET—GROOVE Practice each two-bar example one bar at a time, and then put both bars together. For Ex. 1, play the first bar using downstroke strums on beats 1, 2, 3, and 4. Follow the metronome clicks by counting aloud: one, two, three, four. The strumming hand is known as the timekeeper in funk, soul, and R&B. Now, practice the second bar, switching between the D and A chords, again with down-stroke strums on beats 1, 2, 3, and 4. Once you feel comfortable, play bars 1 and 2 together Ex. 1 and repeat until you feel comfortable with it. E In Ex. 2,0 23 remove the strum on beats 2 1 00 and 4. You will strum on every click with a down stroke, but the strum on beats 1 and 3 will be played by sustaining each chord to 2 beats. On the 2 and 4, strum downward over the strings, but without touching them. Do this to help you keep time by l e t t i n g y o uOne, r h a ntwo, d s t i lthree, l f o l l ofour. w the ≥ ≥ ≥ metronome. ≥ 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 0 0 0 0
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LISTEN TO THESE!



One of the most important things to learn about groove music is to keep your strumming hand moving up and down—it really helps you keep the beat, whether with a metronome, by yourself, or with your jam mates. Being a jazz guy, I didn’t realize, until I started playing funk, soul, and R&B, that keeping rhythm with my strumming hand was essential in keeping time. In Ex. 3, make the strum on beats 1 and 3 a quarter note instead of a half note. That requires that you mute the strings on beats 2 and 4. Muting means stopping the strings from ringing. You do this by strumming on beat 1, and then on beat 2 immediately placing your strumming-hand palm on the strings to stop them from ringing. You may also stop the strings with your fretting-hand fingers, or by doing both types of muting simultaneously. Do the same thing on beats 3 and 4. This will take some practice, but the results are more than rewarding—muting is an essential part of playing rhythm guitar. Ex. 4 combines the first bar of Ex. 3 with the second bar of Ex. 2. Now use the muting technique on the first measure and then hold the chords for the second Ex. bar. 2 Sounds nice and funky, doesn’t it? This D Ais similar to what youEhear strum x x0rhythmic x0 123 132 0 0 23 1 00 in India.Arie’s “Brown Skin.” AG
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Cut the Chord...



...and break out of the I–IV–V progression rut BY MAC RANDALL



T



here’s no shortage of possible explanations for why so much contemporary popular music seems stuck in a rut, but here’s a good one: lack of harmonic imagination. Chords can suggest melodies just as much as melodies can suggest chords, yet many of today’s most successful writers rarely venture beyond a few standard progressions. That’s not to say you can’t still work wonders with even the most overused tropes—think of how many great tunes are oriented around I-IV-V or I-V-vi-IV. But if you’re sticking too much to the harmonically tried and true, you’re limiting your melodic choices. Well, if the song doctors won’t come up with something more interesting, you can.
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Allow your fretting hand to take directions you don’t expect. When you’d normally go up, go down, and vice versa. Establish a tonic chord and find the most roundabout way of getting back to it. Listen to the distinct tones within each chord as you proceed.
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TIP 1 BEGINNERS’



WEEK ONE For your first week, focus on chord types most commonly associated with jazz and the Great
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The following examples aren’t technically oriented at all in the usual sense. They’re not designed to test either your right- or left-hand skills. Instead, they’re meant to stretch your brain. The idea is to get you thinking about shapes, patterns, and movements that you might normally shy away from—or maybe not even think about in the first place—in the interest of expanding your songwriting chops.
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American Songbook and see how they can be applied Week in a more 1 modern pop-rock idiom. A perfect place to start is with the music of Ex. 1 Donald Fagen and Walter Becker, a.k.a. Steely B m7 F m7 Dan. Ex. 1, based on their “Any Major Dude x 1 312 1 1 3 1 1 11 Will Tell You,” has many of the usual harmonic features of a jazz tune, including major seventh chords, minor seventh chords, and a ii-V transition. But it’s the clever use of an extended chord—in this case, Gm11—that really stands out. Your ears are trained to expect the harmony to move down to E from the F m7; when it shifts up instead, you 2feel like 2 2 2 2the2 3 2 2 2 2 song’s entering a new 3dimension. 2 2 2 2 2 2 Another chord that’s of the 4 out 4 2 ordinary 2 2 in2 2 2 4 4 4 pop, but frequently found in jazz, is the4 minor 2 seventh flat-five chord. It plays a prominent Ex. 2 role in the progression of Ex. 2, similar to that E m7 5“The ELong 7 Honeymoon.” B in Elvis Costello’s x x x 1314 x 1 342 11 Check out how1324 a long fr. alternating 6 fr. 6 fr. series6 of major and minor chords leads you into a thicket of harmonic uncertainty. By the time you reach the end of the passage, it may be hard to tell conclusively what key you’re in. No worries, you’re right back where you started: Gm is the relative major of B, which was the tonal center at the 6 beginning of the example.



#



j # # # 4 . œœ œœ œœ .. œœ & 4 . œœ œœ œœ .. œœ œ œ. œ



j œœ œœ ‰ œœ œœ œ œœ



. .



B



b



b



b



b ˙ & b n ˙˙˙



b ˙˙˙ b˙



ww ww w w



8 7 8 7



8 6 8 6



6 7 8 8 6



B



Gb



B m/D



x 423 1 x



1 342 11



b b˙ & b bb b ˙˙˙˙ b˙



n n ˙˙˙ n˙



2 2 3 4 4 2



3 4 4 5



B



C7



A



2 fr.



3



j j ˙ ˙˙˙ œœœ ... œœœ ‰ œœœ œœœ ˙˙˙ .. ˙˙˙ ˙ ˙ œ



˙˙˙ ˙˙ ˙



b



b



b



. .



6 6 6 7 7 7 7 7 7 5



3 1 2 0 0



œœ œœ J 3 1 2 0



œœ .. œœ .. œ. 0



3 3 0 0 2 3 7



˙˙ ˙ n˙



ww ww ww



˙˙ ˙ ˙



b



LISTEN TO THIS!
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WEEK TWO Speaking purely in conceptual terms, the diminished chord is the epitome of equipoise: BEGINNERS’ four notes, each separated by an interval of the Gexact m11 same size. But because that B m7 E 7 A maj7 G maj7 F m7 interval is a x 1 312 1 0 2 0 13 0 x0 213 0 2 x 341 x 1 x 342 x 1 3 1 1 11 minor third, what you actually get when you Diminished chords are highly play a diminished chord sounds far from adaptable. Try using them to subbalanced—it’s an industrial-sized pile of stitute for II7, iv, or V7 in a protension aching to be resolved. So how do you gression, and keep experimenting resolve it? from there. The same goes for Why not turn to one of the diminished seventh-sus-four chords. Start off chord’s biggest fans, George Harrison, for an playing them where you’d noranswer? In Ex. 3, inspired by “Here 2 Comes 0 the 0 0mally play sevenths and 2 see 2 2(a 1979 2 sequel 2 2 to Harrison’s 3 3 far 2 2 3 3 2 Moon” of sorts 4 4 4 4 4 2 1 1 1where they 4 take 4 you. 2 more famous 4 4 4 Beatles 4 song4about the 4 sun), 0 the 2 2 4 4 2 2 2a B7 0 0 4 E4dim acts as a sort of eerie substitute for 4 0 3 3 2 while also helping to trace out a slow descending bass line that takes us from E to G. E m7 5TheEringing 7 G m toward E m7 7 3 D Dm B Bm D7sus4 the5end E of Ex. x 1333 1 x 1 342 1 x 1324 x x 1314 x x x x 1314 x x 1 333 1 x 1 342 1 1 34 111 is another unusual touch, and1324 you’ll 6 fr. 6 fr. 4 fr. 4 fr. 6 fr. 6 fr. find that same type of chord in Ex. 4, based on Blur’s “It Could Be You.” Note how the dissonance generated by the B7sus4 is never really resolved; even when you’ve moved to the next chord, that nasty E outlier still seems to hang in the air. George Harrison The example closes with a move typical of ‘‘Here Comes Blur’s inventive lead guitarist Graham Coxon: the Moon’ 4 4 2 an augmented fifth3(in the G75), which has a George2Harrison
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Elliott Capos



WEEKLY WORKOUT | PLAY



Crafters of the



Elliott Pushbutton, Elite and “ The McKinney” by Elliott



very old-time pop feel and makes for a tasty transition back to C.



WEEK THREE As R.E.M.’s Peter Buck and countless others have discovered over the years, the use of open strings can turn simple chords into highly intriguing ones. For Ex. 5, in the style of XTC’s “Love on a Farmboy’s Wages,” the high-E string rings throughout, creating some neat tonal clashes. There are two different voicings of a B chord containing both the major third (D) and fourth (E), plus a rather unorthodox Dsus2 with the major third (F, a note you wouldn’t normally hear in this chord) in the bass. The most unusual chord of all would still be weird without the open string: Emaj7 with the major seventh (D) in the bass.



More than just a capo... 979-421-9393 ElliottCapos.com



Elliott Capos (Phill Elliott)



American Express, Discover, MasterCard, Visa.



See our website for information on all other banjo and guitar styles and sizes, with pricing.



Guitars in the Classroom trains, inspires, and equips classroom teachers to make and lead music that transforms learning into a creative, effective, and joyful experience for k-12 students from coast to coast and beyond.



Move chord shapes around the neck while keeping the top one, two, or even three strings open, and note which ones sound best. Standard E, A, and D shapes, both minor and major, are a good starting point. From there, graduate to major sevenths, minor sevenths, add ninths, and so on.



LISTEN TO THIS!



WEEK FOUR It’s time to bring together the ideas you’ve explored in the previous three weeks. Ex. 7, based on David Sylvian’s “When Poets Dreamed of Angels,” incorporates “jazzy” major and minor sevenths, along with a diminished chord and extended chords like A9 and the very flamenco-ish Fmaj7  5. The latter two are achieved by keeping two or three strings open, as is the mildly shocking Bmaj7 with an added flat fifth and sharp ninth that forms the climax of this example. As for the progression itself, on first listen it may seem a tad arbitrary. But deeper examination reveals a near-constant tension between upward and downward movement, similar to what you heard in Ex. 2. That tension even plays out within the chords themselves, as two inner lines—the first heading down, the second going up—briefly result in the creation of a dissonant chord rarely heard in pop music: the minor major seventh (in other words, a minor chord containing a major seventh). From here, the rest is up to you. With these examples as your inspiration, keep playing around with chord forms and patterns. Pick a single note within a chord as the start of a melody and see where that melody leads you, or take a random bunch of chords and figure out how you can relate them to one another with a melodic line. Either way, you’re sure to learn something—and make some cool sounds in the bargain! AG Mac Randall is the author of Exit Music: The Radiohead Story and 101 Great Playlists. His first solo album, I Call Time, will be released this fall.



The Smiths ‘‘The Headmaster Ritual’ Meat is Murder



Thanks to Martin Guitars and the C.F. Martin Foundation, Oriolo Guitars, the Bill Graham Foundation, and D'Addario & Co. for helping us launch the latest round of GITC programs!



Please visit



to learn more and check out GITC's first publication: The Green Songbook Available now from Alfred Music Publishing at www.GreenSongBook.com.
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TIP 3 BEGINNERS’



though no notes are added to the Cmaj7, the doubling of the B is enough to give it some real weight—further proof that regular major and minor chords aren’t the only ones that can benefit from a little more ring.



In Ex. 6, similar to “The Headmaster Ritual” by the Smiths, both the high E and B strings ring throughout. The key shapes here are the major seventh and the add-ninth, chords that would already sound pretty sweet without any open strings. As played here, they’re almost obscenely rich in sonority. The Gadd9 gets an extra sixth (E), while the Dmaj7 picks up an additional sixth (B) and ninth (E). And even



TIP 4 BEGINNERS’



Play any chord and then change notes within it one at a time, moving up or down one fret at first, then two or three. Experiment with “slash chords,” putting the third, fifth, or seventh in the bass. Then try the second or the sixth on the bottom.



Week 3 Ex. 5



E maj7



G6



x 3421 0



x 3412 0



x 3421 0



## & ##



7 fr.



œœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœ œœœœ 0 7 8 9 9



B



0 7 8 9 9



0 7 8 9 9



œœœœœœœœœœœœ œœœ



0 7 8 9 9



0 7 8 9 9



0 7 8 9 9



4 fr.



œœœœœœœœœœœœ œœ œœ œœ œœ 0 5 4 6 6



0 5 4 6 6



0 5 4 6 6



D sus2/F # B 7add4 C maj7 Ex. 6



B add4



1 x0 23 0



0 5 4 6 6



0 5 4 6 6



0 3 4 5 5



0 3 4 5 5



0 3 4 5 5



D maj13 x 132 00



x 132 00



5 fr.



œœœœœœœœœœœœ n œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ ‰ n œœœœ œœœœ œœœœ œœœœ œœœœ œœœœ œœœœ ‰ œœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœœ œ œ œ n œœ œœ # œœ œœ n œ œ œ œ œ œ œ n œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ



œœœœœœœœœ n œœœœœœœœœœœœ œœ œœ œœ n n œœ œœ œœ œœ



0 5 4 6 6



x 213 00



0 3 4 5 5



0 3 4 5 5



0 3 4 5 5



0 3 2 0 0 2



0 3 2 0 0 2



0 0 2 1 2



0 0 2 1 2



0 0 4 5 3



0 0 4 5 3



0 0 4 5 3



0 0 4 5 3



0 0 4 5 3



0 0 4 5 3



0 0 4 5 3



0 0 6 7 5



0 0 6 7 5



0 0 6 7 5



0 0 6 7 5



0 0 6 7 5



0 0 6 7 5



0 0 6 7 5



Week 4 Ex. 7



G 6add9



C maj7



2 x0 1 00



G 6add9



x 132 00



E



2 x0 1 00



# ## œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ & # ‰ n œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ ‰ n n œœœœ œœœœ œœœœ œœœœ œœœœ œœœœ n œœœ nœ œ œ œ œ œ œ nœ 0 0 2 0



B



0 0 2 0



0 0 2 0



0 0 2 0



0 0 2 0



0 0 2 0



0 0 4 5 3



3 3 3 3 3 3 3



A9



B



&



B



0 0 0 2 0



0 0 4 5 3



0 0 4 5 3



0 0 0 2 0



0 0 0 2 0



œœ œœ œ



œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœœ



0 0 0 2 0



0 0 0 2 0



0 0 0 2 0



0 0 0 2 0



3 0 0 2 7 3



3 0 0 2 3 7



3 0 0 2 3 7



3 0 0 2 3 7



3 0 0 2 3 7



3 0 0 2 3 7



1 34 111



1 1 1 1 3 1



1 32 111



œœ œœ œœ b œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ n œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ



3 0 0 2 3 7



3 3 3 3 5 3



3 0 0 2 3 7



3 3 3 3 5 3



G#



œœ œœ œœ



œœ œœ œœ œ œœ œœ œœ # œ œœ œœ œœ # # œœ



1 1 1 1 3 1



3 3 3 5 5 3



3 3 3 5 5 3



1 1 1 1 3 1



3 3 3 4 5 3



3 3 3 4 5 3



3 3 3 4 5 3



3 3 3 4 5 3



3 3 3 3 5 3



1342 xx



œœ œœ œœ b œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ 1 1 1 1 3 1



3 3 3 5 5 3



3 3 3 5 5 3



. .



3 2 3 2



A m(maj7)



œœ œœœ



1 32 111



1 1 1 1 3 1



3



5 6 6 4



3 3 3 3 5 3



4 fr.



œœ œ œ 5 6 6 4



œœ œ œ 5 6 6 4



x 34211



# 6 . # œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ 8 . # œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ



˙˙ ˙˙ ˙˙



0 0 0 0 1 1 2 2 0



œœ œœ œœ œœœ œœœ œœœ



1 3 1 1 11



1 1 1 1 3 1



0 0 2 0



œœ œœœ



Gm



1 1 1 1 3 1



œœœ œœ œœ œœ œ œœœ œ



1 3 1111



G m(maj7)



# n œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ b b œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ n œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ



0 0 4 5 3



F



xx 1324



G m7



F m7



1 1 1 1 3 1



0 0 4 5 3



21 00 3 x



# œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œ œœœ 0 0 0 2 0



0 0 4 5 3



G



x0 000



&



0 0 2 0



E dim7



0 23 1 00



333 222 333 222



3 2 3 2



333 222 333 222



1 3 1111



1 1 2 3 3



1 1 2 3 3



1 1 2 3 3



1 1 2 3 3



1 x 342 x



5 fr.



œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ # œœ œœ œœ œœ n œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ



œœ œœ œœ n œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œ œ œ œ œœ œœ œœ b œ œ œ œ



3 3 3 3 5 3



3 3 3 3 5 3



5 5 5 5 7 5



3 3 3 3 5 3



5 5 5 6 7 5



5 5 5 6 7 5



5 5 5 6 7 5



7 7



7 7



6



6



5 5 5 5 7 5



5 5 5 5 7 5



0 0



0 0 2 3 3



0 0 2 3 3



1 1 2 3 3



1 1 2 3 3



œœ œ œ



œœ œœ œœ œœœ œœœ



6 7 7



6 6 6 6 6 6 6 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7



6



6 6 6 6 6 6 6



. .



Em



x 342 00



6 fr.



œœ œœ œœ œœœœ œœœ œœœ œ b œ œ œ n œœ œœ œ 5 6 6 4



5 5 5 5 7 5



F maj7 #11



# B bmaj7 b 95 1 x 34 00



5 5 5 6 7 5



1 1 2 3 3



6 fr.



œœ œœ œœ



3 3 3 3 5 3



1 1 2 3 3



B bmaj7



A m7



5 fr.



n œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ . n œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ .



0 23 000



œœœ œœ



œœœ œœœ œœœ œœ œœ œœ



œœœ œœ



œœœ œœ



˙˙ ... ˙˙ . ˙˙ . .



0 0 2 3 3



0 0 2 3 3



0 0 2 3 3



0 0 2 3 3



0 0 0 2 2 0



0 0 2 3 3



0 0 2 3 3



AcousticGuitar.com 39



With the release of his solo anthology ‘This Far,’



reflects on the journey from punk-rock icon to alt-country mainstay By David Knowles



40 August 2014
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X, the early years: Billy Zoom, left, John Doe, Exene Cervenka, and DJ Bonebrake 42 August 2014



acoustic tour of the west coast—and hasn’t ruled out reuniting with Cervenka and Dave Alvin to make a third Knitters album, the bulk of his musical energy is now focused on what has already proven to be a prolific solo career. If there were any doubts about Doe’s importance as an original American storyteller, the ten solo albums he has released since 1990 have extinguished them, and it’s that impressive catalog that serves as the source material for The Best of John Doe: This Far (Yep Roc). The retrospective includes tracks like the raw “Take #52”—from his first solo album, Meet John Doe—in which gentle acoustic strums underline a delicate breakup song that finds him quoting a pair of country standards, Ernest Tubb’s “Walking the Floor Over You” and George Jones’ “Color of the Blues.” From there, the collection runs from fuzzy, punk-based songs to the purest acoustic Americana, heard on tracks like the wistful “Faraway (from the North Country),” from his 2002 album Dim Stars, Bright Sky, and “Grain of Salt,” from 2007’s A Year in the Wilderness. Doe even includes a reworking of one of X’s punk classics, “Poor Girl”—as a jaunty folk song. “The ‘this far’ part is important,” Doe says as he removes his Guild D35NT from its case and starts strumming a few chords. “I’m not done yet.” Gracious and humble, yet not afraid to offer a sharp critique of contemporary country music, Doe dropped by the AG office to talk about his career so far, and play a few of the tunes from the retrospective (watch his performance at AcousticGuitar.com/Sessions).



PHOTOS BY XX



When you were compiling this anthology, was there an overriding consideration in selecting the right material? You want to pick things that show the top and the bottom and the sides—the 3-D picture. Songs that are a little different from each other. Ones that people request when you play live. Ones that sweethearts say, “Don’t you dare leave that one off.” Luckily there wasn’t anything I recorded that was too time specific— like, oh that’s that snare sound from 2005—but that’s because I don’t go for that trickery. You’re credited with being one of the godfathers of what has become known as alt-country. When you made the first Knitters album did you view it as a novelty project? Yeah. I like novelty. Novelty songs and entertainment. For X, even though we were really serious and poetic and all that, there was an entertainment value to it. We did want to shock people, and with the Knitters, there was a lot of corny, you know . . . old country, like the Maddox Brothers and Rose radio shows and things like that. It was born out of Dave Alvin and Exene and I hanging out and saying, “Oh, did you hear this song?” and putting the record on. We’d have drunken parties doing that. It was during the time of [the civil war in] El Salvador and there was an organization called Medical Aid for El Salvador and all it was doing was saying, “Shit is getting blown up, let’s send some bandages.” Dave and Exene and I started doing some benefits for that and it just sort of grew out of that.
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ohn Doe pulls up in a 1970s powder blue Mercedes sedan and steps out into the parking lot wearing black cowboy boots, jeans, and a Western shirt. The founding member of the seminal punk band X, he remains the epitome of cool. Doe, who turned 60 in February, long ago proved himself to be a singer-songwriter whose material transcended genre. Produced by the Doors’ keyboardist Ray Manzarek, X’s 1980 debut album, Los Angeles, was like a shot fired across the bow of that city’s corporate rock headquarters. The menacing yet soulful collaborations of Doe and his then-wife, the singersongwriter Exene Cervenka, sounded unlike anything else at the time, and inspired countless bands that followed. Thanks to Doe’s highly developed melodic sensibilities, Los Angeles’ songs still sound as fresh today as when Manzarek first helped shepherd them onto vinyl. The same can be said of the group’s subsequent six albums, and of the Knitters—the prototypical alt-country side project Doe launched in 1982 with Cervenka, drummer DJ Bonebrake, the Blasters’ guitarist Dave Alvin, and stand-up bassist Jonny Ray Bartel. Along the way, Doe’s swagger and good looks caught Hollywood’s eye, and he transitioned into an acting career, landing parts in such films as Boogie Nights, Great Balls of Fire!, and The Good Girl as well as in dozens of television shows. While he continues to take acting work, Doe abandoned LA in 2011 for a quieter life in Northern California. And though he still tours with X —this fall the band is doing an



It was organic? Yeah, it was real organic (laughs). “Don’t forget your guitar! Oh right.” That kind of organic. About the alt-country thing, that was in the air. I have this theory that things move forward in music and then they take a step back. There was the psychedelic movement and then there’s Buffalo Springfield, then there’s the crazy punk rock and then there’s the Gun Club and Blood on the Saddle and Tex and the Horseheads and Rank and File. So there were a lot of other bands that were doing that with more original music. We were just wanting to hip people to what we loved, and I think that was maybe our best contribution. As some punk-rock kid probably said, “Wow, this Merle Haggard’s pretty good!”



who was from Alamogordo, New Mexico. She turned me on to Hank Williams. When you started writing songs with X in 1977, you wrote primarily on bass, when did you make the migration to writing on guitar? Maybe ’84, ’83.



something different. More recently, I’ve been trying to write songs that have less chorus and are less pop, and embracing more oddball timings. I had a point where I was writing melodies first. And I’ve been trying not to have all the words written down. Just see what happens when you’re singing. Stuff like that.



That’s a lot of X material written on bass! Most of the X songs were on bass. It just seemed to be the right thing to do. It did give Billy more latitude. I knew which were major and which were minor chords and we would sometimes have a conversation about that just to do something new. I think it’s important to do



Was a song like X’s ‘I Must Not Think Bad Thoughts’ a case in which you were consciously trying to pull at different influences and bring in a more country sound? I could say that and seem like I was real smart (laughs). I think we had gotten to the point with



In a way you gave a whole generation of kids permission to look into country music with an unironic eye. Irony was not so big back then. Humor was big, not irony. Both early punk and alt-country arose at a time when the corporate mainstream of rock and country were churning out some pretty hideous stuff. It seems there’s a link there between these more raw, fresher takes. Do you think that’s why it continued to be successful? I think things continue to be successful because they strike a nerve and they’re good, first. People get tired of having crap pushed in their face. But it continues. Look at so-called country music now, it’s horrible! I have a couple horses and I get them shoed regularly and there’s this guy at the stable who likes to play modern country and it’s horrible. If I hear another country song with a rap section in it I’m going to just kick somebody (laughs). I mean, I listen to some rap music, not a lot, and that’s cool, but that’s not a good hybrid.



articulate



What was some of your favorite country music at the time you formed the Knitters? Of that era, I really loved George Strait and John Anderson. Maybe my favorite singer from the 1970s was Sammi Smith. She’s pretty underrated, but so great. She seemed to sing things from a man’s point of view, it sounds weird, but she did a great version of “Sunday Mornin’ Comin’ Down,” and a great version of “Help Me Make it Through the Night,” and those seem to be pretty gender specific. You don’t think of a woman rummaging through her closet for her “cleanest dirty shirt.” When did you first get turned on by country music? As a kid. It was on the radio. I remember getting a Hank Williams record, maybe I was 16 or 18. I was going out with an older woman
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Escape the expected. Experience graphite.
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John Doe The Best of John Doe: This Far Yep Roc



AG asked John Doe to pick five songs from The Best of John Doe: This Far, and tell what makes them special. He came up with these.



“Grain of Salt” (2007) Here’s a lyric based on the idea that people or thoughts can get stuck inside you and over time become something lovely and destructive but eventually redemptive. Greg Leisz plays an ending lead like no other! “Hwy 5” (2005) Driving at night on highways in the west, there’s something beautiful and sad about the lights glittering on that dark horizon. Exene Cervenka (co-writer) and Neko Case (co-singer) take this song a couple dozen levels higher. Is it just coincidence that they both have red hair? “Twin Brother” (2005) A story set in the Tehachapi Mountains of California. More than a few people have told me that they cried listening to this and I’m always surprised, humbled, and flattered when they do. “Forever for You” (2002) I think that countries as well as people can obsess about each other. In the US we are obsessed with kicking everyone’s ass and we seem to have lost the concept of an underground or alternative to the statusquo, government party line. This is very sad. “The Golden State” (2007) This song is the only one of mine that can qualify as a “minor hit.” Some people have used this as their wedding song and that’s a pretty damn high compliment. It’s always dedicated to my sweetheart.
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WHAT JOHN DOE PLAYS



GUITAR Guild D-35 NT (1970s model) STRINGS Dunlop Phosphor Bronze .012-.052



X where we felt we could include a lot of different styles and more than country, I would say it was folk music that we were trying to layer on top of what X did. And it’s a pretty expansive song, from wars to your responsibility to music and how that gets played and just your general ability to survive that. Exene wrote pretty much all the lyrics. She would write and write and write and then on a song like that I would edit and try to get it into more of a song form. She’s got incredible rhythm in her writing, so maybe the whole first verse of that would be set as is. It was a feeling of power that we could use a stream-of-consciousness in a folk-rock song. At that point, we were trying to look outside of the whole punk-rock label. But we always were. How has your songwriting evolved as a solo artist? Like I was saying before, you have to try different methods, and it definitely doesn’t get easier. You may have a little more craft, but you have used different methods or different melodies or chord changes. I’m not as good as Willie Nelson. “Three chords and the truth” is what he said. You’ve used up some things. When you’re writing your first 20 songs you think, “Oh, I can do this, that’s cool, it’s a little bit like Eddie Cochran, that’s real cool!” Now, I’m just trying to figure some new stuff out. I’m ambitious, but not to just keep moving forward at a certain pace. On the bulk of the Yep Roc records I was really unhappy, in an unhappy marriage, not



AMPS Ampeg Jet J-20 reissue; ZT Lunchbox PICKUP Sunrise



anybody’s fault, but that was what was going on. There is something to be said for misery and songwriting. Then, after that resolved, hey, I don’t want to be unhappy. At the end of the last record I felt, this is a bummer, I don’t want to be a sad sack. So things turned around and I had to think how to write songs that were relevant to what’s going on now. OK, so how do you write a happy song that’s not all soft and sounds like the band Bread? There’s a dangerous, almost menacing quality to X’s early material, have you embraced the idea that you don’t have to write dangerous songs anymore? Have I mellowed with age? Absolutely, and that’s a good thing. I’ve said this before: there’s a big difference between an angry young man and an angry old man—older, mature, I like to say. I think there’s something to be said about youth and something to be said about maturity. On the last record, I did a song called “Never Enough” and even though it’s much simpler, it’s similar to “I Must Not Think Bad Thoughts.” It’s about having too much crap, people being religious fanatics and believing these ideals that just create havoc, and about people reaching into each others’ pockets. It may not be as dark and menacing, but there’s political commentary. One thing about mellowing is you lead by example. If you try to use less and give money to things that are important to you, that’s the best you can do. AG
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Choice Cuts



“My guitar was exactly what I wanted and got here fast!” Christopher from Savannah, GA
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GUITAR GALLERY SHOWS YOUR ACTUAL GUITAR



Sweetwater’s online Guitar Gallery lets you check out our world-class inventory of guitars in beautiful multiple-photo detail. Then, you can pick the exact guitar you want by serial number! Visit Sweetwater.com/guitargallery.



2-YEAR WARRANTY**



Total Confidence Coverage™ Warranty



55-POINT EVALUATION PROVIDES EXCEPTIONAL PLAYABILITY



Nearly every bass and guitar that we stock receives a detailed 55-point Evaluation by our experts before it’s shipped. We make sure it looks, sounds, and plays great right out of the box! Visit Sweetwater.com/55-point.



FREE PRO ADVICE We’re here to help! Call today!
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FAST, FREE SHIPPING
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24 MONTHS SPECIAL FINANCING AVAILABLE
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SOUTH Rodney Crowell sets his sights on creating literature in song BY JEFFREY PEPPER RODGERS



46 September 2014
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ore than 40 years after Rodney Crowell landed his first gig as a Nashville songwriter, it would seem he has little left to prove. Crowell has had more than his share of hits, both as an artist (“It’s Such a Small World,” “Above and Beyond,” the Grammy-winning “After All This Time”) and as a songwriter (“’Til I Gain Control Again” by Crystal Gayle, “Shame On the Moon” by Bob Seger, “Making Memories of Us” by Keith Urban). Through decades of change in the country music business, Crowell has built a sturdy career performing solo and leading bands, and also producing records for such artists as Rosanne Cash (his ex-wife), Jim Lauderdale, and fellow Texas troubadour Guy Clark. Along the way, Crowell’s deep catalog of songs has earned him lifetime achievement awards from ASCAP and the Americana Music Association, and a place in the Nashville Songwriters Hall of Fame. But to hear Crowell tell it, he’s only now really coming into his own as a singer, songwriter, and guitarist. Recent years have been especially rewarding for Crowell, who turns 64 in August. In 2011, he published the memoir Chinaberry Sidewalks, recounting his hardscrabble childhood in Texas, and the next year released Kin, an album of songs written with the author/poet Mary Karr and recorded with such notable guests as Norah Jones, Lucinda Williams, Kris Kristofferson, and Vince Gill (Crowell’s bandmate in the Notorious Cherry Bombs). This year, Crowell and his longtime friend Emmylou Harris scored a Grammy for Old Yellow Moon—and he quickly followed with another fine solo release, Tarpaper Sky (New West). On the new album, Crowell collaborates with the versatile guitarist Steuart Smith, who helped shape Crowell’s 1988 blockbuster Diamonds and Dirt as well as The Houston Kid in 2001. In classic Crowell style, the new songs span roots, country, folk, gospel, and rockabilly, and are anchored by his sure-handed picking on a vintage Gibson L-00. Reached at his home in Nashville, Crowell revealed how the sounds of the ’50s and ’60s inspired the new album, and how his immersion in the literary world has transformed his songwriting. Like your recent album with Emmylou Harris, the new Tarpaper Sky is a sort of reunion—in this case, with your band from Diamonds and Dirt. Do you think of the album that way? Well, no, I didn’t look at it as a reunion. It was not my intention to recreate Diamonds and Dirt.



I’ve worked with all of the guys over the years . . . and [keyboard player] Barry Beckett was a big part of Diamonds and Dirt, and he passed away. But [Tarpaper Sky] was the first time we gathered in a circle the way we did back then. We tried a few things to keep us from any old bad habits we’ve accrued over the years. We threw headphones out the window and recorded just listening to each other naturally in the studio, the way it might have been done in 1958. Do you feel like something is lost in the assembly-line style of recording most people use these days? I look at it this way: what’s your primary goal, production or performance? To record without headphones makes it entirely about performance. I’m only interested anymore, really, in performance as it leads to production. Using the tools of modern recording to lay down everything in the most polished, clean, and tidied-up way doesn’t interest me. I’m interested in the collaborative performance. Do you play and sing very differently when you ditch the headphones? You do, because you have to listen. Normally the information that’s happening is fed back to you in the headphones as loud as you want it. But when we’re all gathered around, and the drummer has to lean over to hear what I’m playing on the acoustic guitar and what I’m singing, he can’t play just banging on it. You have to come together. It took us a day to work out how to do that. But by the second day, everybody was in and loving it. I’d think that the acoustic guitar would be the hardest thing for everyone to hear in that setting. Yeah, especially when I’m playing a vintage L-00. They’re pretty loud instruments, really, but you’ve got to listen to the subtlety. It takes a very sensitive musician to be able to pick up on that subtlety from ten feet away. Did this approach to recording influence the songwriting, or did you just work with the batch of songs that you had? There are songs on this album that were 20 years in the making. “Fever on the Bayou,” the second song, I sat on that for more than 20 years because I couldn’t figure out the last verse. And then in a conversation with a friend of mine in an airport, he said the word Franglais, as in merging French and English, which triggered my memory of the Cajun patois from the old guys I used to work with on the Texas-Louisiana border.
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I said, “Ah, my last verse needs to be in some kind of bastardized French/English/Cajun vernacular,” and then I had my last verse. “Grandma Loved That Old Man” was an old song that I wrote just after I recorded The Houston Kid, where I thought, wow, that just missed the train—should have been on that record. I wrote “The Long Journey Home” maybe five, six years ago. Some of the songs are recent—“Jesus Talk to Mama,” “I Wouldn’t Be Me Without You.”



START WRITING SONGS Take a course on songwriting with Jeffrey Pepper Rodgers, founding editor of Acoustic Guitar and John Lennon Songwriting Contest grand prize winner.



SONGWRITING BASICS FOR GUITARISTS available now at



store.AcousticGuitar.com
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Speaking of ‘Jesus Talk to Mama’: what inspired you to tap into that early rock ’n’ roll sound? Playing Chuck Berry on the acoustic guitar? Yeah. Well, the song itself was born out of my relationship with my mother, who was a Pentecostal gal. She wasn’t above Friday night sinning and Sunday morning redemption. She viewed herself as pretty puritanical, but she really wasn’t. She always said to me, “You have this writing gift—you should be writing sacred songs.” Down South, in southern sharecrop farm culture, gospel songs were called sacred songs. So my mother was always on me about writing a sacred song. I was thinking about her one day, and I said, “Well, Mama”—she’s long since passed—“I’ll do it. I’ll write you a sacred song.” My natural instinct was to go for that Pentecostal rock ’n’ roll that Jerry Lee Lewis brought across. You know “Great Balls of Fire” and “Whole Lotta Shakin’ Goin’ On” really came out of the church—specifically out of the Pentecostal church. Tarpaper Sky also includes one song from the Kin project with Mary Karr. How has collaborating with a memoir writer and poet, and also writing a memoir of your own, influenced the songs you’ve written since then? From the very beginning of my collaboration with Mary, I wanted to allow her poetic sensibility to surface into song. There are certain choices you make as a songwriter that you might not make as a poet when words stand alone on the page. But I was really keen to experiment with Mary and find ways that her singular poetic sensibility could stand in the song. We struck a balance on that really quickly. Together we both sort of became poets and songwriters. Since working with Mary, I often think, let me write this down and look at it alone on the page. What did each of you bring to the writing of ‘God I’m Missing You’? “God I’m Missing You” starts with a piece of a poem that Mary had, and then we started to experiment. I started to find the melody in which the words would carry, and from there on, we did what I’m speaking of: we fused the



songwriter choice and the poetic choice to make it a song. Like “God I’m missing you,” the hook, that’s sort of summing up the narrative from the songwriter point of view, whereas most of the narrative I would say stems from allowing the poet’s sensibility to lead us. You mentioned ‘Grandma Loved That Old Man,’ which opens with a character sketch reminiscent of a short story. Do you think about writing songs in that way? Absolutely. I think about sketching this character or painting this character with words. In this case, I had actually my grandfather to work from. Yeah, those songs generally have a poignancy that makes them longer lasting. To get into that kind of literature in song is, for my money, the best shot we have at timelessness. Are there other specific songs of yours, new or old, where you were aiming for literature in song? I always feel like “Jewel of the South” is one of those songs, and I certainly think Mary and I achieved it with “Anything But Tame” and “Mama’s On a Roll.” “Anything But Tame”: “When our feet were tough as horn / And our eyes were sharp as flint / And our hearts beat like two war drums”—pretty detailed descriptive writing, I think. It’s not a broad-stroke love song. I’ve written a broad-stroke love song or two in my day, and they’re good earners. They are good worker bees. But the real thing that I’m going for are those kind of character studies that we’re talking about. Do you write songs from titles in the way that a lot of Nashville writers do? I like it when I get a title. Then I know, this is what it is. Generally speaking, I have to say those songs tend to be more commercial, for lack of a better word. You know, Vince Gill and I wrote “It’s Hard to Kiss the Lips at Night That Chew Your Ass Out All Day Long.” Well, that’s a big old title and it’s a joke, and you know what that is. I certainly appreciate the big title that comes to me, because those songs are easy to write. But they’re not as impressionistic as songs that seep out of the pores or seep into your ears or find you coming from some mystic place where you have to divine what they’re trying to tell you. Those songs I enjoy more. I enjoy the process of discovering what they might be, and they’re harder to write. There’s some great guitar playing on the new record. How would you describe the interplay of Steuart Smith’s guitar with yours? Tarpaper Sky is as much Steuart Smith’s record as it is mine, in a way. Steuart’s a very articulate,



WHAT RODNEY CROWELL PLAYS ACOUSTIC GUITARS 1932 Gibson L-00. Collings C-10. On a few songs on Tarpaper Sky, he used his 1942 banner Gibson J-45. PHOTO BY MARK HORTON / WIREIMAGE



AMPLIFICATION L.R. Baggs LB6 undersaddle pickup and Para DI Acoustic preamp.



Crowell plays a 1932 Gibson L-00 on the new album, but he still brings out his J-45 on stage.



very intelligent individual, very well read, I mean, he’s a guy who reads Proust and talks to me about why I should be reading Proust. At the same time, he’s a very thorough musician, with a very strong work ethic. So we talk about Cézanne and landscape painting, and that conversation starts to bleed into how we approach recording. As far as my guitar style and Steuart’s guitar style, we’ve played together off and on for years and years. I’ve become a much better guitar player since we first met. I used to leave it all to him. Steuart has been very encouraging about how I approach the guitar. We just have a natural dialogue about how all that falls together.



Blind Blake in a way that I’m able to articulate on the guitar. I used to be a guitar strummer—I was a good songwriter, I understood words and melody, but I was a strummer. But with this guitar I’ve become a guitar player. How’s that for a bold statement?



What have you learned about guitar playing in those years? I’ll tell you, I landed on a 1932 12-fret Gibson L-00. My understanding is the L stands for learner. When that guitar found me—it was a gift from Sterling Ball—suddenly the guitar started to make sense to me in a way that it never had before. The guitar also subtly suggested that I pay really close attention to country-blues players like Lightnin’ Hopkins and R.L. Burnside and Muddy Waters, and in some ways to Howlin’ Wolf, although [Howlin’ Wolf lead guitarist] Hubert Sumlin is a different style of guitar. Somewhere in there is a Merle Travis vibe, and a bit of Chet Atkins, that this guitar has helped me come to understand. I’m starting to understand even some Bill Broonzy and



We started off talking about Diamonds and Dirt. How do you feel your songwriting has changed since those days? You know, I developed most quickly as a songwriter—melody and words. I wrote songs as a 22-year-old kid that are still around today. People are still singing them. As a young man, it seems as though inspiration would come to me in more of a broad-stroke sense, which probably was a lot more commercial. Over the years I became a better singer. Maybe ten, 12 years ago I thought I’d finally arrived as a singer. And then maybe three or four years ago I started to understand that I was a guitar player. Along there I became an author, and in the time I spent trying to figure out how to write



STRINGS Ernie Ball medium lights, .012–.054. On the J-45, he uses a .056 bass string because he often plays with a pick. Otherwise he mostly plays with his fingernails.



‘With this guitar I’ve become a guitar player. How’s that for a bold statement?’ Rodney Crowell Tarpaper Sky New West



sentences and paragraphs cohesively, I became more singular. So as I became more interested in expressing myself in a more singular way, I’ve really become less commercial. The older I get and the more I’m interested in the craft and developing that, the less I’m apt to express myself in that broad-stroke way. Love songs that I want to write now are more like “God I’m Missing You” than “Making Memories of Us.” AG
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HEAD & SHOULDERS ABOVE THE REST.



IT’S A BOLD STATEMENT, BUT THERE IT IS. Every detail of an Alvarez guitar is the culmination of tireless research, development and innovation in pursuit of a superior player experience.



alvarezguitars.com
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FUTURE STOCK Which guitars will be prized in 100 years?
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EVERYTHING NEW IS OLD AGAIN Luthiers use an organic aged-wood treatment
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EXTREME PICKIN’ Meet Blackbird’s strange guitars
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CALL THE DOCTOR Does your instrument need a CAT scan?



Flax to the future: The Blackbird El Capitan PHOTO BY KAYVAN MOJTAHEDZADEH
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Future Stock



Vintage is a subjective topic where guitars are concerned. What we may think will be a coveted vintage instrument may not be so in 100 years. I have owned vintage guitars, and own vintage guitars—not because of that cache, but because they work as I require them to work. I have let vintage instruments worth thousands go because they do not work as I require them to work, meaning that while they are “old” and have “vintage” value, they have no value to me if they do not work right. Over 40 years as a professional, I’ve played just about everything, guitars- and amps-wise. Many instruments produced today are as good, and even better, than the sought-after originals they emulate.



What will a vintage acoustic guitar collection look like in 100 years?



GEOFF ARNOLD



Earlier this year, AG put a question to the guitar lovers who follow the magazine’s social media pages: Which acoustic guitars of today will be the classic, collectible vintage instruments of tomorrow? Opinions varied wildly.



PORTLAND, OREGON



In this issue’s special focus on Future Vintage guitars, you will find the voices of your fellow acoustic-guitar aficionados, along with stories about guitar companies that are using medical technology to learn more about antique acoustic instruments (“Call the Doctor,” page 62); the process of torrefaction, an wood-aging treatment that makes new woods on contemporary instruments look, feel, and sound like very old wood (“Everything New is Old Again,” page 53); and a San Francisco guitar company that makes oddball composite guitars that you can play . . . in Antarctica (“Extreme Pickin’,” page 56). Enjoy AG’s excursion into the future of vintage.



RICHARD LASCHON ILLUSTRATION



Some enthusiasts commented that guitars made from modern technology—new composites and high-tech construction techniques— will be the collectible items a century from now. Others said it’s all in the rich tonewoods that have made acoustic guitars look and sound beautiful for hundreds of years. Still others suggested that collectors of vintage instruments tend to gravitate to what were once considered cheap instruments, and that will be the same for collectors in the future.



There may not be any sort of “vintage” guitars 100 years from now. I believe the very idea of a “vintage” acoustic guitar is a relatively recent phenomenon, something that has come about because of the baby boomer generation with ingrained nostalgic tendencies and the relative affluence to act on them. Today’s most soughtafter “vintage” acoustics are not even 100 years old— they are under 75 years old, give or take—and when those guitars were being built, probably no one dreamed that one day they’d be considered “vintage” and thus command such obscene prices. If they had any inkling that this was to come to pass, there would have been a lot more people buying and preserving a lot more pre-war Martins.



JUD HAIR APEX, NORTH CAROLINA CONT. PG. 55
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Everything New is Old Again



Guitar builders are using a technique called torrefaction to accelerate the wood-aging process for better tone and stronger instruments BY ADAM PE R LM UTTE R



Martin CS-00S-14



few years ago, the luthier Dana Bourgeois—an AG contributing columnist—received a sample of spruce, which he later fashioned into a guitar’s soundboard. After the instrument was completed, a violin-making friend asked Bourgeois to shine a flashlight on the top, and to comment on its permeability to light. When Bourgeois reported that it was opaque, his friend said, “Congratulations, you’ve discovered the holy grail of violin forgery.” The violin maker was referring to the dark side of instrument building, in which counterfeiters make copies of rare and expensive 18th-century violins with imitation scratches, varnish wear, and a variety of other simulated tricks. One thing that has historically been impossible to fake, though, is the way wood’s structure transforms as it ages; a soundboard or back that admits light is a dead giveaway to an instrument’s forgery. But for the spruce top on Bourgeois’ guitar, the luthier had used a wood-aging treatment called torrefaction—an organic process that renders fresh wood nearly indistinguishable from wood that has aged naturally. That’s why the light had a hard time peeping through.



A



As acoustic-guitar makers turn to periodcorrect materials like hide glue and varnish finishes to create guitars that emulate their prewar counterparts, it is only natural that torrefied wood is gaining traction. Bourgeois has gotten satisfying results from these materials, as have bigger companies, including Martin and Yamaha. “This is probably the most important technological advance I’ve seen in decades of guitar making,” Bourgeois says. But is the aged-wood look for a guitar just a fad, like 1980s stonewashed jeans? Hardly, says Bourgeois. Torrefaction doesn’t just make a guitar look old, it gives it the opened-up sound that’s prized in actual vintage guitars. “Luthiers are just beginning to discover its depth of possibilities,” he says. In his Aged Tone series, Bourgeois offers dreadnoughts and OMs with torrefied soundboards, finished with Isocyanate, a material that mimics the thinness and hardness of the aged nitrocellulose lacquer which, according to many builders, contributes to a vintage guitar’s tone. Bob Minner, a master flatpicker known for his work with country singer Tim McGraw, owns both a specially ordered Bourgeois



slope-shouldered dreadnought and an 00 from the Aged Tone series. “I’ve got a bunch of vintage guitars that I love, and I’d stack up these new guitars against any comparable old model,” Minner says. “The great thing about them is that you get this dry, aged tone.”



ROASTED WOOD Torrefaction is a process by which wood is heated in a controlled environment, cooking off the volatiles—the oils, sugars, and resins that naturally vacate the wood but only after many decades of drying. “Imagine a cross section of raw bacon, part meat and part fat,” says Tim Teel, director of instrument design at C.F. Martin & Co. “Then visualize a cooked piece, in which the fat has been rendered out. This is kind of what happens with a piece of wood that’s been torrefied.” “It’s an environmentally friendly, non-chemical process that yields excellent musical results,” says Armando Vega, project manager for Yamaha, which calls its wood-aging process Acoustic Resonance Enhancement.
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In most commercial applications, wood is torrefied inside a kiln or chamber, whose interior is low in oxygen and can withstand high temperatures. Everything is monitored with sensors programmed to respond to characteristics unique to different species of wood. A typical procedure involves first slowly heating the wood to about 250 degrees, keeping it there for 20 hours, and then gradually lowering the heat until nearly all of the moisture is removed. The next step is to reheat the wood to about 400 degrees, lowering the temperature a final time while using water vapor to add moisture. This last step ensures that the end product is useable by woodworkers. Wood that is too brittle will not work. Torrefied wood has a honeycomb-like cellular structure resembling that of timber that’s had many decades to transform. Because of this, in Bourgeois’ assessment, it has a more opened-up sound. “If properly treated, its stiffness-to-weight ratio improves,” he says. “This results in an enhanced velocity of sound—the quickness with which sound travels through wood—which produces the vintage tone that’s typically been all but elusive in a new instrument.” Of course, not all old guitars sound stellar, and that’s because not all wood has the properties that make it an excellent transmitter of sound. So, torrefaction cannot be used to produce a fine-sounding guitar top out of, say, a piece of suboptimal spruce. “Torrefaction can’t make a bad piece of wood sound good,” Bourgeois says. “For use in guitars, the process has to start with a selection of fine tonewood.” The natural spruce tops of new, vintage-style guitars are typically treated with aging toners that darken the wood to simulate oldness. But in the torrefaction process, as a wood’s structure changes, so does its coloration; therefore, the aged look is more authentic. “Spruce can receive this beautiful, dark, rich hue that removes the need for toner,” Bourgeois says.



FROM VIKING BOATS TO MODERN PORCHES Torrefaction involves the use of modern technology, but the idea of aging wood is not new. Stone-age hunters hardened their wooden spear points on open flames. And as early as the 8th century, the Vikings were known to heat wood to enhance its functionality in boatbuilding. For decades, the aged-wood process has been employed extensively in Scandinavian countries, where it’s seen a range of uses in buildings. For exterior purposes, like porch planks, aged wood is resistant to rotting; for interior flooring, it remains stable during the
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climate changes that can cause expansion or contraction in untreated wood, resulting in buckling and other structural problems. And as with guitars, torrefied wood in other applications is sometimes used to simulate oldness. “There’s a historic district of Amsterdam where the buildings have been around for 500 years,” Bourgeois says. “Torrefied wood has worked quite effectively for maintenance, as it looks aesthetically correct.” In Finland, torrefaction is known as “thermo treatment” and has been used by various wood producers since it was patented in 1990. The Tampere University of Technology, together with a handful of Finnish instrument makers, initiated a study of thermo-treated tonewoods in 1996, culminating in a 2002 paper reporting the musical benefits of the process. This was a revelation for many builders in that country. “Juha Ruokangas started torrefying everything in his instruments,” says Bourgeois, referring to the luthier who specializes in electric guitars and basses. “Even organ builders found it was great for church instruments, whose cabinets were prone to swelling in those large halls.”



‘Torrefaction can’t make a bad piece of wood sound good.’ —DANA BOURGEOIS



Yamaha LL16



Sean Watkins of Nickel Creek, with a Bourgeois Aged Tone Slope D (below left). Torrefied and un-torrefied Adirondack spruce tops (right).
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Yamaha rolls out a line of affordable guitars with an aged-wood look and sound Though torrefied woods are mostly associated with high-priced boutique instruments made in small numbers, Yamaha has begun the process on less expensive guitars. The company refers to its version of torrefaction as A.R.E., which stands for Acoustic Resonance Enhancement. It was first applied in the late 1990s to violin-family instruments. “A lot of people don’t realize that we’ve been making violins and pianos for more than 125 years,” says Yamaha’s Armando Vega. “So woodworking technology is something that comes naturally to us.”



which the internal temperature and humidity are controlled in stages to alter the structure of the wood, increasing crystallization of the cellulose while reducing the hemicellulose. Initially, Yamaha only used torrefied woods on its high-end Japanesemade guitars that are not available for export. But the smartly priced guitars in Yamaha’s L series, most of which sell for less than $1,000, feature soundboards made from torrefied Engelmann spruce. “We’re making affordable guitars that sound 30 or 40 years old right out of the box,” says Vega. —A.P.



In Yamaha’s A.R.E. treatment, the wood is placed inside a pressurized vessel, in



In a hundred years? An American-made Ovation will probably be collectible.



EMMETT FRANK GLICK NORWALK, CONNECTICUT



Composite Acoustics are very nice sounding and playing, to my ear. They are their own thing. They don’t sound like a D-28 or my Yairi, but I like them for what they are, rather than what they recapture. I don’t picture them being slobbered over 50 years from now, though. My real guess: something being made now that is as close as possible to things made 40 to 60 years ago. That’s the future.



BILL KNELL STRATFORD, CONNECTICUT



THE MISSING ELEMENT Teel often found something lacking when he compared high-quality replicas to the original Martin guitars. He just couldn’t quite pinpoint what it was. Two years ago, when Martin used a sample of torrefied Sitka spruce for the soundboard of an HD-28, he figured it out. “It had the missing element,” Teel says. “A really dry, chimey, ringing tone that is the hallmark of a great vintage guitar.” Martin donated the HD-28 to a charity auction whose organizers were not careful when handling the instrument. Displayed in a case under a hot light, the guitar had become dangerously dehydrated, developing sharp fret ends but just a hairline crack on the soundboard. Considering the circumstances, it was a relatively minor injury. “The winner sent us the guitar for revitalization,” Teel says, “and one of our repair guys got confused. The department sees guitars that have been through so many different adverse circumstances, and on a guitar as dry as the HD-28 had become, much more extensive soundboard cracking would be expected. The torrefied spruce really minimized the damage on this guitar.” Bourgeois took one of his own treated guitars home in the dead of a particularly harsh



Northeastern winter. “I didn’t bother to humidify the guitar, but throughout the winter and into the spring, it barely moved; this just blew me away,” he says. “I lent it to Courtney Hartman [of the string band Della Mae] and she took it out on the road without even a setup needed.” In its factory, Martin has an environmental chamber, which subjects test guitars to a wide range of temperatures and humidity levels for the purpose of quality control. That chamber has confirmed the stability of other guitars built from torrefied woods. “We’ve tried a couple guitars with back and sides made from torrefied maple, which holds up great and sounds excellent while adding a beautiful amber color to the wood,” Teel says.



NOT A REPLACEMENT Though it would be possible to torrefy all woods used to build an instrument, the process reportedly causes denser tropical specimens, such as rosewoods, to become brittle and susceptible to cracking. Instrument makers have so far focused mainly on applying torrefaction to the top, which is usually considered the most important tone-producing wooden part of an acoustic guitar. Bourgeois has found that the



I think the Bourgeois Aged Tone guitars will be in the forefront of future vintage instruments due to both their limited production numbers and the innovation of the torrefied tops.



BOB MINNER MOUNT JULIET, TENNESSEE



Various, less common woods will be sought after since age will enrich the sound quality. The American guitars will, I feel, remain top choice for collectors since more and more guitars are being made out-ofthe-country these days and less good-quality American guitars will be found in good condition.



JOYCE CASTONA MILWAUKEE, WISCONSIN CONT. PG. 59
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Extreme Pickin’ Mixing high-tech materials with hillbilly ingenuity, Blackbird Guitars creates some innovative— and nearly indestructible—instruments BY G R EG OLWE LL



uitarists interested in Blackbird’s carbon-fiber instruments often have a goal in mind, one that’s outside of what many would think of as normal. Take Henry Kaiser. Like most players, the guitarist—known for his adventurous free-jazz excursions and world-music projects with fellow iconoclast David Lindley—likes to relax after a long day at work by playing an acoustic. But what Kaiser does with his Blackbird Rider travel guitar goes way beyond any manufacturer’s specifications. “It seems normal to me to go outside with a guitar in minus-80 [degrees] in Antarctica,” Kaiser says. The guitarist, who’s also a professional research diver, brings his instrument on regular trips to the ice-covered desert continent whose zero-percent humidity would wreak havoc on a wood guitar, making it unplayable in a matter of days. Kaiser doesn’t just take his Blackbird to his unconventional workplace, though. In a series of videos he posted on YouTube, he filmed a fellow diver playing the guitar as the team swam beneath 20 feet of ice in the Ross Sea. Why would anybody do that? “Because it’s a fun joke and it’s a useful image,” Kaiser says. “And because we can do it and nobody else can. Fewer people dive under the ice [in Antarctica] than have been in space.” Henry Kaiser’s antics represent the boundary-pushing extreme of usability and durability that Blackbird Guitars’ founder Joe Luttwak had in mind when he started the company in 2005. His mission remains the same: to change people’s ideas about where they can take their instruments.



G



Blackbird is putting the limitations of travel guitars, er… on ice.



PHOTO BY HENRY KAISER



process works particularly well for Adirondack spruce, because of its hardiness. “Before we use a piece of torrefied wood, we cut off a little sliver, to examine its fibers; longer fibers will have more integrity,” Bourgeois says. “We feel on safe ground with torrefied Adirondack. It tends to be pretty tough, generally with better long-grain integrity than the European species commonly used in guitar building.” Martin faces the conundrum of recreating its original designs with dwindling supplies of traditional materials. Five years ago, when the company began searching for an alternative to ebony for its bridges and fingerboards, torrefied wood seemed like a promising solution. “We got some torrefied maple and had it ebonized, or darkened, for the appropriate look. But we weren’t quite satisfied with the results,” Teel says. “The wood was too lightweight and not very efficient, tonally, which torrefaction could not address in this application. The fingerboard and bridge are key in transmitting string vibrations efficiently into the body—for that famous Martin growl—and torrefied maple just didn’t cut it.” Despite its successful experiment with that HD-28, Martin has learned that for all of the enhancements, torrefied wood can be more difficult to work with than non-aged wood. “It becomes a little more brittle, so extra care is needed in the manufacturing process,” Teel says. “Because torrefied wood loses cellular material, it doesn’t have the spongelike quality that new wood does, and therefore, if a little dent is made on a guitar that’s being built, it can’t easily be steamed out. “It’s not a direct replacement for normal spruce,” Teel adds. So far, Martin’s experimentations with torrefied woods have resulted in only one model, the limited-edition CS-00S-14, with a treated Swiss spruce top. The guitar blends traditional elements—a 12-fret 00 body and hide-glue construction—with modern touches like a carbon-fiber neck reinforcement and Fishman Aura VT electronics. “We’ve done a lot of testing on torrefied woods and so far haven’t seen anything negative associated with it. But we’re tiptoeing into the pond, so to speak,” Teel says. As new torrefied guitars hit the market, some players who feel that a guitar should earn its age will worry about how a torrefied guitar will stand up over time; others will suspect the process is a gimmick. The real test is whether players and collectors of all stripes embrace guitars made with torrefied woods in the way that a small number of devotees like Bob Minner have. “Quote me on this,” Minner says. “My Bourgeois guitars with torrefied tops will be coveted on the vintage market long after I’m gone.” AG
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APPALACHIAN SPRING Blackbird’s instruments might seem about as far away from a mountain dulcimer as a West Virginia holler is from a guitar shop in San Francisco’s Mission District. But when Luttwak talks about what inspired him to build musical instruments, the connection becomes as plain as the weave on the company’s carbon-fiber guitars. “I had played a dulcimer and was shocked at the frequency response and volume from this small instrument,” Luttwak says, lifting up his Rider and pointing to the features inspired by the humble dulcimer: “Hollow neck, hollow head, and one-piece design—the notion was, if they can do it in a dulcimer, why can’t we do it in a guitar?” Luttwak is sitting in the company’s upstairs lounge surrounded by comfortable modern furniture and several guitars hanging from the walls. At 38, he’s affable and energetic, with a quick, sarcastic humor. An avid backpacker, he
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grew up in suburban Maryland just outside of Washington, D.C., and frequently headed west for treks into the Appalachian Mountains. After graduating from the University of Rochester, in New York, with a history degree, he landed a job in the communications department at Ferrari’s automobile factory in Maranello, Italy and also helped design a museum exhibit. He liked the design project so much that he eventually headed to San Francisco State University for a master’s program in product design. On the West Coast, he continued camping and playing guitar, but found himself frustrated by the guitars that were being marketed for travel and backpacking. “There were a lot of problems with travel guitars—the foremost being that they didn’t sound good,” Luttwak says. “In my mind’s eye, I saw myself playing a travel guitar and cringing at the thin sound of each note.” His fantasy was to be able to tap into the inspiration that can come from playing an instrument in an inspiring environment. “I wanted to realize that fantasy, and that required making a good travel guitar for backpacking, one that sounded good and wasn’t fragile.” A school experiment changed Luttwak’s life. He was helping a friend in his master’s program work on a guitar design as part of an extra credit project when a professor suggested there might be something to an all-hollow unibody instrument. Prototyping the guitar combined Luttwak’s interests in design with his desire for a travel guitar that he’d actually want to play on his backpacking trips. That’s when Luttwak remembered the mountain dulcimer—the small plucked stringed instrument with a hollow neck and body. But constructing a working hollow guitar was easier said than done. Others had tried it—early on, Orville Gibson attempted one-piece bodies and necks, and Knutsen and Weissenborn had made hollow-neck guitars—but wood was not durable enough for a travel guitar that feels and sounds like a guitar. Luttwak had to find something else. “Composites were clearly the solution,” he says.



Henry Kaiser (right) on tour in Antartica. Luttwak (below) shows off a piece of Ekoa.



MEET THE UNIBODY ACOUSTIC FERRARI F1 Luttwak needed material that would be tenacious enough for back-country trekking and also sound better than any other travel guitar he’d ever played. He decided to apply some of the experience he got at Ferrari. “It’s the intersection of two fields coming together, and that’s where a lot of interesting ideas happen,” Luttwak says. “The F1 unibody meets the acoustic guitar.”



PHOTO BY KAYVAN MOJTAHEDZADEH



“I wanted to have the ideal travel guitar,” Luttwak says, holding up a Rider model guitar in the company’s San Francisco shop: “This is that selfish desire, out of control.” As Luttwak expands the company’s line, he’s also come across a new flax-fiber-based composite that he’s working into his latest models. It’s a material that’s showing promise in a time when old-growth woods for traditional guitar building are increasingly difficult to find, even for high-end guitars. Other makers have turned to carbon-fiber for its strength and imperviousness to climate change, but most carbon-fiber guitars have been more like high-tech versions of traditional wooden acoustics. Luttwak’s initial approach was to give the entire guitar a radical rethink, and he created the oddball-looking Rider steelstring to fulfill his passion to make the bestsounding, most reliable travel guitar possible. The oblong carbon-fiber guitars quickly found an audience with players who preferred not to leave their guitars behind as they trekked the Himalayas or sailed the South Seas. “For much the same reason I started this company, many of our customers wanted to expand the context of where they had an acoustic guitar with them,” Luttwak says. “That was traveling the world, going to extreme climates, but not wanting to give up a deep part of their personality.” Luttwak’s small shop with about a halfdozen employees produces some 400 guitars and ukuleles per year, and has continued to introduce new models, including the Lucky 13 and forthcoming flax-fiber-based El Capitan, which have a more traditional look.
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Future vintage will be guitars made from wood either no longer available or extinct.



RICHARD SHARPLESS YACHATS, OREGON



Koa will become as exotic and rare as Brazilian rosewood!



ANTONIO MAGGIORE EDISON, NEW JERSEY



PHOTO BY STEVE RUPP



Reclaimed wood from home demolitions and old barns and furniture—because old wood sounds like nothing else and nothing else sounds better than old wood!



EMAN CONDE WILMINGTON, DELAWARE



Custom handmade guitars will be the vintage prizes of the future.



NEVIL RIKER GALLATIN, TENNESSEE



The leap wasn’t exactly simple. “OK, hollow necks require composites, but what I didn’t understand was that it required a deep understanding of composites,” he says, with a selfeffacing laugh. “It was a steep learning curve at the beginning.” Luttwak’s experimentation led him first to carbon fiber, but there were other things to consider—like how to actually construct a playable guitar. As he dove into studying composite structures and adhesives, he also began learning as much as he could about guitar-making. Several forward-thinking luthiers—including Jeff Traugott in Santa Cruz, and Ervin Somogyi in Oakland—were helpful in guiding him through some of the big ideas of guitar building. They taught him alternative bracing techniques and encouraged him to think of the top of the guitar as an air pump, as well as instructing him on such mundane but important setup issues as how far the high E should be from the edge of the fingerboard. With the goal of making a louder instrument, Luttwak’s studies led him to two design



elements: an offset soundhole to allow more unbroken surface for the top to vibrate and a hollow neck to increase the interior volume. Another plus of using an offset soundhole is that it makes bracing the top for strength and tone easier than it is on a standard round-hole guitar. Luttwak’s search for composites has led him to find new materials designed to reach mainstream guitarists who want more conventionallooking guitars and who may not need an instrument that can go underwater. After much research and experimentation, he and his crew have pioneered the use of a bio-based composite the company calls Ekoa, a thin fabric made from flax fibers infused with resin. Ekoa is a stiff-but-flexible sheet with natural, unidirectional hairs that give the material a grainy, wood-like look and color. But it’s not just a look; it’s a bona fide plant grain that bends in your hands much like a piece of spruce. Luttwak runs his fingers along the grain lines of a sheet of Ekoa that will later be used in the Clara ukuleles the company is working on. Part of the material’s appeal is that since flax is a



Other than Martins, which reliably will be coveted, it’s a crap shoot. I’m sure some Gibsons from around the time of the [federal] raid [on the company for using non-compliant imported woods] will be considered, not because they’re all that, but because of the raid.



DOUGLAS E. JESSMER CLEARWATER, FLORIDA



Nothing like a vintage Gibson— the sound takes me away and reaches my very soul.
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plant, the long flax fibers are similarly structured to the grain lines in woods used for guitar tops. Where this new material is different from wood is how it’s layered. Blackbird uses a structure that’s more like the double-top guitars that are gaining popularity in the nylon-string world. However, instead of using cedar and spruce, Luttwak and his team use two layers of Ekoa arranged perpendicular to each other and sandwiching a core made from Nomex, a honeycombed polymer that’s used as the center layer for double-top classical guitars. The resulting triple-layer structure produces strength along the length and width of the



guitar, resulting in a balanced laminate that Luttwak says is flatter and stiffer than wood. Ekoa shares an important trait with the oldgrowth woods favored for guitar making, dampening some vibrations so that the resulting sound is sweeter to the ears than a material that permits all frequencies, even harsh ones, from being reproduced. The material’s dampening property comes in part from its lower density. As anyone who’s ever played a guitar with maple back and sides can attest, high-density materials excel at transmitting high-frequencies and they need some dampening to mellow out frequencies that can get overly harsh and bright.



The Blackbird crew has been honing its technique with the Clara uke, which Luttwak began as a project for his 4-year-old daughter who wanted an instrument she could play. The company plans to release the first guitar made from the flax composite, the El Capitan, this fall.



Performance 2



El Capitan



OH, THE PLACES YOU’LL GO



G7thTheCapoCompany @G7thCapos
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Luttwak constantly hears tales of exciting places people have taken his guitars. One guy hiked in the Himalayas with his Blackbird on a strap—no case. A New Orleans busker plays his on the hot streets of the Big Easy. Though Luttwak does not recommend taking a guitar with electronics for a swim, one customer forgot and took his guitar swimming during a camping trip; miraculously, the MiSi pickup and preamp survived. Among guitar makers and players who elevate things like wood grain and hide glue to fetish items, it takes a considerable belief in one’s vision—and a whole lot of good old-fashioned stick-to-it-ness—to keep going in a direction of using composite materials joined by epoxy. But that’s what Luttwak has done. It’s his spirit of adventure and quest for better tone informs every aspect of Blackbird’s guitars, from the carbon-fiber, hollow-neck design to the reduced-mass bridge and strap buttons fastened with molly bolts so they don’t pull out. “We changed a lot of things; we changed a lot of rules,” Luttwak boasts. “And we changed the context of where people play guitar.” AG
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Call the Doctor



Medical science meets the world of acoustic-guitar making in the Smithsonian lab of anthropologist Bruno Frohlich BY ADAM PE R LM UTTE R



“Measurements from the CT scans have allowed us to settle the arguments with precision.” Kemnitzer calls the data that Frohlich’s scans provided about several mandolins— including a pair of Loars and two Gibson A models—“a treasure trove of information. “But as gratifying to me as any of it,” Kemnitzer adds, “the scans are also very beautiful to look at.”



SIMPLE TWIST OF TECH



Biological anthropologist Bruno Frohlich is going ape over the evolution of guitars.



he doctor hovered over the control panel of the CT scanner, watching through a thick glass window as his patient lay on the examination table in the adjoining room. The machine hummed and rotated until the full-body scan was complete. The patient was not symptomatic, and the imaging procedure was happening not inside the frenzy of a medical facility, but among the quiet halls of the Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of Natural History in Washington, D.C. The doctor was research anthropologist Bruno Frohlich, and the patient—a 1978 archtop. The luthier Robert Benedetto had built the guitar for jazz player Bucky Pizzarelli, who was donating his instrument to the Smithsonian for research. Benedetto was surprised to find that Frohlich wanted to put it under a CT scanner. “He had a lot of questions regarding the structural and acoustical design of my guitars,”



T
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Benedetto says. “It was so interesting to view things from a scientific perspective rather than from my usual hands-on, instinctual approach.” Long the domain of medical science, X-ray computed tomography—better known as CT, or CAT scanning—is increasingly being used by researchers studying the nuances of vintage musical instrument design. The work Frohlich and others are doing has caught the attention of master luthiers, including the mandolin builder Mike Kemnitzer, as well as big-name guitar manufacturers such as C.F. Martin & Co. and the recently revived D’Angelico. Martin used the technology to examine the construction of some of the early instruments in its vaults, so it could recreate the replica guitars in its recently launched Authentic Series, including the Authentic 1921 koa 000-21, reviewed on page 68. “There has always been a lot of debate as to the measurements and feel of a given vintage Martin neck,” says Albert Germick, head of the company’s research and development team.



When it was introduced in the 1970s, X-ray computed tomography changed the way doctors diagnosed and treated diseases. A traditional X-ray image is two-dimensional, with everything captured on one plane. A CT scan, by contrast, assembles multiple parallel images not unlike slices of bread, providing medical professionals with a three-dimensional view for purposes such as detecting tumors or studying the interior structures of the lungs. The same principle works for researchers studying the inner workings of a musical instrument. Like a human body, a guitar or violin is placed on a patient table and run through the CT scanner one millimeter at a time. “We end up with a series of one-millimeter-thick slices (or images)—around 600 for a violin, 750 for a viola, 800 for a guitar, and more than 1,000 for a cello,” Frohlich says. “Those slices can be used to produce three-dimensional models, which can then be manipulated to expose features impossible to obtain by traditional means.” The data from the scanner goes into processing software to be analyzed in greater detail. “We use the software to hone in on specific research objectives, like learning about an object’s construction and engineering; to determine preservation, or the condition of the object; and data distribution—making data available on our website for anybody to see and, in some cases, download,” Frohlich says.



FROM MUMMIES TO MARTINS Frohlich, formally retired but still an active researcher, has long been fascinated with how musical instruments work. Born in Denmark in



1946, during his youth he spent time as a church organist’s assistant, changing the stops during concerts. He went on to pursue a medical degree from the University of Copenhagen, but quickly switched to biological anthropology, getting his Master’s and Ph.D. at the University of Connecticut, leading to his appointment at the Smithsonian in 1978. But it wasn’t until about 15 years ago, when the Smithsonian asked him to analyze a Stradivarius violin, that Frohlich began using the tools of modern science to study musical instruments. “I agreed to scan the instrument for the museum’s music division, thinking it’d take an hour or so and that’d be the end of the story,” says Frohlich, who’s also used CT technology to study mummies, dinosaur fossils, and victims of decades- and even millennia-old crimes. “But the study of stringed instruments took over part of my life.” The Smithsonian’s music division boasts one of the world’s best stringed-instrument collections, with a core group of violins, violas, and cellos from the Stradivari, Amati, and Guarneri lineages—families of master luthiers who worked in the city of Cremona in northern Italy starting in the 16th century. “There has always been this extreme fascination with the Cremona instruments, focusing on the sound being the gold standard,” Frohlich says. Experts who ponder the source of that famous sound have concluded that the best instruments from Cremona achieve their extraordinary tone through some kind of unknowable quality in their construction or materials. Taking a more scientific view, curators at the Smithsonian initiated a comprehensive study of its instruments based on Frohlich’s CT scans. The data revealed intimate details that, thanks to the technology, could be gleaned without disassembling the instruments. “It allows us to study objects that would otherwise be prohibitive and even impossible to study,” Frohlich says. “Try taking apart a Stradivarius violin.” Frohlich has been able to determine much about the anatomy of the instruments, including details such as the density at different points on the same spruce soundboard. Ultimately, he has arrived at a position contrary to previous beliefs. “We have concluded that there are no secret features or secret liquids applied to the wood, or special wood densities, or secret varnish, etc., used by Stradivari,” he says. “What we have found is that the majority of the Cremona instruments represent some of the finest in instrument manufacturing and engineering—but so do the finest modern American instruments.” The studies eventually expanded to include guitars, of which the Smithsonian also has a large collection. It spans hundreds of years and
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Just like Stradivarius is known in the violin world, makers like Jim Olson, Kevin Ryan, etc. will be the ones that will be of the greatest value.



PAUL WAID CAT scans, for human bodies . . . and hollow bodies.



includes virtually every type, in addition to other fretted instruments such as banjos, mandolins, and a range of traditional stringed instruments from around the world. “We’ve learned that you cannot just study one specific instrument or group of instruments and learn a lot,” Frohlich says. “You need to scan and study a lot, representing anything from the most exquisite, like the Cremona instruments, to the cheapest mass-produced examples played by children and others with very limited resources.” Upon hearing of the violin studies, guitar makers realized the technology could be used to their advantage. In its ongoing quest for accurate detailing in the replicas of its prewar guitars, Martin has perhaps benefitted most from the scans. “Many of the guitars we’ve worked with have been for Martin,” Frohlich says. “These scans have included models now at the Smithsonian dating back to the mid-1800s, and more recent models.”
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Humans tend to turn into collectible items the very things they once thought to be “worthless.”
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It will be the ’70s Suzukis, lbanez and the early Stellas and Harmonys, Hofner, etc.
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It will have Martin on the headstock.
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IN PURSUIT OF AUTHENTICITY Martin came into contact with Frohlich by chance. The company’s CEO, Chris Martin, had met David Berkowitz, a friend of the anthropologist, at the 2011 ASIA Symposium on stringed instrument making and repair in East Stroudsburg, Pennsylvania. Berkowitz told Martin about the work Frohlich was doing with the violin family of instruments. “It seemed like a no-brainer to reach out to Dr. Frohlich to see about using this technology as a good and nondestructive way to get all of the measurements inside a guitar,” says Germick. Introduced at the 2013 Winter NAMM trade show, Martin’s Authentic Series comprises the most accurate reissues to date of some of the company’s prewar guitars: D-28 models from 1931, 1937, and 1941; a 1936 D-45S; a 1933



OM-18; and the 1921 000-28K. Each original example of those instruments resides in Martin’s museum and received CT scans in preparation for the construction of the replicas. For safe handling, Germick personally transported the treasures from the company’s headquarters, in Nazareth, Pennsylvania, to Washington, D.C. “It was such an interesting experience,” Germick says. “The environment was an office filled with skeletons and dinosaurs—not exactly a place you’d expect to find guitars.” Martin isn’t the only guitar company in pursuit of authenticity. The 1,200 guitars that John D’Angelico made in his small New York City shop between the 1930s and the 1960s are among the most venerated of all archtops. AcousticGuitar.com 63
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Recently, the D’Angelico name was revived in a line of guitars that aren’t recreations, but do bear the luthier’s inspiration. Like Martin, the new D’Angelico company used an original D’Angelico—a 1942 Excel—to create a highly detailed reissue. In preparation for the project, D’Angelico’s Brenden Cohen flew with the original article from New York to Florida, to have it scanned at medical facilities in Tampa, Florida. He says the information he gleaned from the process was revelatory. “It was really cool to learn all about what was going on inside of the guitar, and to get precise measurements on the hand-carved soundboard,” he says. To realize the reissue, D’Angelico submitted the data to Gene Baker, the master luthier at Premier Builders Guild, in Arroyo Grande, California, who oversaw the building of the guitars. “There’s so much incredibly useful information in a scan,” Baker says. “The f-hole shapes, the pickguard outline, the headstock contour. It might sound simple, but if we didn’t have the CT scans and were forced to copy the shapes by tracing them, it would have been a lot less



accurate. Plus, the technology allows us to speed up the reverse engineering.” Baker estimates that without the scans, it could have taken D’Angelico between 120 and 150 hours to make the original Excel; with the benefit of the technology, whose data informs the CNC machinery used to rough-cut the wood, Baker and his team completed an Excel in 55 hours. Despite the technology, the builders did a bit of old-fashioned handwork. “We were able to program the CNC machinery to prepare a lot of the wood really fast and accurately,” Baker says. “But just like D’Angelico did, we still had to pay attention to the wood, to listen carefully to it, and to tap it to get the best musical results that could not be controlled by machine.” For Baker, known mostly for his solid-body electric guitars, the project was career highlight: “It’s been amazing to use CT technology to get a window into how D’Angelico built guitars in the ’30s and ’40s; to extract DNA from his guitars and to figure out how to reproduce them using a combination of modern and traditional building techniques.”



A FORTUITOUS MEETING OF MINDS After scanning Benedetto’s archtop, Frohlich sat down with the luthier to discuss the findings slice by slice. In the mutually revelatory exchange, the luthier learned about his archtop from a scientific perspective, and the anthropologist got to hear the ideas behind an instrument’s constructional aspects first hand. It was a conversation Frohlich compares to speaking directly with an ancient master. “It was like going to Cremona, digging up Stradivari’s body, using some magic to bring him back to life, and then sitting down with him, going through the CT data, and having him discuss what he thought about it and explain why he did certain things,” Frohlich says. Still, not every aspect of the instrument’s design could be articulated. “It showed me that with all the modern technology we have available today,” Frohlich says, “there are some elements that just remain unknown.” AG
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MASECRAFT SUPPLY CO. Supplying Luthiers and All Types of Musical Instrument Makers Around the World Since 1980



Masecraft Supply Co. is your source for a wide selection of both natural and synthetic inlay materials including a variety of shell, pre-cut shell inlays, and shell laminates, bone, horn, reconstituted stone slabs, decorative acrylics and polyesters, alternative ivory, casein, rigid composite laminates including carbon fiber, G10, canvas, linen, and paper micarta.
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Headstock by Grit Laskin, using materials from Masecraft Supply Co.
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New Gear MARTIN COPIES A KOA CLASSIC
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New Gear A STEADY RAINSONG



Mabel, a slender beauty…



SHOPTALK



Now Hear This



Ear Trumpet Labs, the mic company of choice for a new generation of bluegrass players, releases a new studio model. Meet Mabel . . . BY DAVID KNOWLES



O



ver the last three years, Ear Trumpet Labs’ distinctive microphones have become the new gold standard among Americana and bluegrass guitarists. With throwback female names like Edwina, Doreen, and Myrtle, the retro-styled live mics are used on stage by such noted acts as the Milk Carton Kids, Tom Brosseau, and Della Mae. Now, the Portland, Oregon, company has unveiled Mabel, a studio version of the line priced at a respectable $1,000 (MSRP). “The biggest difference is the multi-pattern capability,” Ear Trumpet Labs founder Philip Graham says. “There’s also higher output.”
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Almost immediately after releasing his first microphone in 2011, Graham was asked whether he could come up with a high-quality studio version. “It was requested from musicians and engineers,” he says. “People were asking for a multipatterned mic to do figure-eight recording. It was something I’d considered myself, so I started looking into it.” With the addition of Mabel, the company now has nine different microphones that it makes by hand out of copper plumbing supplies and vintage bicycle parts. To be sure, Ear Trumpet Labs is a boutique operation, selling
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just over 200 microphones in 2013, but it is on track to double that figure in 2014. “The biggest way people find out about them is they see someone using one of the mics somewhere and usually ask them, ‘What the hell was that? It sounds great!’” Graham says. “I hear from a lot of the musicians that have my mics who say that it’s pretty regular for three or four people per gig come up to them and ask about them.” Graham began building mics, in part, to try and optimize the guitar and vocal sounds for his daughter, singer-songwriter Malachi Graham. “My impetus for getting into this was home recording,” Graham says. “I was doing different kinds of DIY electronics, building guitar amps and circuitry, building a compressor. When I started researching microphones I realized how expensive they were and wondered, since I was in a DIY frame of mind, whether it was possible to build your own.” By 2011, he had refined his design, and opened Ear Trumpet Labs. “Many of our customers come from the bluegrass and Americana genres,” Graham says. “In some cases, the mics are specifically designed for the kind of bluegrass and full band single micing—the Louise and the Josephine, for instance, that’s specifically what their strength is.” One happy customer is Della Mae flatpicker Courtney Hartman. “I was on the lookout for the perfect large diaphragm mic to use live with Della Mae when a friend told me about Ear Trumpet Labs,” she says. “We loved the Edwina from the first show and now tour with five of their microphones. They’ve given us the freedom of large diaphragm microphones while maintaining tone clarity and a high-feedback resistance.” With Mabel, Graham hopes to go toe-to-toe with microphones that cost more than five times what Ear Trumpet Labs is charging. Still, he’s content to grow his business slowly. “I don’t ever want to take the company to a point where I would have to have to consider the margins and cost cutting to mass produce these mics,” Graham says. “My whole intention is to have it be a workshop. I do want to get bigger, and I’ve got a couple of guys helping me out now, but the idea is to keep it a craft workshop, and to get people in who are interested in working like I am and do it all by hand with that attention to detail.” AG
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Figured Hawaiian koa top, back and sides



Authenticity to Spare



Martin’s 000-28K is a glorious replica of a one-off 1921 gem of a guitar BY ADAM PERLMUTTER
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he first time I saw Martin’s 000-28K Authentic 1921 was at the 2014 winter NAMM show in Anaheim, California, where this slender-waisted koa beauty stood out from the rosewood and mahogany dreadnoughts surrounding it. Lifting the guitar gently off its hanger, I was wowed by the lightness and the comfortable neck profile. But when I played it, I could scarcely hear a note, thanks to the collective sound of hundreds of electric guitarists nursing the minor pentatonic scale. It was important that I receive the 000-28K for a proper audition. Crucial, actually.



Solid mahogany, 12-fret neck with no truss rod



AT A GLANCE



MARTIN 000-28K



Ebony fretboard with snowflake inlays



BODY • 000–12-fret body size.



• Solid highly figured Hawaiian koa top, back, and sides. • Polished gloss finish with aging toner.



1 7/8-inch nut width



Slotted headstock and Stew-Mac Golden Age tuners with ivoroid knobs



NECK • Genuine solid mahogany neck with no truss rod.



• Ebony fretboard and bridge. • 25.4-inch scale length. • 1 7/8-inch nut width. • 2 3/8-inch string spacing at saddle.



• Stew-Mac Golden Age tuners with ivoroid knobs.



In Martin’s Authentic series, inaugurated in 2013, the company recreates prewar designs in exacting detail, using as many original materials and constructional methods as possible. The series includes a range of dreadnoughts from the early 1930s to the early ’40s, as well as a 1933 OM-18. While the original examples of most of those models are well-known to Martin aficionados, the same could not be said of the 1921 00028K. Until now. That’s because the first 00028K, which resides in Martin’s museum, was a one-off, not listed in the official production



totals. It’s what makes this guitar such a special choice for reissue. THE DESIGN & DETAILS Unlike a modern flattop, which typically has a 14th-fret neck-to-body junction and a solid headstock, the 000-28K is a 12-fret model with a slotted headstock. This older design effectively reduces access to the upper register, but to many ears, it offers a superior sound. To recreate the 000-28K, Martin scanned it using CT technology (see Call the Doctor, page 62) to obtain a precise set of measurements. Like



EXTRAS • Martin M535 Phosphor Bronze (Custom Light) strings.



• 535V Harptone hardshell case. PRICE $7,499 list; $5,899 street. Made in the USA. martinguitar.com



the original, the new Authentic model has a delicate build, with the woods used for the top, back, and sides fashioned much thinner than on a typical modern Martin. In keeping with tradition, there’s no truss rod in the reissue, and it also has period-correct scalloped X bracing, made from 1/4-inch strips of Adirondack spruce. All of the components are adhered together with hot-hide glue, a traditional material that is more difficult to work with than a modern adhesive, and is said to offer both structural and sonic benefits. The most conspicuous difference between the original and this Authentic model is the
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The herringbone-top inlay stands out in beautiful contrast to the rich koa background.



wood used for the top, back, and sides. The example in the Martin museum is made from plain koa, but in this replica, Martin uses beautifully figured Hawaiian koa that possess a striking holographic effect when viewed from different angles. Martin also swapped out Madagascar rosewood for Brazilian on the headplate. But the straight-grained mahogany on the neck and the inky black ebony of the fretboard and bridge are identical to those seen on the original. Martin’s 28-series guitars are characterized by their plainness and minimum of ornamentation. The koa on the 000-28K Authentic, though, lends some opulence to the platform. Attractive vintage-correct detailing includes a herringbone-top inlay, a zigzag back strip, delicate snowflake inlays on the fretboard, and engraved side-mounted tuners with ivoroid buttons. The guitar is outfitted with a pickguard (a rare feature on an early 1920s Martin), whose tortoise effect is echoed in dots on the endpins. Given the beauty of the koa, it’s too bad the pickguard wasn’t included in the case so the owner could decide whether or not to install it. The 000-28K boasts unimpeachable craftsmanship. The frets are perfectly seated and smoothly polished, without a hint of jaggedness at the edges. The nut and saddle are impeccably notched. Not even an occasional anomaly is
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found in the guitar’s thinly applied finish, rubbed to a sumptuous gloss. The internal fit and finish are similarly well executed—there’s no glue creeping out of the braces or kerfing, or any other unwanted artifacts from the building process.



The instrument has the bell-like overtones and lush sustain characteristic of the best flattops. THE FEEL & SOUND The 000-28K is every bit as sweet as I remember it being at the NAMM show. It’s featherweight at 3.6 pounds. The neck, with its 1-7/8-inch nut broadening to 2-5/16 inches at the 12th fret, is on the wide side—in fact, it’s just a hair narrower than that on a classical guitar. Still, despite my preference for narrow nuts, it does not feel straining when I play the 000-28K’s neck, which is shaped by hand to a profile what Martin refers to as an Authentic 1921 Barrel & Heel, a gentle and shallow V shape, as opposed to the club-like shapes found on some older necks. Because there is no truss rod in the neck, Martin recommends using custom light steel



strings (it ships with a set gauged 11–15–23– 32–42–52) or silk-and-steel strings, with their lower tension. These strings, coupled with Martin’s factory setup, make the guitar play effortlessly, almost like an electric guitar, whether on barre chords or single notes, and even when string bending. Of course, to maintain this playability, the guitar will likely eventually need a neck reset. Because of the lightness of its build, it takes little effort to extract the loveliest tone from the guitar—warm and resonant, well balanced between registers—even with light strings. The instrument has the bell-like overtones and lush sustain characteristic of the best flattops. There is, though, something just slightly subdued about the sound. This is likely because koa is known to take its time in opening up to its full sonic potential. That the guitar already sounds this good is an indication that it will sound phenomenal after that process happens. Since the 12-fret guitar is a favorite among fingerstylists, it’s only natural to subject the 000-28K to some fingerpicking. In standard tuning, it’s deeply satisfying to play a range of selections, from country-style blues to Scott Joplin rags. The guitar is highly responsive to picking nuances; the notes blossom and meld together nicely, and they dirty up just so when I really dig in. When in DADGAD tuning, bass notes retain their depth and presence, but fretted notes on the highest string experience a slight loss in headroom before distorting, an effect that can perhaps be worked around with a heavier string for the player who works exclusively in lowered tunings. While the 000-28K doesn’t have the volume of a dreadnought, it sounds quite good when strummed, with robust bass and a good separation between notes. It works just as well for basic open chords as it does altered seventh chords in closed positions. Flatpicked singlenote lines also fare well, with ample presence and definition. A GOLDEN-ERA GEM With the 000-28K Authentic 1921, Martin has recreated a golden-era koa gem that few people knew existed. This finely crafted guitar boasts excellent playability and a lovely voice that will surely sound even better as the koa opens up. The lack of a truss rod, to say nothing of the hefty price tag, will no doubt limit the audience for this instrument. Those with the means and little concern with adjustability, though, will be rewarded with an heirloom-quality Martin that is sure to be endlessly rewarding to play. AG Contributing editor Adam Perlmutter transcribes, arranges, and engraves music for numerous publications.



PLAY THE BLUES, WIN THIS GIBSON



Pay tribute to the ultimate blues guitarist, Robert Johnson, and you could win a Gibson 1928 L-1 Blues Tribute Guitar (retail value $3,299)



THE GIBSON 1928 l-1



How To Enter



The new small-body Gibson 1928 L-1 is a customized vintage replica designed to capture the authentic look, feel, and sound of the original. This tribute features an Adirondack red-spruce top with hot hide glue top bracing, a period-correct 1.77 inch nut width, distinct V-profile neck, a faded vintage sunburst color, open-back vintage tuners, a rectangular open-slot bridge, and tapered peg head.



Robert Johnson Perhaps no other guitarist has generated so much lasting influence from so few recordings as Robert Johnson. His 29 recorded songs provided the licks, turnarounds, and slide techniques that launched a legion of guitarists, and they continue to inspire us today.



1. 2. 3. 4.



Learn to play a Robert Johnson song Record a video of you playing it on an acoustic guitar Upload your video to YouTube Submit the link at AcousticGuitar.com/Win



You have until August 31, 2014 to record, upload, and submit your video. We’ll narrow down the entries to a group of finalists, and let the world vote on a winner. The grand-prize winner gets Gibson 1928 L-1 Blues Tribute Guitar. Five runners-up will receive a gear pack from Gibson and Acoustic Guitar.



No MEeting AT The Crossroads Necessary enter today: acousticguitar.com/win GIVEAWAY RULES: No purchase necessary. Void where prohibited. Entrants must be 18 years or older. Each entry must be individually submitted using the Official Entry Form at AcousticGuitar.com/Win/Gibson-Blues-Video-Contest and received by August 31, 2014; facsimiles may not be substituted. Finalists will be announced on September 15, 2014 and a two-week voting period will follow. The winner will be announced on or around October 1, 2014. The prize will be fulfilled by Gibson within 60 days of receipt of winner’s written acceptance. Employees of Acoustic Guitar and Gibson are not eligible to win. Odds of winning depend on the number of entries received. Limit one entry per person. Acoustic Guitar magazine reserves the right to notify the winner by mail or by e-mail and to identify the winner in the magazine as well as the Acoustic Guitar website and Facebook page. International entrants, please note: If the winner is resident outside the United States and Canada, he or she is responsible for all shipping, customs, and tax costs. In the event that an international winner is unwilling or unable to cover these costs, he or she will forfeit the prize and a new winner will be selected. Giveaway entrants may receive information from Acoustic Guitar and Gibson. For the name of the prize winner, send a self-addressed, stamped envelope to Gibson Giveaway, c/o Acoustic Guitar Magazine, 510 Canal Blvd, Suite J, Richmond, CA 94804. This offer ends on August 31, 2014. Taxes are the responsibility of the winner. No prize substitutions are permitted.



NEW GEAR All-graphite body with offset soundhole on the upper bass bout



1.75-inch nut width All-graphite NS neck and composite fingerboard with custom shark inlays



Chrome-plated Gotoh tuners with 1:18 gear ratio



Hard Rain



This carbon-and-graphite beauty could make you reconsider the value of natural wood BY ADAM PERLMUTTER



I



f you’re a tonewood enthusiast, you might expect to be unsatisfied with RainSong’s graphite guitars. But spend a few moments with the new CO-WS1005NS and luxuriate in its warm voice and great responsiveness. It’s easy to forget that there’s not a single wooden component on the instrument. This thoughtfully designed guitar inspires a more relaxed stance regarding the materials that make great acoustics in the 21st Century. THE SOUND & FEEL With the carbon soundhole on its upper bass bout, the CO-WS1005NS is nice and loud, and lends itself to a variety of pick-hand approaches, from Carter-style boom-chuck to frenzied, Pete Townshend strumming. When subjected to single-note lines played with a pick, the guitar’s voice is at once punchy and sweet. That sound is well-balanced, with assertive mids surrounded by impressive bass notes and crisp trebles. Chords of all qualities and in all positions have great presence and clarity. The individual notes of an open E chord, for example, are just as easy to discern as those in a cluster of minor seconds played high up on the top three strings—a feat of stretching made easier by the instrument’s short, 24.9-inch scale.
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Given its 1.75-inch nut, the guitar feels great when fingerpicking, whether in standard or alternate tunings. When I pick out the accompaniments to a couple of Nick Drake songs—“Northern Sky,” tuned B–E–B–E–B–E, and “Pink Moon” at C–G–C–F–C–E—the sound is well-defined across the spectrum, completely lacking in murkiness as the notes are allowed to ring together. Thanks to its medium-sized C-shape neck and perfect factory setup, with an agreeably low action, this model is easy to play in all regions. The smooth, low-profile heel and accommodating Venetian cutaway encourage visits to the highest frets. The one complaint when playing it is that the strap button mounted to the neck’s heel digs into the fretting hand a bit. WEATHER-RESISTANT GUITARS Traditional guitars made from the finest woods are beautiful, both sonically and cosmetically. But wood tends to swell or contract in response to the weather, and in the worst cases, traditional guitars can be rendered unplayable without significant—and costly—interventions. Since the mid-1990s, the luthiers at RainSong—which originated in Hawaii and is now based in Washington State—have used graphite



to create solid, durable guitars. This has resulted in instruments with broad tonal voices that are virtually impervious to fluctuations in temperature and humidity—a major boon for the traveling guitarist. Like all the models in RainSong’s Concert Series, the CO-WS1005NS pairs a graphite body with a unidirectional carbon soundboard—the company’s lightest top, designed with responsiveness and warmth in mind. To that end, this soundboard is engineered to simulate the tight grain pattern of a high-quality spruce. The guitar’s constructional materials render traditional interior bracing unnecessary, contributing to the guitar’s overall lightness—the test model was just under four pounds. As for the offset soundhole—seen with increasing frequency on new guitar designs—it directs more sound toward the player’s ear, minimizing disruption of the soundboard’s vibrating area, which is said to result in enhanced highs and lows. Somewhat unusual for a high-tech guitar, the neck meets with the body at the 12th fret, rather than the modern standard of the 14th fret. Some players feel that a 12th fret junction—found on most flattop guitars before the 1930s—enhances the sound, improving the transfer of vibrations from the



SEE THE VIDEO REVIEW AT ACOUSTICGUITAR.COM AT A GLANCE



RAINSONG CO-WS1005NS BODY • All-graphite body with 15.8-inch lower bout.



• All-graphite unidirectional carbon soundboard.



• No soundboard braces. • Abalone rosette UV-protective,



high-gloss, clear urethane finish. NECK



• All-graphite NS neck



and composite fingerboard with custom shark inlays.



• Adjustable truss rod. • 24.9-inch scale length. • 1.75-inch nut width. • Chrome-plated Gotoh tuners with 1:18 gear ratio. ELECTRONICS strings to the soundboard, which also helps bolster the low end. Like the rest of the instrument, the neck is carbon, and it houses an adjustable truss rod. But the rod isn’t used to correct bending or bowing; rather, its function is to provide the amount of relief suitable for a given player’s style, and once it is set, it should stay put remarkably well. DESIGN & EXECUTION Overall, the CO-WS1005NS has a smart modern appearance, without much unnecessary detailing. The rosette is a single, wide band of abalone, which also makes an appearance in dots studding the bridgepins as well as in the trademark shark inlays that line the fretboard. When inspected closely, fine grain-like lines are apparent on the soundboard. The neck’s material sports a checkered woven pattern, while the pattern on the back and sides is diagonally oriented; on the back, book-matched pieces form a neat design. Unsurprisingly, considering the high quality of the other RainSong guitars AG has reviewed, the CO-WS1005NS is a well-built instrument. The Tusq nut and saddle are perfectly slotted, and the fretwork is tip-top, without a hint of



• Fishman Prefix Plus-T



roughness on the crowns or at the edges. On the body and face of the headstock, the high-gloss polyurethane finish—which is UV protective, presumably to discourage fading—is smoothly applied. On the soundboard, however, the finish seems to reveal fingerprints more than most conventional guitars. THE ELECTRONICS The CO-WS1005NS comes with Fishman’s Prefix Plus-T, which includes a pickup and preamp whose interface is mounted on the guitar’s lower bass bout. The preamp’s controls include the usual volume and equalization controls, plus brilliance and contour sliders; a notch filter, for attenuating feedback; and a digital chromatic tuner that can be used even when the guitar’s not plugged in. With the controls on the preamp and a Fender Acoustasonic amplifier set flat, the guitar has a robust, natural sound. These electronics also sound great when interfaced with a DAW, especially when used in conjunction with the guitar’s natural timbre, picked up by a good condenser microphone. RainSong’s CO-WS1005NS will have some detractors, simply on the basis of its carbonand-graphite construction. But with its



with built-in tuner. EXTRAS



• Elixir Nanoweb strings (.012–.053).



• Customized hardshell case. PRICE $3,332 list; $2,500 street. Made in the United States. rainsong.com.



uncommon stability, excellent playability, and fine sound that will work in practically any style, the guitar is a great choice for the guitarist needing maximum flexibility in an instrument that will require a minimum of upkeep. AG Contributing editor Adam Perlmutter transcribes, arranges, and engraves music for numerous publications.
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NEW GEAR



AT A GLANCE



ACOUSTIC IMAGE FLEX SYSTEM FLEX PRE



• Two channels with quarterinch and XRL inputs with 48V phantom power and 10dB gain boost; four-band EQ; low cut and phase controls; digital reverb and delay; and effects loops.



• Master volume and mute controls. • XLR balanced direct-out with pre/post EQ, 10dB pad, and ground lift; two quarterinch mono preamp outs, two quarter-inch stereo outs; eighth-inch headphone out; proprietary balanced signal/ power interface. • Gigbag and international voltage adapters included. FLEX CAB • Two 10-inch front- and down-firing woofers, each driven by a 300-watt, class D power amp.



• One 2.5-inch tweeter with 50-watt amp and level control. Operation over 100V to 240V with automatic voltage switching. •



Flex Pre interface RJ-45 connector, quarter-inch input and output.



• Built-in tilting stand; fitted slipcover with shoulder strap included. PRICE Flex Pre, $699; Flex Cab, $1,599; acousticimg.com



For Acoustics Only



New Flex System amp and speakers puts tons of options in a small package BY ADAM PERLMUTTER



P



lug a Taylor 810ce guitar into Acoustic Image’s Flex System amplifier and speaker cabinet, and the experience is positively transformative. The instrument sounds organic and massive, almost like a choir of guitars, with none of the artificial sounds traditionally associated with acoustic-guitar amps. But making an acoustic guitar louder is just one of many options afforded by this smart new sound-reinforcement package. FLEXING ITS MUSCLES The Flex System operates quietly. With the EQ controls set flat on both the Taylor and the system’s preamp—called the Flex Pre—you get a lush sound (helped, no doubt, by the guitar’s



top-notch Expression 2.0 pickup system), with a wide frequency response that spans from commanding lows to sweet, clear highs. The mids are impressive, without any sort of honky effect, and the low-mid and high-mid controls offer great tonal-shaping flexibility, ranging from a neutral sound to one that really barks. The Flex Pre’s digital effects—switchable between reverb, delay, or both at once, with level and rate controls—are not customizable, but they sound good and work well for adding a hint of shimmer to the natural tone of the acoustic. Guitarists needing more detailed sound and control will benefit from the effects loop. Given the Flex’s endorsement by jazz guitarist Pat Martino, it seemed only natural for me to CONT. PG. 76
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A SOLUTION FOR ACOUSTIC INSTRUMENTS



In the late 1980s, bassist Rick Jones got frustrated with commercially available amplifiers for acoustic instruments. So he applied his knowledge from a career in telecommunications engineering and designed his



own amp, which achieved a robust sound with a lightweight cabinet and down-firing woofer, using the floor beneath the amp as a driver. Jones debuted his Acoustic Image amplifiers in 1997, and



jazz heavyweights, including the bassist Eddie Gomez and the guitarist Pat Martino, were soon singing their praises. Based in Raleigh, North Carolina, the company now has a full range of amps designed



for instrumentalists of all persuasions. As the name suggests, the Flex System, which pairs the Flex Pre with the Flex Cab, is a combo that offers maximum flexibility for a great range of applications. —A. P.



Play like Maybelle. MAYBELLE CARTER PIONEERED THE BOOM-CHUCK APPROACH TO RHYTHM GUITAR. DOWNLOAD THESE LESSONS TO LEARN THE ELEMENTS OF CARTER-STYLE GUITAR.



CarterStyle Guitar baSiCS



ACOUSTIC GUITAR WEEKLY Guitar playing tips, breaking news, exclusive videos, and more, in your inbox every Monday.



PDF + VIDEO By David Surette



store.AcousticGuitar.com
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Rock On. Ten Great Rock Strumming Patterns



ACOUSTIC ROCK ESSENTIALS



Add ten popular rock rhythms (and their variations) to your strumming vocabulary. n



n



Strumming patterns based on music by the Beatles, Coldplay, the Strokes, Buddy Holly, and more Tips for finding the right rhythm patterns for your own songs



By Andrew DuBrock Includes 16 minutes of video



ALL THE TIPS AND TECHNIQUES TO UNPLUG YOUR ROCK AND ROLL Acoustic Rock Essentials Get the video lessons from store.AcousticGuitar.com today.



try it with an electric jazz box—Gibson’s ES-175. When used in this capacity, the Flex system provides a warm, woody sound for bebop lines and great clarity and detail for harmonic work—it especially shines on closely voiced chords. Using an all-purpose condenser microphone (an Audio-Technica AT4050), I engage the system’s phantom power. The Flex delivers beautifully detailed representations of two acoustic guitars without built-in electronics—a Martin custom Orchestra Model and a Gibson L-50 budget archtop. It does the same for several other acoustic instruments, both high- and lowend: a Collings concert ukulele, a Kentucky mandolin, and a Recording King banjo. It also sounds excellent for vocals, and would be an obvious solution for singers who accompany themselves instrumentally. SMART DESIGN, FLEXIBLE USE The speakers—the Flex Cab part—are encased in a semi-circular cabinet, an Acoustic Image trademark that allows for an enclosure that’s both sturdy and lightweight. Built from an inner layer of structural foam, it weighs only 32 pounds. But it’s engineered for a powerful sound, helped by a pair of ten-inch woofers, each driven by its own 300-watt amp, and a 25-inch tweeter driven by a 50-watt amp, for a total of 650 watts. The Flex Pre can be used with the Flex Cab or on its own. With a footprint smaller than a laptop, the unit weighs a mere 2.5 pounds. But it’s packed with features: a pair of identical channels, each offering great flexibility in terms of inputs and sound-shaping, as well as 24-bit digital reverb and delay that can be applied to each channel individually. Among other features, the Flex Pre boasts an effects loop for each channel, and mono or stereo outs. The entire system is smartly designed, except for one small detail. Inside the top of the Flex Cab are heavy-duty magnets designed to hold the Flex Pre in place. The magnets could potentially wreak havoc on a credit card, smart phone, or other electronic device, so it’s important to remember to keep those away from that area. Overall, Acoustic Image’s Flex is a full-range system—essentially a small PA—that can be used for virtually any situation requiring guitar amplification. It’s easy to operate while offering lots of sonic possibilities, not just for guitar, but for any instrument. The system might be overkill for guitarists simply looking to make their instruments louder, but this tool is a real boon for those wanting more—especially musicians juggling different instrumental and vocal roles. AG Contributing editor Adam Perlmutter transcribes, arranges, and engraves music for numerous publications.
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PLAYLIST AN OLD CROW GOES SOLO
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PLAYLIST LIVE DEJA VU ALL OVER AGAIN
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Damocles of the Dobro: Jorge Drexler
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PLAYLIST



Echoes from the Past



Old Crow Medicine Show founding member goes solo and delivers an impressive collection of blues, rags, hollers and surreal novelties



Willie Watson Folk Singer Vol. 1 Acony



BY PAT MORAN



T



hroughout his 13 years with Old Crow Medicine Show, founding member Willie Watson was the one who was most influenced by what critic Greil Marcus called “old, weird America”—those jug band stompers shaking free of the Dust Bowl, apocalyptic blues evoking Jehovah’s wrath, and antique field hollers echoing across the decades, expressive of a time when our country’s balkanized regions might as well have been separate nations. It’s no surprise, then, that Watson’s solo debut Folk Singer Vol. 1 would be an unvarnished, evocative collection of blues, rags, hollers and surreal novelty tunes from yesteryear. Yet, for all the exposed sinew of Watson and producer Dave Rawlings’ stripped-back approach, this album is no paean to Americana purism. With artwork and an album title that emulate an early Folkways release—including a picture of the artist as an earnest, pipe-smoking 1960s-era folk boomer—Watson winks and toys with notions of “traditional music.” He has inhabited roots music for so long that he knows it is viewed through several prisms—contemporary musicians playing off the iconic artists of the ’60s folk revival, who in turn had drawn inspiration from mythic figures from the dawn of the 20th century.
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While Watson pares down his arrangements—his quavering vibrato and high-lonesome tenor are the focus of this one-man show, supported only by his yearning harmonica, supple guitar and spare banjo—he has scant interest in staying true to the original versions of the songs he’s chosen for this set. Since this is music passed on by memory and improvisation, and has evolved like a campfire tale, Watson stays truest to the spirit of the songs by striking off on his own path. On the warhorse “Midnight Special,” Watson bypasses the rollicking swamp boogie of Creedence Clearwater Revival’s version, but he eschews the rolling gospel favored by Leadbelly. With keening, aching vocals and a strummed Larrivee OM-1 that falls as gently as rain, Watson crafts a confessional and incantation that is both chilling and uplifting. Similarly, he renders the bleak and viscous 12-bar blues of Memphis Slim’s “Mother Earth” as jaunty and weightless, with his nimble picking replacing the piano line that winds through the original. Watson’s minor-chord version of “Mexican Cowboy”—previously covered by Woody Guthrie, Pete Seeger, and Bob Dylan, among others—gallops joyfully on his prairie yodel and cantering 1957 Gibson archtop banjo. The horseracing ditty “Long John Dean”—a song



that’s shape-shifted through Appalachian mountain music (Dick Burnett and Leonard Rutherford’s “Long John [Long Gone]”) and a Grand Ole Opry version (Uncle Dave Macon’s “Long John Green”)—continues its transformation with Watson. His percolating banjo dosey-doe’s over the hills and valleys of the round peakstyle tune’s crooked melody. The album’s obscurities are even more weirdly wonderful than the chestnuts. On “Kitty Puss”— Land Norris’ nonsense tune about a cat with its tail on fire—Watson uncovers the black surrealism lurking in the song’s old-timey vibe. The bawdy double-entendre verses of “Keep It Clean” take a severe left turn into an innocuous yet catchy chorus about Coca-Cola and lemon soda. On one hand, Folk Singer Vol. 1 is eerie and out of time, like a clouded daguerreotype that’s a window on another century; at the same time, Watson’s loosey-goosey interpretations and his committed, sometimes deadpan performances strip away the hushed reverence that often clings to vintage tunes. By uncovering the pop melodies lurking in these songs, while simultaneously celebrating their antique magic, Watson imbues his selections with vitality and currency. Folk Singer Vol. 1 stirs our collective memory, proving that the spell woven by old, weird America still informs the present. AG
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Glenn Tilbrook



Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young



Tattletale Saints



Happy Ending Anchor and Hope Music



CSNY 1974 Rhino



How Red Is the Blood Old Oak



Squeeze cofounder’s acoustic pop is not your typical singer-songwriter fare



Highly anticipated 1974 reunion tour box set brims with acoustic magic



Kiwi duo wraps dark matters in beautiful organic folk songs



Fans of the veteran British pop band Squeeze know that cofounder Glenn Tilbrook isn’t just notable for his sharp songwriting and instantly recognizable, McCartney-esque singing. He’s also got serious guitar skills—his jazzy solos on ’80s chestnuts like “Another Nail in My Heart” and “Black Coffee in Bed” are models of good taste. For Tilbrook’s fifth solo album, he’s taken a turn to the acoustic, keeping the songs relatively stripped down, and electric guitars out of the studio (mostly). Don’t expect a simple folk record, though. Drum loops, keyboards, and unusual timbral choices give the arrangements lots of depth. Perhaps the biggest surprise is “Mud Island,” which drapes semi-sordid reminiscences of childhood in layers of sitar, tabla, sweeping Bollywood strings, and kazoo. Another string-laden standout is “Persephone,” which derives much of its considerable propulsion from a low, insistent guitar ostinato. For the most part, Tilbrook sticks to strumming, often capoing up high for extra shimmer. But there are a few welcome exceptions, such as the muscular 12-string fills on “Peter,” and an off-kilter riff on “Dennis” that makes crafty use of open strings. In Squeeze, bandmate Chris Difford writes most of the lyrics, but here Tilbrook is in charge, and he proves himself as adept as his partner at composing mini-stories, several using people’s first names as their titles. (Some of those people are actual public figures: “Dennis” is Wilson, the late Beach Boy; “Rupert” is Murdoch, the media baron.) Although this album is uneven—the best one can say about “Bongo Bill,” written and performed with the assistance of his young sons Leon and Wesley, is that it’s peculiar—Tilbrook’s melodic gifts shine through, as always.



Better late than never. Following years of delays—reportedly due to Neil Young’s obsessive tweaking of the audio—this long-awaited four-disc live set, capturing the group’s contentious 1974 reunion tour, is finally available. It was worth the wait. David Crosby has said the reunion happened simply to cash in on the band’s lingering popularity (CSNY had split up in 1970). The arena tour reportedly was conducted amid rampant drug abuse and ill feelings. But not even those tribulations could dim the band’s magic. This three-CD, one-DVD box set is culled from ten of the reunion concerts. Young’s searing electric guitar dominates many of the tracks. But Disc Two sports a solid 78-minute acoustic set that spotlights not only Steve Stills’ outstanding acoustic-guitar playing, but also the group’s trademark three- and four-part vocal harmonies. Just four of 19 songs on Disc Two are pulled from the band’s landmark first two albums: “Our House,” “Guinevere,” “Teach Your Children,” and “Suite: Judy Blue Eyes.” Others include “Long May You Run,” which two years later became the title track to the Stills-Young Band’s lone album; Crosby’s premiere of his gorgeous ballad “Time After Time”; Young’s plaintive “Old Man”; and a cover of the Beatles’ “Blackbird.” The highlights include “Guinevere,” performed in stunningly intimate fashion before a silent crowd of tens of thousands; “Suite: Judy Blue Eyes,” in which Stills unleashes a torrent of triplets in the song’s parting solo; and Stills’ guitar-heavy solo blues “Word Game.” CSNY 1974 is the perfect successor to 1971’s live CSNY album 4 Way Street, which it bests both in terms of performances and sonics (thanks Neil). —GREG CAHILL



Tattletale Saints’ mournful acoustic guitars, upright bass, and smart rhymes netted the duo New Zealand’s award for best folk album of 2014, and it’s easy to see why. Singer Cy Winstanley’s clear, confident tenor and front porch-like strumming meshes beautifully and organically with Vanessa McGowan’s elastic bass, making the 12 tracks on How Red Is the Blood eddy like autumn leaves on the surface of a gently flowing stream. Yet churning beneath the ebullient and wistful melodies are currents of righteous anger. The smooth, Brill Building-like pop of “Kathleen” is a rollicking tale of feckless love until the scorpion’s sting of psychosis appears at the end. Likewise, beneath the sparkling gypsy-jazz gloss of “Doctor Doctor” are jabs at the pharmaceutical industry’s sapping of a generation’s vitality. And the soulless protagonist in the cantering acoustic story-song “Complicated Man” rapes the environment before slipping “sweetly to sleep.” Not all of the songs are cocktails laced with carbolic. The windswept “We’ve Got Lakes” weighs a fading love affair against the glory of nature. And the Appalachian reel “Jessica on Prairie Legs” bounds off producer Tom O’Brien’s sweet, though plaintive fiddle. Winstanley’s guitars, including a 1943 Gibson J-45 and a 1937 Martin OO-18, ring with gentle, windchime clarity. McGowan provides punctuated vocal harmonies, stepping to the front on a cover of Etta James’ signature tune “At Last,” which shimmers like an Indian summer afternoon. On such moments Tattletale Saints ratchet back their impulse for outrage served with a spoonful of Americana sugar. Yet their knife edge still hews to folk’s clarion call to challenge injustice, and it still cuts to the bone.



—MAC RANDALL



—P.M.
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Esmé Patterson



Passenger



Jorge Drexler



Woman to Woman Illegal Pete’s



Whispers Black Crow Records



Bailar en la Cueva Warner Music Latina



Singer-songwriter gives new life to female characters in classic songs



Brit-folk rages ahead with latest from Mike Rosenberg



Dr. Drexler merges the magic of acoustics with the science of electronics



When Esmé Patterson was teaching herself to play Townes Van Zandt’s “Loretta,” she became angry and frustrated with the song’s one-sided narrative—lines like, “Loretta, I won’t be gone long / Keep your dancing slippers on.” But instead of internalizing her frustration, Patterson decided to do something constructive: give Loretta a voice. In a bold concept that recalls Liz Phair’s 1993 touchstone Exile in Guyville—a reply to the Rolling Stones’ ultra-masculine Exile on Main St.—Patterson has rewritten seven classic songs from the perspectives of their female characters. Patterson challenges the original songs’ problematic depictions of women, encouraging listeners to examine the songs they love with a more critical eye. Grounded in its focus on women’s empowerment, Woman to Woman is both lyrically and musically powerful, with elegantly uncomplicated guitar playing, expressive vocals, and beautifully told stories. “Bluebird,” one of the acoustic-based tracks, is a peaceful interlude that questions the Beatles’ choice to paint Eleanor Rigby as an object of pity. To the accompaniment of violin, cello, and fingerpicked guitar, Patterson meditates on Eleanor’s situation, suggesting that perhaps the character was never really lonely, but rather happy with the time she had left before her death. One of the strongest songs is “Tumbleweed,” Patterson’s treatment of Van Zandt’s “Loretta.” Full of fire and passion, the song rejects the objectification of women, firmly proclaiming, “I’ll keep my dancing shoes on long after you’re gone.” With empowering, defiant lyrics that challenge popular music’s old guard, Woman to Woman is a brave and emotionally rich album.



“All I need is a whisper in a world that only shouts,” Mike Rosenberg’s gravelly voice intones on the title track of Whispers, the singer-songwriter’s new album under the name Passenger. It almost sounds as though Rosenberg is gulping for air amid an onrush of unexpected popularity. Since Passenger’s six-years-in-the-making “overnight” success—courtesy of his Billboard Top 5 break-up ballad “Let Her Go”—Rosenberg has been compared to fellow Brit-folk troubadour Ed Sheeran. Like Sheeran, Passenger couples approachability with earnest delivery. Yet, Rosenberg’s concerns are weightier than those of his fellow young acoustic-playing star. Though not yet 30, Rosenberg is obsessed with mortality and the onslaught of time. Over slowly building layers of fingerpicked guitars—two Gibsons, a J-45 and a Hummingbird—winding violins, and heroic horns, Rosenberg’s warm, reedy tenor unfurls over a foundation of Celtic-tinged folk-rock and percolating world-pop. He stirs a chiaroscuro of dark lyrics and light romantic melodies that float airily up to surging crescendos before splashing down to unadorned guitar and a cracking voice. A chiming, highlife guitar part underpins the jaunty “27,” where giddy unease collides with f-bombs and hand claps. The spaghetti westerntinged “Start a Fire” chugs like a ghost train through a swirling cloud of orchestration. A strain of mystic populism informs the anthemic closer “Scare Away the Dark.” When Rosenberg rails against the banality of hashtags and Twitter— “we’re all slowly dying in front of fucking computers,” he sings—Passenger makes raging at the dying of the light seem celebratory.



— AMBER VON NAGEL



—P.M.



“As the night falls we keep gathering to dance in the cave,” Jorge Drexler sings in Spanish on the title cut on his 14th studio album, Bailar en la Cueva (Dancing in the Cave), acknowledging that dance is humankind’s earliest form of communication, and that using our bodies’ rhythms is our most durable technology. On this lush, spellbinding lead-off track, Drexler spins a breezy, trancelike figure on a classical guitar crafted by luthier Antonio Bernal, weaving skeins of Brazilian bossa nova, Colombian vallenato, and elements of Latin jazz into the sonic equivalent of a quipu—the knotted cords the Inca used to record data. Part scientist, part poet, Drexler left a career in medicine for music. Trained as an ear, nose, and throat specialist, the Uruguayan singer and acoustic guitarist focuses on the feet here, embracing the cascaras, murgas, and interlocking grooves of his ace Colombian percussion section. Trancelike drones and rattlesnake rhythms cocoon “Bolivia,” Drexler’s tribute to the nation that offered his father sanctuary from Nazi Germany. Guest singer Caetano Veloso’s recitative turns spooky incantation over dissonant horns and trilling flutes. French-Chilean musician Ana Tijoux contributes a sultry, seductive rap that winds through the weird science cha-cha “Universos Paralelos.” Instruments, both electronic and organic, blur on the rubbery disco hip-shaker “Data Data,” and on the reggae-tinged “Esfera,” which merges Drexler’s acoustics—a Gibson J-50 and Martin D-35—with sun-dappled horns. Bailar en la Cueva subsumes science, mystery, and pulsing heartbeat in a spiral dance. A modern medicine man, Drexler unveils a world where technology and magic are indistinguishable. —P.M.
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EVENTS



Ruth Moody will demonstrate more than just good posture this September at the Sisters Folk Festival.



September Sisters Folk Festival Sisters, Oregon SEPTEMBER 5 – 7 sistersfolkfestival.org



Labor Day Weekend never sounded so good— with nine stages of strumming, fiddling and harmonizing at the foot of the magnificent Cascade Mountains. This year, the Pacific Nor’west fest welcomes the Duhks, Eric Bibb, the Ruth Moody Band, Sara Hickman, Cahalen Morrison & Eli West, and more for three days in the clean, summer mountain air. Bring your hiking boots, biking pants, or riding chaps—the winding trails of the Sisters Wilderness Area are almost as alluring as the folk music.



Ralph Stanley Labor Day Festival Hills of the Home Park, Virginia SEPTEMBER 4 – 6 hillsofthehomefestival.com



File under: good things come to those who wait. After a brief 25-year hiatus, Ralph Stanley is bringing back his Labor Day bluegrass festival. The 87-year-old bluegrass legend is handing over the reins of the three-day flatpicking fest to his grandson, Nathan, the



driving force behind the festival’s resurrection. The September 4 to 6 event will take place at the Hills of the Home, and feature Larry Sparks and the Lonesome Ramblers, the James King Band, Bobby Osborne and the Rocky Top Express and, of course, Ralph Stanley and the Clinch Mountain Boys.



Americana Music Festival Nashville, Tennessee SEPTEMBER 16 – 21 americanamusic.org



With 165 live shows taking place over five days, there literally will be “1,352 guitar pickers in Nashville” when the Americana Music Festival turns on the lights for its 15th year September 16. The lineup hadn’t been announced at press time. Check out americanamusic.org for updates.



FreshGrass Bluegrass Festival North Adams, Massachusetts SEPTEMBER 19 – 21 freshgrass.com



FreshGrass bills itself as a bluegrass “wonderland” where traditional meets cutting-edge—



and we guess any festival taking place in a 19th-century factory turned 21st-century museum oughta know. This year’s “freshness” includes sets by Emmylou Harris, the Carolina Chocolate Drops, the David Grisman Sextet, Rodney Crowell, Valerie June, Aoife O’Donovan, and more bluegrass troubadours than you can shake a fiddle bow at.



Portsmouth Maritime Folk Festival Portsmouth, New Hampshire SEPTEMBER 27 – 28 newenglandfolknetwork.org/pmff



The PMFF raises the sails on its 15th year celebrating America’s nautical culture by bringing the folk songs and sea chantey’s of our national maritime heritage to the pubs, cafés, churches, and streets of this little nook of the eastern seaboard. It’s a particularly English performance lineup, featuring Liverpudlian Andy Kenna; Cliff Haslam of Warrington, Cheshire; Moira Craig & Carolyn Robson, of Scotland and Northumberland, respectively—plus plenty of Yanks joining them in the eternal quest to figure out “What do you do with a drunken sailor?” Bottoms up, folks! AG
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introducing finger-tone® fingerstyle Guitar Picks by ProPik® now you can get the same pure sound of fingernails and fingertips from a light weight metal finger pick • No fingernails to fuss with • Fingertips touch string as you play • Large and medium sizes available available at your favorite Music store or contact:
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Learn to play 15 traditional Irish classics



n



Includes tab, standard notation, chord diagrams, and complete lyrics



Includes 85 minutes of video



Get Irish Songs for Guitar today: store.AcousticGuitar.com
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GREAT ACOUSTICS



Early Flight



Gruhn dreadnought was part of an order that thrust Texas-based Collings into the acoustic spotlight BY CHARLIE MCCURRY



W



hen a 21-year-old round-shoulder dreadnought showed up for repairs at the Collings factory in 2010, the guitar raised eyebrows among the company’s employees. Staff members gathered around the instrument in the set-up room for a glimpse of a rare piece of Collings history. But the guitar wasn’t technically a Collings—the headstock logo read Gruhn. “I had approached Bill Collings to build two dozen guitars for me because I had seen a few samples of his work and was very impressed,” remembers George Gruhn, who owns the famed Gruhn Guitars music shop in Nashville, Tennessee. “At the time, Bill only had one employee and nothing remotely resembling a



factory. This was the biggest order he’d ever received.” By the late ’80s, Gruhn had earned a global reputation for being an expert in all things fretted, particularly vintage guitars. Collings, by contrast, had only recently moved his guitarbuilding craft from his kitchen table in Houston, Texas, to a slightly larger operation in Austin, where his work had attracted the attention of heavy-hitting regional performers including Lyle Lovett and Rick Gordon. Gruhn figured the Texas luthier would be the perfect guy to build his store’s signature line of handmade flattops. But while the headstocks bore the Gruhn name, he says, “I requested that [Collings] put his own label inside the guitars.”



The instrument pictured at left is the one that arrived at Collings four years ago. It’s a Style 2 model—Serial No. 21—built in 1989 and delivered to Gruhn in February 1990. Research on the guitar’s history did not yield the name of the original owner—neither Collings nor Gruhn kept that documentation—but in 2000 it fell into the hands of Bay Area guitarist Tony Marcus. (I bought it from Marcus in 2010.) “I actually had two of these,” Marcus says. “I bought that one off eBay, but unfortunately I don’t remember the details of where it came from. As I recall, I didn’t get it from the original owner.” Whoever had it first took good care of the guitar. It’s all original, with the exception of a neck reset, new bone bridge pins, new bone saddle, and a new bone strap pin. This model has an Engelmann spruce top, curly maple back and sides, ebony fingerboard and bridge, and a sunburst finish. In a Gruhn brochure from the early ’90s, the guitar is described as having “typical dreadnought power and punch with exceptional clarity of tone.” The guitar world took notice of Gruhn’s Collings line, and orders poured into Collings from dealers across the country. Within a short time, he had rented a 1,000-square-foot space and hired two helpers. By 2005, he’d broken ground for the company’s current 27,000-square-foot factory featuring CNC technology that modernized machining processes and made parts production more consistent, accurate, and safe. Collings has since built more than 22,000 flattop acoustics and today employs 90 people. Gruhn looks back realistically at the historic order he placed for the guitars. “While they sold well,” he says, “I think the result was far better for Collings than for me.” AG
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A Free Guitar Lesson, Picked Just for You.



Answer 4 questions about your guitar playing and the Acoustic Guitar Unlimited sample lesson finder will give you a custom lesson reccomendation.



Take Your Free Guitar Lesson Today AcousticGuitarU.com/Sample-Lessons
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Learn more about the most durable strings you’ll ever play at martinguitar.com/strings.
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