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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

			Thank you so much.

			Your purchase has helped save children’s lives.

			The royalties from this book will benefit St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital through a campaign I started called Music Gives to St. Jude Kids.

			My grandfather, Danny Thomas, founded St. Jude in Memphis, Tennessee, in 1962.

			As a fighter for human rights, he believed that no child should ever die because of cancer or any other life-threatening disease. His dream was to build a hospital where no family would ever be turned away because of their race, religion, or economic status.

			I’m proud to say my grandfather’s dream came true, and today, St. Jude leads the way the world understands, treats, and defeats childhood cancer. And at St. Jude, no family ever receives a bill for their treatment, travel, housing, or food.

			 

			To learn more about St. Jude and Music Gives, 
please visit musicgives.org or follow us @musicgives
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			St. Jude was not involved in the creation of this book.

			Please be advised that some interviews contain profanity and occasional references to drug use that may be inappropriate for young readers.





INTRODUCTION

			I’m talking to Eddie Vedder at a bar in Toronto. He’s the lead singer of the legendary Pearl Jam and they are beloved the world over. I’m the singer and drummer of a rock band called Kingsize and it’s safe to say by your reaction that Pearl Jam has the edge on us.

			So here we are at the same party, having a beer, and Eddie is just as down-to-earth and cool as you’d hope he’d be. Our conversation spans various subjects, all centered around our love of music… “Yeah, Side B of The Unforgettable Fire is amazing!”

			Then the evening ends, off he goes, and that’s when it hits me: I’ve been a drummer almost my whole life and just recently started singing for my band. And I didn’t ask Eddie Vedder—of all people—how he can scream his head off every night and still sound so incredible after all these years!

			I’m an idiot.

			Thousands of books have been written about every aspect of many musician's careers, plus millions of interviews, articles, and photographs, detailing their personal and professional lives. And, while there are some magazines like Modern Drummer or Guitar World, where you can learn about a certain player's technique, style, or gear...when it comes to singers—there's nothing!

			As soon as I became the front man of my band, I discovered there was no resource to learn how a singer does their job night after night. No magazine or book reveals the physicality and danger involved in singing on a regular basis. There’s nothing that tells the truth about how exhausting, frustrating, and fragile the human voice truly is.

			For all their glory in the spotlight, there’s one huge aspect of a singer’s life that has been completely overlooked for years…

			SINGING IS BRUTAL.

			The Singers Talk is collection of in-depth conversations with some of the greatest singers of our time, discussing the one thing they never get asked about: their voices.

			If you’re a singer—trying to train your voice, protect your voice, help, heal, or even find your voice—you’re in good hands here. 

			You’ll learn how the best in their field keep their vocal cords in shape, how they protect themselves on the road, and countless other tricks, strategies, and philosophies that’ll help you on your way.

			But The Singers Talk isn’t just a survival guide for singers.

			This book will also give you a backstage look at how your favorite vocalists approach what they do onstage and in the studio. Packed with amazing stories you’ve never heard before, you’ll also find sides of their personalities you didn’t see coming.

			I knew going into this that I’d hear things I wouldn’t find anywhere else, but what I didn’t see was just how spiritual some of these conversations would turn out to be. Some led to tears or unexpected revelations of self-doubt. Others were sermons, sacred, and holy. And some of them were just funny as shit! 

			My goals for the interview process were simple:

			1.Ask every singer the same questions so we can hear the various ways each singer approaches the same subject.

			2.Get specific with each artist about  how they approach songs that give them trouble, and whether it be sickness or fatigue, what are the solutions to the hardest problems we face as singers on the road?

			3.Be the fan you truly are. I’d be getting the chance to speak to some of my heroes, and I was not going to shy away.

			I asked Stevie Nicks if she’s ever fallen over while spinning around onstage; Mavis Staples about singing with Martin Luther King; Brian Johnson about replacing Bon Scott in AC/DC; Ann Wilson about singing “Stairway to Heaven” in front of Led Zeppelin; Michael McDonald about why he’s everyone’s favorite singer to impersonate. Anything I wanted to know, Chris Farley would be my guide!

			Unfortunately, some of my favorite singers aren’t with us anymore, but I still wanted to hear about their vocal approach, so I reached out to the people who were right beside them. You’ll hear Steve Cropper remember Otis Redding, Nile Rodgers still bewildered by David Bowie, Clive Davis rhapsodize about Whitney Houston, and don’t even ask me what Robby Krieger revealed about Jim Morrison!

			This is not a technical book in any sense of the word, but by the time you finish, I know you'll find some new approach or helpful method that works for you. And like me, I think you’ll feel less alone, and more freedom to fly. Because in the end, every singer within these pages knows what it takes to stand up to that mic by themselves, reach down into their guts, and give everything they’ve got for the sake of the song. 

			And what makes a great song work?

			The soul the singer puts inside the vocal.

			The Singers Talk is a celebration of that soul.
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			Jason Thomas Gordon 

			Los Angeles, Summer 2023





THE QUESTIONS

			The singers in this book were asked most or all of these questions:

			Who first exposed you to singing?

			Were you emulating anyone when you started out?

			How did you find your own voice? 

			Did you ever have any vocal training?

			Are you nervous or confident before you perform?

			Do you do vocal warm-ups before shows?

			Do you have any rituals before you hit the stage?

			Is there anything after the show that helps keep your voice in shape?

			How do you take care of your voice on the road? 

			When you start getting sick, what do you do?

			Are there songs where you wonder if your voice will be there that night?

			Are there songs where you’ve had to adjust the key live? 

			What was your most embarrassing vocal mishap ever?

			Do you remember a performance where you surprised yourself?

			How are you with hearing your own voice?

			Do you have a favorite vocal performance you’re really proud of?

			What’s changed the most about your voice since you started?

			If you could duet with one singer—living or dead—who would it be?

			Who are your top five favorite singers of all time?

			If you could ask any singer about their voice, who would it be and what would you ask?





BRYAN Adams
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			“LET’S MAKE IT… AAAAAAAAALLLLL FOR ONE, AND ONE FOR LOVE!”

			If you know that song, and you know that part, sung high above the stratosphere, well, then you know it’s no joke. But to Bryan Adams, it’s a good laugh because he nails it every time. But I don’t. So, he’s about to give me a vocal lesson.

			Bryan Adams first entered our collective lives on MTV when it used to be “Music Television.” I still remember being a kid and watching the video for “Cuts Like a Knife”—Bryan and his band playing in an empty swimming pool; a girl changing in a dressing room, about to dive in. It was pure rock ’n’ roll with solid pop melodies. But what we didn't see coming was that iconic duet with Tina Turner, or for Bryan to wind up singing opera (and learning an important rule about pasta) with Pavarotti.

			As a matter of fact, this Grammy Award–Winner has had so many hits and number one records that it would be impossible to recap right now, but how’s this for a stat: he’s sold over 100 million records. 

			And to think that all he wanted was a way to pay his rent.





Who first exposed you to singing?

			Listening to records. I was quite taken with the sound of two people singing, so The Beatles, Simon & Garfunkel, Everly Brothers, those kinds of records really got me. And there was a defining moment where I remember being thoroughly blown away watching the Joe Cocker: Mad Dogs & Englishmen movie, thinking, Wow, that’s just the most incredible voice I’ve ever heard. And Janis too! There used to be the Columbia Record Club where you’d get nine records for a dollar or something ridiculous. My father would allow me to have one or two records and one of them was Janis. I chose it because the most exotic thing I’d ever seen before that was a Flamenco dancer when I was in Spain with my dad.

			Are you talking about the album cover of Pearl?

			Yeah. You put that with the voice [laughs], it was the most incredible thing.

			Were you emulating anyone when you started out?

			I didn’t really want to be a singer! I wanted to be the guitar player. I’ve been singing since I was fifteen because I couldn’t find a singer for my band, so I stepped in on a temporary basis until we found somebody. But we never found anybody. I was really into hard rock, so I was into Deep Purple, Led Zeppelin, Bad Company, and The Who—Roger Daltrey’s voice was seminal in my upbringing—and I wanted to be in one of those kinda bands. That’s where my head was at. And then, later on, the Eagles and Jackson Browne. I would’ve loved to sing like any of the singers at the time, but I didn’t know I had a voice.

			How did you find your own voice?

			I don’t know that I ever did, it just came out. I used to go to auditions as a guitar player and it was always like, “Uhh, thanks very much, we’ll give you a call.” Then, I went to an audition and they said, “Can you sing?” It was like, “Yep… you know… sorta.” I sang a song, and they went, “You got the job.” So, I started playing with this club band, and I had to be escorted to the stage by a bouncer because I was fifteen. But after a while, I wasn’t digging it. The guys were like thirty-five and they were all getting wasted and I just wasn’t interested in that. Then, I met somebody who was doing studio work, and I said, “If you’re looking for a singer, I’m a singer,” and they gave me a shot. So, about once a month I would get a job, and that would be enough to pay my rent and keep me in hot food and shoes for another month.

			What were you singing, like jingles?

			I would sing anything. I would sing back-up for somebody, I would sing on jingles. It gave me studio work and experience. So, that really helped. I did that until I was probably seventeen.

			Did you ever have any vocal training?

			Not a lesson.

			Do you feel nervous or confident before you perform?

			You always get that butterfly feeling. Sometimes it’s more for technical reasons ’cause you don’t want to get up there and the microphone’s not working. So, until you touch the mic and make sure it’s on, I have this little daunting feeling.

			Do you do vocal warm-ups before shows?

			Not really. I think a lot of it comes from just working clubs. We did club shows where we did four sets a night so, there was no chance to warm-up. You warm-up, you’re just basically giving away a whole set. Save it. Usually we do a sound check and that would work as vocal warm-up.

			Is there anything after the show that helps keep your voice in shape?

			Yeah, sleep. That’s the key.

			How do you take care of your voice on the road?

			I try and get as much rest as possible. I don’t drink, I don’t smoke. I think alcohol is one of the worst things you can do for your voice. Truly. I think that’s the killer right there.

			So, when you start getting sick, what do you do?

			If you’re in a very humid, warm environment, and then it gets very cold, that’s when I tend to have a little bit of trouble. This one gig I did in South Africa, my voice started sounding really good, and by the end of the song, it just disappeared. I walked over to my guitar player and said, “Keith, I can’t talk. I can’t sing.” So, I sorta whispered into the mic [laughs meekly] “I gotta go have a cup of tea. I’ll be back in five minutes.” I went backstage, had a cup of tea, came back and finished the show.

			Are there songs where you wonder if your voice will be there that night?

			No.

			Are there songs where you’ve had to adjust the key live?

			I never really have much of a problem; touch wood. Hang on, let me find some wood. I don’t sing songs that are out of my range, for starters. I can sing pretty high, but all my songs aren’t like that. So, you pace things throughout the night.

			What was your most embarrassing vocal mishap ever?

			Oh, which one? [Laughter] The only thing really embarrassing for me is suddenly making up new words for songs onstage and everyone’s looking around, like, What?

			Do you remember a performance where you surprised yourself?

			I’ve recorded demos and gone back to try and capture the moment of that demo and it was like, “Mmmm, you know what? There’s no point in doing that again, that’s great. Let’s just record everything around the voice," and we would do that!

			 

			How are you with hearing your own voice?

			I’m okay with it. I don’t really analyze it that much, I kinda just do it.

			Do you have a favorite vocal performance you’re really proud of?

			I’m pretty happy with a lot of them. For example, “Run to You” was a one take performance.

			No way, that’s a great take!

			There are a lot of vocals that I recorded with “Mutt” Lange where he pushed me really hard to sing better and better. And he was always right. So, a lot of the things I did with “Mutt” I really like.

			Yeah, “Mutt” Lange, he’s a helluva producer, huh?

			He got the best things out of me. Working with him was like going to the University of Rock because we learned so much.

			What did you learn vocally from him?

			That you can do better.

			I’m so jealous of raspy voices and you have one of the greatest ones in rock. Is it just natural or is there a trick to pulling it off without blowing out your voice?

			Thank you. I don’t know. On my second album, I put a line in the credits that said, “Thank you, cords, for holding me up” because, back then, there were no monitors, and you’d have to open up for The Kinks with no sound and just have to belt it. Getting through it was kind of everything. I didn’t have any more aspirations other than, I just wanna get through and be able to pay my rent.

			But you must have cords of steel from those early club days.

			From the time I turned thirty-eight, I decided I was gonna work ten days a month, like ten shows in a row. I would always keep my chops up that way. Sometimes it would be spread out over two weeks, but the most I ever did in a row was fourteen shows.

			Fourteen shows in a row?! My God!

			[Laughs] It didn’t happen that often, trust me.

			I’m curious about that high note on “All for Love,” that note on the word “All.” Is there a trick to nailing a note like that for you?

			You’re talking about the beginning of the chorus? [Sings] “ALLLLL!”

			Yeah. Hitting that note and sustaining it, while staying in pitch? That’s tough!

			One thing about my voice: I don’t sing.

			What do you mean?

			Note. Note. Note. Note. I scoop practically every note that I sing. I sing [subtly ramps the note upwards] “ALL FOR ONE” Every single note is a scoop.

			But all the music stops and you have to hit that note.

			It’s not, [sings, hitting the note dead-on] “Let’s make it ALL.” It’s [runs his voice up to the note] “AAALLL.” So, you scoop up, that’s how you do it. I’ll do it slower for you. [Starts small and eases his voice up into the note] Everything I sing has a scoop to it. I don’t sing any note straight on.

			What’s changed the most about your voice since you started?

			Well, it’s a journey. I recently re-recorded one of my first songs called “Hidin’ from Love,” and wow, my voice is so different now. I’m more comfortable. When I went into my first album, I didn’t know what I was doing, so I was just winging it. Actually, I’m still winging it. [Laughter] I did this Bare Bones Tour, which was my acoustic tour, with my piano player, and I learned more in those years about my voice than I did in all the years of making rock ’n’ roll tours because I could hear myself. What happens when things are really clear is you find a comfort zone for your voice. The more shows I did with my acoustic tour, the better singer I became.

			If you could duet with any singer—living or dead—who would it be?

			I really like Sam Smith’s voice. We’d make a great duet. I think it’d be very beautiful. There’s so many good singers out there. I got to sing with Paul Rodgers a couple years ago, who’s one of my heroes as a vocalist, and could be the best rock singer ever. Really humble, sweet guy. It reaffirmed that I made the right choice when I follow some of these people. I sang with McCartney once. It was mind-blowing! I don’t think I slept for two nights after that. It was the Prince’s Trust and he appeared out of nowhere. We did “I Saw Her Standing There,” and the mic was open, so I just went up and did a harmony.

			Another major duet we gotta talk about: Pavarotti calls you up and asks you to do a duet with him on a live televised concert in Italy. There’s a video of you guys singing “O Sole Mio” and it’s a master class in cool under pressure. Man, you handle that moment like such a champ. You look totally loose, like you’re about to burst into laughter, and the love between you as you’re singing is so sweet. What was that experience like?

			It was beautiful. I mean, it was farcical because it was broadcast live on Italian television and I’m singing in Napolitano. Okay? I don’t speak Italian. So, during the recording of that, I just thought, This is so outrageous, how did I get talked into this? I must be mad!

			How does Pavarotti call you up, first of all? I mean, that’s huge!

			I know! I don’t know how he got my number! He called me up one day and I said, “Naw, who is this?” and he goes, [mimics Pavarotti’s deep, boisterous voice] “I am Luciano.” I said, “Who is this?” [Explodes] “I AM LUCIANO!” I said, “Okay!” But he was a big sweetheart and he just wanted his show to be fun and a success. Thanks for mentioning that. He’s a beautiful, beautiful guy, and I miss him a lot.

			It says so much about the instrument of your voice that he would seek you out. Did he tell you what it was about your voice that moved him so much?

			No, he talked mostly about spaghetti.

			Anything we need to know about spaghetti?

			Yeah. And you heard this right from Luciano, okay? You never wait when people put pasta on the table. That whole thing about, “You have to wait until everyone gets served before you start.” No. When your pasta comes to the table, you eat it then.

			You sang with Tina Turner as well. What was that like?

			When I was twenty-four, I was chasing Tina Turner to come and sing with me. I used to go and see her in clubs before she had her comeback—I just love her—and the day happened where she agreed to sing on [“It’s Only Love”].

			One of the top three greatest duets of all time. That’s an actual fact.

			[Laughs] I had never had any experience producing anybody before and we’d already done the track. All she had to do was come to the studio and sing my melody. But when she tried to sing it, it was too low for her. There was this awkward moment like, Oh no, it’s not gonna work. And then, I thought, Hang on, Tina, I’m coming out. I went out into the studio with her and said, “Let’s just sing the song, okay?” I started pushing the melody to a different area and it became more in her range, and we got it. One of those things where the chemistry had to happen in the room together.

			That’s so rad. Did you learn anything from singing with her?

			She ended up inviting me to tour with her in Europe. We did twenty shows together and it changed everything for me. We suddenly had an audience and the record turned around. It was unbelievable. Every night, going up and singing with Tina Turner? Are you kidding? Oh man, every night was like someone dropped an atom bomb onstage. She was fantastic because she always really looked forward to the gig. If I learned anything, it was, you just need to go for it because with Tina you cannot hold back. She won’t let ya hold back. If you don’t go for it, she’ll just blow you off the stage. I’m very grateful to her.

			Who are your top five favorite singers of all time?

			I’m gonna say Paul Rodgers, Freddie Mercury, Lennon/McCartney, Joe Cocker, John Fogerty, Janis, Crosby, Stills, Nash, & Young, Everly Brothers, let’s put Jimi in there.

			Okay, you’re way past your top five!

			Bob Dylan, Joni Mitchell, and don’t forget Roger Daltrey! And new singers: I love Chris Martin and what’s the singer from the Kings of Leon? [Caleb Followill] And I love Dave Grohl. “Monkey Wrench” is one of the silliest vocals ever where he just belts that high note the whole time! I remember walking up to him and saying, “Man, how did you do that?” Fuck. That is a seriously unbelievable vocal. James Hetfield is an amazing singer too. Ozzy is fantastic. I loved Ozzy when I was a kid. Oh, don’t forget David Bowie. And excuse me, Mick Jagger as well.

			This didn’t work out as planned; that was your top twenty-five.

			I could give you more, man! A lot more! You could put Bruce Springsteen in the top twenty-five easily too. There’s a great singer. You should listen to the songs we did together live. There’s a recording of us doing “Cuts Like a Knife” and “Badlands.” Listen to it, man.

			I’ll check it out, for sure.

			By the way, you could put Ray Charles in there because I love Ray Charles more than anything. And Sam Cooke, by the way, and Otis and Marvin. Put them all!

			If you could ask any singer about their voice, who would it be, and what would you ask?

			I would ask Marvin Gaye, “How long did it take to work out the arrangement for ‘The Star-Spangled Banner?’” When he sang at the NBA game. Because I can’t work out the timing, if it’s being played to tape, or if there’s musicians playing it. What if he fucked up on TV and went to a different part of the song? It’s flawless.

			It’s such a trippy arrangement too. It’s fluid.

			It’s the best version of the song. Ever.

			I gotta go Whitney Houston on that one.

			That is off the charts. But that’s more traditional. That’s just pure, extraordinary singing and deep church, you know? Hold it. Put her and Aretha Franklin in my list as well. [Laughter]

			 





Seth Avett
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			WANT TO SEE ONE OF THE BEST ROCK SHOWS OF YOUR LIFE? Check out the Avett Brothers sometime because they can do it with a banjo and a ballad.

			Raised in Concord, North Carolina, Seth Avett and his older brother Scott did what I told my young nephews to do for years: form a band! Brothers in bands. Works every time.

			But not since the Everly and Neville Brothers have two brother’s voices played off one another so beautifully. Along with their melodic skill on most instruments, their honest to God songwriting, and their brilliant bass player, Bob Crawford, the Avetts have slowly built a career that has grown bigger with each new release.

			That sense of family, community, and the life-or-death stakes of our everyday existence are ever-present inside of the vocal blend that Seth and Scott provide to each song. Over time, they’ve developed a trusted, creative relationship with producer Rick Rubin, and have received multiple Grammy nominations. But, more importantly, they’ve created a loyal and passionate fan base who come to see the brothers’ band, as if it were a pilgrimage. And as you’ll hear by Seth’s choice of words, there is something sacred to all of this. If you’re open and available.

			So, “This might be a terrible idea, but…”





Who first exposed you to singing?

			My dad, and church, for sure. Our grandpa was a Methodist minister—he died before I was born—but he and his wife raised three kids who all are the loudest voices in the sanctuary. Alice, who has since passed, my dad Jim, and Uncle Wally, all three of them are the loudest people in the congregation. [JTG laughs] My dad loves to sing harmony and it’s funny when the person singing loudest in the church is singing a third or a fifth above everyone else. I learned a lot about harmonic structure because it was always around. He would sing harmony with whatever was on the radio. So, it’s super easy for me to fall into that, singing a third or a fifth above that main line. It’s very natural, completely because of Dad.

			Were you emulating anyone when you started out?

			In the earliest stages, it probably would have been Kenny Loggins, and Randy Travis, and Tom T. Hall. Then, as soon as I was aware of other forms of singing, certainly Robert Plant, and then Kurt Cobain. It’s just a big playground, like, Oh, this is how Harry Belafonte does it! But when people are singing in their most honest voice, it’s gonna be a brand-new treatment, with everything: phrasing, tone; there’s always some new voice and the sky’s the limit. That’s what’s so awesome about it.

			How did you find your own voice?

			It’s been a long process. And you can hear this going back to the first Avett Brothers records; I had not found it yet. It’s bizarre to me when someone’s like seemingly fully formed. Like Billie Eilish: how can you be so formed so young?

			Yeah, like Otis Redding.

			Otis Redding. Or Sam Cooke, right out of the gate, sixteen years old, fully formed. That’s one of those weird, Mozart, touched by God kind of things. But that has not been my path. My path has been much slower and it’s taken thousands of performances. I don’t feel like I really started understanding what my voice is capable of, or the best tone and texture for it, until I realized that it was not separate from the meaning of what I’m saying. I had it wrong, for myself, that the nuts and bolts of singing could be separate from subject matter. I found my voice through realizing whatever I’m singing, I need to be telling the truth as well as I understand it. That doesn’t always have to be super literal, but I do have to be checked into it. Like a meditation. Enough not to focus on the aesthetic of my voice.

			Did you ever have any vocal training?

			I was in a chorus class in middle school, but, no, I’m a textbook example of on-the-job training. [Laughter]

			Do you feel nervous or confident before you perform?

			I feel pretty normal at this point. I don’t know if “confident” would be the word, but it doesn’t really occur to me to feel either. Scott and I have played thousands of shows, so it wouldn’t really make sense to be nervous. But if I were to go onstage for a solo show, I would be nervous, for sure. Me and Jessica Lea Mayfield did a record of Elliott Smith covers a few years back, and we did a tour for that, and I was nervous. Especially the first few nights.

			What is it about Elliott Smith’s voice that compelled you to want to cover his stuff?

			I really believe that what we respond to, as humans, is people being their sincere, genuine selves. There is an unspoken, inarticulable element that we are allergic to. If someone is not genuine in their singing—this might be too strong of a word—I think we feel repelled. Or repulsed. At least I am. It could be subconscious too, but if I feel I’m sensing that, I do not want to hear it. I do not want to hear when someone is not being themselves in their singing, which is why Elliott Smith sounds so good to me. In his case, vulnerability is a major element, and you’re just getting a direct line to the sensitivity of the human soul.

			Man, you couldn’t have said it better.

			Everybody has that. That’s why that part of him speaks to them. It keeps you connected to your own sensitivity. That’s what great singing does. Whatever element it draws on, whatever element it celebrates and amplifies, it is a mirror to that element inside yourself.

			Do you do vocal warm-ups before shows?

			I do, but I’ve only been doing that for a year or so. As I get older, I’m realizing the importance of it. I have a couple that Rachel from Lake Street Dive taught me, and a couple that my wife, who’s an actress, taught me.

			What’s the routine?

			I do the long “S” sound and then a low hum where I try to vibrate my vocal cords as much as possible with some super low notes. Then, an “M-U-M” sound, like [hums low] “MUM-MUM-MUM-MUM-MUM.” And then, I do a scale with like a “GEH” sound. I try to do that ten or fifteen minutes before I go on. That seems to help.

			Do you have any other rituals before you hit that stage?

			Camaraderie is probably the most valuable component. The seven of us love each other and it’s very familial, literally, and figuratively. There’s so much love and appreciation, so it’s less of a technical prep, but we all like to be together about twenty minutes beforehand just to laugh. We just get in the same room, and make fun of each other, and make stupid songs, and then we’re in good shape to go out there, ’cause what we present musically is not especially rigid, professional, or studious. It’s pretty loose and it’s really more akin to a celebration of some sort, or a revival. So, checking into joy and camaraderie beforehand is more of a priority than practicing our instruments.

			It’s so true because your shows are like a tent show revival. People go bananas.

			There is that element and that’s what seems really special to me. Like, it is available, if you want to be in a celebratory atmosphere.

			And pretty transformative too. I’ve been to shows of yours where you don’t even realize it, and then you look down, and your feet are off the ground, and you’re like, I’m hovering above the fucking floor.

			Yeah, that’s the thing! I feel like, as a species, we’ve become more and more wrapped up in overgeneralizing the doom, “Everything’s going to hell,” and all that. So, it seems more immediate and more important and more pertinent to have reliable events to connect.

			Is there anything after the show that helps keep your voice in shape?

			We used to drink alcohol a fair amount in the early days, but I have noticed that if I actively stay away from that, I have better longevity. So, I drink a lot of water, try to sleep a lot, and not overdo it.

			When you start getting sick, what do you do?

			I try to prioritize. Stop talking and save everything I can for the stage because then you’re super aware that you only have a little bit in the tank. Every night, whether I’m sick or not, I have a little mug warmer that I plug in and I have a hot tea onstage with me. I do that in the studio as well. I like to have a mug warmer and a real ceramic mug with some good ginger turmeric tea with too much honey in it. I’ll make sure that’s flowing a lot if I have some throat health challenges. I’ll have lozenges onstage too. And if I’m feeling like something’s coming on with a cold, I’ll warm-up a lot longer before a set.

			Are there songs where you wonder if your voice will be there that night?

			There sure are! “Ain’t No Man” is a tough one. I sing harmony throughout and it’s a pretty high harmony. The lead vocals are never an issue, it’s the harmonies that are the most challenging. But that song, I take the third verse on my own, and it’s just the drum kit and the vocal. I had this idea that it’d be the last song and I’ll take that moment to do a big thank you and Scott will introduce the band. It’s really fun, but that means “Ain’t No Man” has to be last in the set, which generally is twenty-five to thirty songs, so it’s always like, God almighty. When “Ain’t No Man” is sixth or seventh, it’s never an issue, but after two hours and fifteen minutes of full on singing non-stop, there’s a couple things where it’s like, Well, that’s not available, gonna do that an octave lower.

			Are there songs where you’ve had to adjust the key live?

			Our first two or three records, we just tuned to the piano, and the piano was from like 1898 or something, but around 1900, I guess standard pitch changed. So, we recorded our first records like this, and it was a little lower. Then, to stick with that, we recorded Emotionalism a half step down. So, a lot of things from that era have been hyped up half a step just to make it more standard, and easier to remember, and easier to play. But I heard some song Smokey Robinson was singing recently, and I was like, Man, he really brought that down a few keys, that’s smart. I can see that happening at some point. To me, all that stuff is super malleable. Any key can be changed at any time. We like the Dylan approach.

			What was your most embarrassing vocal mishap ever?

			Around 2003, I joined David Childers onstage at the Neighborhood Theatre in Charlotte to sing a song called “The Prettiest Thing.” When it came time for my verse, I just choked, man. I loved the song so much, I got caught up in not wanting to let it down and forgot the lyrics. [Laughter] That’ll happen. You can forget lyrics no matter how old you are, no matter how many times you’ve played the song.

			Do you remember a performance where you surprised yourself?

			The ending of “Bleeding White” was a big surprise. If you give that one a careful listen, there were some let-loose moments that were very exciting and a little surprising. And the same thing at the end of “Roses and Sacrifice,” there’s a big finale type outro. I’m a big, big fan of the let-loose-at-the-end-of-the-song moment. I love when a singer will just wail. And I have that extra gear, but for some reason, every time I go into that gear, I kind of forget that that’s something I can do. I’m not Chris Cornell, but I can have moments where I can head into that fun, stratosphere range, and I love it.

			How are you with hearing your own voice?

			I’m okay with my voice. I don’t really judge it as much as I used to. I can definitely get lost in judging if my pitch is on point enough to view something as a keeper, but I don’t do that with a ton of emotion anymore, so that makes it a lot easier to review a vocal. It’s hard for me to listen to some earlier stuff because of the pitch, but I think that as I mature and get older, I’ll even be able to listen to that stuff with appreciation.

			You and Scott have some of the best harmony vocals we’ve heard in years. I gotta understand what the key is to singing a great harmony. How do I maintain my own melody and not start singing in the other person’s key?

			[Laughs] That’s just practice, practice, practice. I think it’s important to see it as its own melody. If you listen to a master like David Rawlings, he’s not just mirroring. It’s not just an interval that goes everywhere the main line goes. If you took that lead vocal and some of the rigidity away and let it free flow a little more, you can get the best of both worlds where it is a backup vocal, but it’s also adding more color and dimension and meaning to what the actual lyrics are.

			Do you have to have guardrails up in your mind so that you don’t veer into Scott?

			No, we’ve just done it so much. That was built-in at a young age, again, just hearing my dad sing harmony all the time. And Scott did too, but he doesn’t hear it like I do. To him, I think it’s more of an abstract consideration. Because it’s harder for him, a lot of times he will come up with a more interesting harmony line. Because I have an automatic leaning towards a certain type of harmony, I have to really let myself go emotionally, where I set myself free to land in a harmony line that’s more interesting. Just like anything, once you learn to sing harmony, you can get into the curse of being formulaic. But if someone’s trying to get better at singing harmony, I would say, sit down at the piano. It’s all laid out in front of you. Play a C then play an E. Those two guys together. Then, you can pick out the melody, and then you can pick out the harmony. And you can hear it. You don’t have to be trying to invent it all the time. It’s the piano, man. The piano is the tool. A lot of times in the studio, it’s like, “Why is this not working?” The only way to solve the mystery is to go sit down at the piano.

			In the May It Last documentary, you mentioned that after seeing Doc Watson perform, you realized that power didn’t have to come from playing loud but from character. Can you explain what you meant by character?

			I feel like all great artists and performers have become great because they have character, because they are checked into who they are. It was very confusing for me as a twelve-year-old kid to look at Nirvana and understand that the power is coming from the character. It’s not coming from the aesthetic and it’s not coming from the volume. But since there is so much volume, and awesome, exciting aesthetic, and youth and energy, it’s easy to get that confused. Kurt Cobain had a lot in his mind, he had a lot that he was considering and thinking about, and he was a very sensitive soul with quite a lot of grit to him. But he had a lot of character. And that’s what makes Nirvana more of a lasting thing that we now understand it to be. Doc Watson, it’s the same thing. And it’s the same thing with Mos Def. You listen to any of his records and it’s full of character. It’s full of a guy checking into what he is, texturally, rhythmically, in his soul, in his understanding of the world around him. But that was a jarring reality for me and Doc gave it to me. He’ll play you a song that puts you in the woods in the middle of the night by yourself, walking towards death, and man, it’s all of the things. That’s what great art does. You can present power, but you don’t have to be presenting it at 125 db.

			There’s also a scene in the film where you’re recording “No Hard Feelings” with Rick Rubin and you deliver this soul crushing performance. When it’s over, you and Scott go outside and you’re sort of struggling to come to terms with the beauty of the song versus the painful relationship that brought the song into existence. Scott’s almost more emotionally distraught than you in that moment. Do you guys take on each other’s joy or pain in a more significant way because you’re singing about it together?

			Yes, and that’s generally more of an unspoken thing. That moment that was captured on film was a very difficult moment. And it’s very uncomfortable for me, still, to view it because that song… it’s really a once in a lifetime song. I feel like I got to be the little human channel for it. But it’s been shown to me that it’s a real important song for a lot of folks. And it’s a special thing to be able to sing it and to connect with people. We finish the encore with it and it’s extremely emotional. Last night, I gave my set list to the girl in the front row who was crying her eyes out. I don’t know the specifics of what that song is bringing up for her, who she’s lost, or who she’s about to lose, it might be herself. But it definitely checks you into the temporary nature of this life and that’s a weirdly beautiful and uncomfortable place to be sometimes. I wanted to see the song through, and stay the course to finish it, and be open to God to let me have it so that I could share with people that it’s okay. Life is suffering, that’s true, but it’s a lot of other things too. We let go of things throughout and it’s always a surprise. It’s hard to get good at it, but in the end, you even let go of yourself. It’s something we can’t really understand but we are here together and we can try to understand together. We can try to come by compassion and forgiveness as much as we possibly can. But that moment in the film is evidence that it was an emotional thing to write the song, share it with Scott and Bob, and to commit it to tape. It’s heavy.

			Yeah. And Scott could’ve approached that song like, that’s a sweet song my brother wrote, but it was almost like you needed to console him.

			That’s true. More often in a marriage or a significant other type of relationship, one person has to be the one that takes care of the other. And, a lot of times, you trade roles back. Scott takes care of me a lot and I take care of him as I can. So, it makes perfect sense that I would finish that song and be like, “Oh man, that was magic, that felt really good,” and that he would be like, “But what does it all mean?” We certainly take turns with that. The moments that he’s a little more tortured are generally not the same moments that I am, which is very convenient.

			It’s so interesting how you guys have to step into each other’s mind frame in such a deep, powerful way to sing your brother’s feelings. The empathy and transference that must go on is amazing.

			It is amazing. And it’s built-in, so it’s easy to take it for granted sometimes, but it is a very special thing that we both got to get in this life.

			Rick Rubin is one of the greatest producers of all time and you guys have done a bunch of records with him. How does he approach recording vocals?

			The things I’ve learned from Rick can be applied to recording and life in general. He’s really up for the experiment. He’s really up for, “Well, let’s just find out.” He’ll start a lot of statements with, “This might be a terrible idea, but…” For someone of such renown, it was really refreshing, especially early on, to see that he had that kind of humility in the work process. So, the thing that I’ve applied vocally is: just try the experiment. This isn’t coming out tomorrow. You’re just learning, you’re just finding out. Is it great? Is it silly? Is it awesome? Is it powerful? Whatever, let’s find out. The beautiful thing about Rick is that he’s not Mr. Technical. He ain’t gonna come in and say, “Oh, you should sing a third here.” That’s not his language. All of the conversation is about spirit. And that’s helpful too, because you can have the greatest technical singing in the world, but if the spirit isn’t there, it’s not gonna invite your listener in. Because you’re not there! For there to be a vocal that is connecting, you have to be connected to yourself in the first place, and the way I understand things, that means I need to be connecting to God. In whatever capacity that exists. That’s a mysterious thing, but I believe it to be true.

			Do you have a favorite vocal performance you’re really proud of?

			I’m generally partial to the newest thing, but I felt really good about “Fisher Road to Hollywood” for me and Scott both. And I have to say that I didn’t get in the way of myself for “No Hard Feelings.” I’m really glad about that.

			Do you have a favorite vocal performance of Scott’s?

			I really love “Mama, I Don’t Believe.” I felt that was a great song and a great performance. And “When You Learn.” When Scott is hitting that sensitivity, that really stands out for me, because, in my mind, he built his approach on his natural sort of abrasiveness at times, texturally. That really works for him too, but there’s something really special to me when he goes into that very, very fragile place.

			What’s changed the most about your voice since you started?

			I think it’s gotten more nuanced and I’ve learned to explore more angles of it. To my mind, Mike Patton is possibly the greatest vocalist in the world and has been for probably thirty years. To me, he’s the benchmark of what’s possible as far as variety. I don’t push it that far because he’s superhuman to me, but I have been more open to like, when we’re rocking, let’s rock, let’s scream. And when we’re getting sweet, let’s get really, really sweet. And when we get low, invite that Johnny Cash low in there. Don’t be afraid to explore the textures on any given song. What. Serves. The Song? That’s another big Rick thing, “What serves the song?” Whatever serves the song, that’s what we’re doing.

			If you could duet with one singer—living or dead—who would it be?

			Tom T. Hall.

			Who are your top five favorite singers of all time?

			Sam Cooke. Louis Armstrong. Shannon Hoon. Dolores O’Riordan. Chris Cornell.

			If you could ask any singer about their voice, who would it be, and what would you ask?

			Jeff Buckley. I would ask him, “What is the best path to the divine while singing?”





Tony Bennett
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			ANTHONY DOMINICK BENEDETTO—IF YOU’RE ITALIAN, you probably know that name is short for Tony Bennett. A man who released his first single in 1951 and announced that he was slowing down in 2021. Now, I’m no math whiz, but I believe that’s seventy years of recording music and touring the world. May everyone be so lucky to do what they love for that long. But Tony Bennett has always been a man in rarified air.

			Following in the tradition of the great jazz vocalists and song stylists like Nat King Cole and Frank Sinatra, Tony has won nineteen Grammy Awards, two Emmy’s, a lifetime achievement award, and is tied with Willie Nelson as the oldest living singer in this book. The man is ninety years old, proving what can be done if you have the talent, the will, and a little bit of luck.

			I was lucky enough to briefly speak with him before he announced his retirement, having no idea that some of his advice would play such a crucial role in future interviews. Guys named Tony—they’ve always got a trick up their sleeve.





Who first exposed you to singing?

			I was always singing from the minute I was born. My family was that way. My father was a wonderful singer in Italy. In all the different towns that he was in, they would listen to him and he had that reputation. And it was a big influence.

			And your brother was a singer as well early on?

			My brother was a wonderful singer as a young boy of nine or ten years old. My mom had him studying with an opera teacher, singing opera, and he was very successful, but he didn’t like doing it. I couldn’t believe it because we were a family that loved music. I said, “How can you not like it? It’s the best thing in the world to entertain and make people feel good.” So, I kept on. To this day, I love to entertain people.

			Were you emulating anyone when you started out?

			No.

			How did you find your own voice?

			I was taught by Mimi Spear at the American Theatre Wing on 52nd street, which was the great jazz street. She was a great teacher and she was a great jazz singer. She taught me to just be myself and don’t imitate anybody else.

			Do you feel nervous or confident before you perform?

			Any performer who performs well is always nervous before they walk onstage. They hope everything goes good and that the audience is gonna like them. So, you never get over wondering if it’s gonna be good every time you sing.

			Do you do any vocal warm-ups before you go onstage?

			No. I just sing.

			How do you take care of your voice on the road?

			You have to sleep well. If you have a good night’s sleep, you’re in top voice. You just don’t want to let the public down. And I’m funny, I’m ninety years old, and I’m still singing in top voice.

			Five years ago, at the London Palladium, you set down the microphone and sang “Fly Me to the Moon” with just a guitar, and your voice was reaching the very back of the theater, and I thought, I don’t know how he’s doing this!

			I’m still doing that.

			How are you exuding such power?

			I just know how to sing. I love to sing. I love to make people feel good.

			Have you ever had an embarrassing vocal mishap onstage?

			No. [Laughter] It takes about seven years to learn how to sing right. That’s what happened to me. It took me years to learn what to leave out, what to put in, so that the show is balanced, so you don’t stay on too long, and that the public is satisfied.

			What were you doing in the beginning that’s different from how you are now?

			Making an awful lot of mistakes!

			Like what?

			I can’t remember. I made sure I forgot every one of them! [Laughs]

			Aside from all the people you’ve sung duets with over the years, if you could do a duet with one singer—living or dead—who would that be?

			Louis Armstrong. When he was alive, I always wanted to do an album with Louis Armstrong. He was the great jazz singer, you know, he was the best one.

			Who are your top five favorite singers of all time?

			Nat King Cole, Frank Sinatra, Ella Fitzgerald…that’s about it.

			If you could ask any singer about their voice, who would it be, and what would you ask?

			Mimi Spear said, “Just be yourself. Never imitate another singer. Imitate musicians. Piano players, and trumpet players, and saxophone players…but don’t imitate singers. Be yourself. The minute you’re yourself, you’re different than anyone else.”





Nile Rodgers on 
David Bowie
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			THERE PROBABLY ISN’T ANYONE mentioned in this book who has been more of an influence to singers everywhere. We all love David Bowie. Ziggy Stardust. Aladdin Sane. The Thin White Duke. He just kept on going, changing his style, his persona, his sound and vision. Always one step ahead, defining what we should dig next, delivering it to us in the shape of a hit or as a concept we would only fully grasp in retrospect.

			He sold over 100 million records, was inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, won multiple Grammy Awards, and is considered one of the greatest rock stars we’ve ever known. But for me, he was a perfect artist to the very end, and no one will ever come close.

			In 2016, Bowie released his twenty-fifth and final studio album, Blackstar. Two days later, he was gone from cancer. His parting gift to us was his own eulogy, shrouded in bittersweet mystery, knowing full well this would be his last statement to the world. 

			Nile Rodgers, on the other hand, is a legend is his own right. Record producer, singer, songwriter, guitarist, co-founder of CHIC, the man is an absolute funk-filled force of nature. He’s the winner of multiple Grammys and a Rock & Roll Hall of Fame inductee as well. You want to chart? You go to Nile. That’s what Bowie did in 1982 when they recorded Let’s Dance. It would be his bestselling album of all time and make Bowie a superstar in the process.





When was the first time you heard Bowie sing?

			I was in a group called New York City and we were playing down in Miami Beach in the mid-’70s, and I met this woman, who was a photographer, at a Hawaiian restaurant. I don’t know how she took a fancy to me or how we struck up a conversation, but somehow, she convinced me—with not too much arm twisting—to spend the night with her on a nude beach in Dania, Florida. She had a boom box and she played Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars, and it was amazing. The whole night was amazing!

			And years later, you produce his bestselling album of all time. I heard you guys made Let’s Dance in seventeen days, from recording to the mix.

			Yes, absolutely. That’s completely true.

			That is something. Was he precious about his vocals or was he just goin’ for it real quick?

			It was very quick, but also really precious. Out of all the recordings I’ve done with David—and there were quite a few—because I did Let’s Dance, “Dancing in the Streets,” Cool World, and then, Black Tie White Noise. Out of all of those vocals, the only thing we ever had a slight disagreement over is when he sings, [mimics Bowie singing “China Girl”] “Tremble like a floooower,” and his voice cracks.

			What about it? I love that part!

			He came back and said, “Let’s punch in and fix that,” I was like, “What? No way!” I convinced him to leave the cracking voice on because it sounded really emotional. As Luther Vandross would say, “When you make a mistake, make it loud and proud.” I was going, “Dude, you made that loud and proud and I’m gonna make it even louder in the mix!” [Laughter]

			What was his approach to recording vocals?

			His demeanor was incredibly laid back because he was clear on what he wanted to do every time he worked with me. It may be a different experience with Tony Visconti [Bowie’s longtime producer], but with me, he had a vocal concept, and he just looked to me for the musical concept and the content.

			Was he punching in a lot or going for straight takes?

			Surprisingly, there was a very small amount of punching in because he would have such a good idea of what he wanted to do. And, from living with him before we actually recorded Let’s Dance, he would do a lot of homework. He would study and sing into his Walkman and he would have it all sort of mapped out. We never did a vocal that he had to come back and replace. We may have punched in a line or a note here and there, but not a lot.

			Let’s Dance kicks off with “Modern Love,” where he speaks the intro, saying that he knows when to go out and when to stay in to “Get things done.” It’s such a random statement to open a record and I’m not sure how it connects to the rest of the song. Did you ever ask him what that line meant?

			I didn’t think about it at the time. It just sounded cool. Now that you say it, I realize it was very reflective of what we were doing. It actually made a lot of sense because it speaks to my concept of his preparedness. In that pre-production period, David really was out to do something. He really wanted to make a statement. He really did homework and breezed through everything. And it’s interesting because we did it so well. He basically commissioned me to make a hit album. That was my directive right from the word go. He said, “Nile, I want you to do what you do best.” I asked him what he thought I did best and he said, “You make hits.” I said, “Oh. Okay!” [Laughs] David Bowie wants me to make hits after coming off Scary Monsters? Okay!

			Did you ever see how he may have taken care of his voice?

			No, we never discussed it. All I know is that whenever it was time for us to go, he was ready. When he says, “I know when to go out. I know when to stay in. Get things done.” He always was ready to get things done. The most I ever saw him focus on vocals, to a degree that felt like he was really more meticulous, was on the Black Tie White Noise album because that was originally titled The Wedding Album. That was the music he played when he and Iman got married, so he toiled over that more than normal.

			When you hear his voice now, what do you remember most?

			The acting with his vocals. He could change his voice to play a scope of characters. For example, when we were doing “China Girl,” he was being dramatic and sort of playful. That’s what I notice a lot about him.

			That track is so odd and so glorious at the same time.

			Once I came up with that guitar part, I said, “Hey David, this seems to be a bit of an uncomfortable, racist riff. I don’t even know why you guys are even calling the song ‘China Girl.’” Because he had written that with Iggy Pop, and I don’t think that when he wrote that song he was sober. I knew that he now was sober, so I didn’t want to query him too deeply. But I came up with my own interpretation. I believe they were talking about speed balling because in the world of druggie’s, “China White” was slang for heroin, and “Girl” was slang for cocaine. But I never wanted to ask him.

			There’ve been a lot of interviews with him talking about that time in his life where he was using a lot and a lot of the terrifying imagery that was surrounding him and that’s definitely in the song.

			Right, so you gotta understand my discomfort because I was not sober at the time. I was using quite a bit and he had the Serenity Prayer tattooed on his leg.

			He had the Serenity Prayer tattooed on his leg?

			In Japanese, by the way. I asked him, “Yo, what does that ink mean?” And he told me that it’s a kanji of the Serenity Prayer. And I don’t think he lied to me. The only time I ever questioned whether David was pulling my leg was when he had written the framework of “Let’s Dance,” and told me he thought it was a hit. To me, it sounded like a folk song that would be a B-Side. I called his office and a bunch of his friends and said, “Is David saying this to me, thinking that I’m some kind of sycophant and I’m just gonna agree with everything he says?” They all said, “No, he’s not like that. If he said he thinks it’s a hit, he really thinks it’s a hit.” I said, “Oh my God. Now I gotta turn this song into a hit.” [Laughter] So I re-wrote the arrangement right there in my bedroom at his chalet in Switzerland.

			There’s a great video where you show how that song transformed. You play what he played you and then you play how you changed it.

			There’s a recording which shows it perfectly. I told him, “Sing exactly what you sang when you were playing the folk thing over this new arrangement and see how you feel.” You hear him singing and he’s gently dancing around, but by the time we get to the end of it, he’s formulated what he’s gonna do and it sounds just like “Let’s Dance.” The phrasing is right, the vibe is right, he’s completely convinced and fallen into the groove, and says to the whole band, “Okay, okay, got it.” But he was talking to me. Okay, Nile, I got it. It’s a funk song.

			Do you have a favorite track where his vocals absolutely floor you?

			I’m a huge fan of his vocal characterizations all throughout the Ziggy Stardust album, but I really love “Suffragette City.” [Sings] “Awww Wham Bam, thank you, Ma’am,” and all that. He’s a great storyteller. I think when you have confidence in the story, you also have a certain confidence in your delivery of that story. And because he’s such a terrific storyteller, it gave him ease of mind with what he wanted to say and how he wanted to deliver it. No one sounds like Bowie. That’s what’s terrific about him is that he really has a unique, individual sound.

			Yeah. He was the best, man…what a loss.

			I know. He was really amazing.





Ben Bridwell
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			IF YOU HAVEN’T HEARD Band of Horses, I strongly suggest throwing this book across the room and running for the nearest record store, because this is music you purchase.

			Ben Bridwell’s voice is a thing of beauty. He may not always think so, but he’s wrong.

			I first heard Ben’s glorious vocal tone when the band's first single hit the radio. The song was called “The Funeral,” and I still remember driving along, straining to sing along to that incredible, high, melodic melody. It was one of those pathetic moments where you realize your limitations as a singer.

			After seeing Band of Horses live, and hearing the albums that followed, I'm in for life with these guys. Once you see it for yourself, you’ll be stoked he’s out there as well, makin’ sure the pizza tastes right after the show.





Who first exposed you to singing?

			I was lucky to grow up in a household with a lot of music around. I grew up with MTV, so I’d always envision myself as the dude in the video. I remember, even as a seven-year-old, being like, Man, this is my story.

			How’d you make it a reality?

			I was working at this café in Seattle and was a bit jaded by the way the kitchen staff was treated at times, and I was like, I’m just gonna save every bit of money, every tip I get, and I’ll show these motherfuckers one day.

			I know you started a record label from there, played a bit of drums, and then started singing. What drove you to make singing your focus?

			By the time I got around to singing, it was the most foreign thing in the world. I knew I could hum a bar, but I never considered it something that would be a viable solution to my life. In some ways, I do think a lot of Band of Horses story comes out of me not wanting to flip eggs anymore. I could be stuck in a damn café for the rest of my life or I can try to do something different and make the type of music I’d want to listen to.

			Were you emulating anyone when you started out?

			Oh, I’m sure. That stems mostly from growing up listening to Neil Young. I remember the “A-ha” moment, driving back from a Rolling Stones concert with my parents in Clemson, South Carolina to Irma, where we lived. It was late at night and my dad had the new Neil Young tape, which was Harvest Moon. I remember being like, I get this guy’s voice. There’s so much emotion and so much story underneath the story because of the way that it’s told.

			Yeah, he’s one of those guys who’s purely himself when he’s singing. It’s not perfect, it’s not supposed to be, and if it were, it wouldn’t work.

			Yes, exactly. It is the point.

			He’s one of the guys that gave me courage too.

			He’s under-recognized for his contributions to so many of us. You can seek some courage in someone that’s seemingly so fragile a voice, but it’s a show of strength.

			One million percent. So how did you find your own voice?

			As I’m going in to start my own project, I went to Guitar Center and got this little stomp box unit, like vocal processor thing. I was also listening to Built to Spill and Flaming Lips, and other bands where the singer has that higher range thing. I’m like, I’ll just make enough smoke and mirrors on this bitch and no one will know that I can’t sing or no one will know that my words suck or that I’m a hack. It’s total imposter syndrome. The first shows that we did, the voice as another instrument was definitely the way of the game ’cause I didn’t believe in myself as a songwriter, a singer, or a lyricist.

			Did you ever have any vocal training?

			Never.

			Do you feel nervous or confident before you perform?

			I’m rarely fired up and confident that we got this shit in the bag. I would honestly question my dedication if I felt that it wasn’t a dangerous situation out there.

			What do you do to calm yourself?

			I’ll have a cocktail. I’ll be really quiet, think a lot. Probably think too much, get kind of freaked out. Sometimes the excitement does overrule the nervous energy, but most of the time there is a bit of a silent desperation going on.

			What freaks you out the most?

			The between song area is one of the scariest things in life for me, waiting for people to clap, and having to be the emcee. That part is daunting at best. I’m usually trying to get it on as soon as possible so we can kill dead time.

			Do you do vocal warm-ups before shows?

			Never once. Never have.

			How do you take care of your voice on the road?

			I don’t. I talk shit all night long. I play damn corn hole after the shows and stay up ’til damn five in the morning.

			Whaaat?

			There’s only been a couple times we’ve had to cancel due to my voice failing me, and usually that was due to like a sinus infection, and just being overworked. But it’s been very rare in our almost fifteen years. I did recently quit smoking cigarettes, which is gonna be a big help, I hope.

			Do you have any rituals before you hit the stage?

			I’ve done every set list for this band so, that’s something I take seriously. It might be like a tick I have, but I’ll spend a lot of time making sure that the set list is different from other ones if we’re playing the same town. I’ll look up the set list from last time we played there and make sure it all works well. With all the weird guitar changes that we have, it’s like this weird algorithm that has to get figured out every day.

			Anything else?

			If I can, I’ll sleep for like forty-five minutes or an hour, getting ready for war, ’cause once I wake up it’s kind of game time.

			Is there anything after the show that helps keep your voice in shape?

			No, it’s always been counter-intuitive. We’ll just get out some sporting game if we can. If there’s some area that we can hang out at, we have these chairs that we keep. Even when we first get there, I’ll set up the camp, and we hang out, listen to music, and party. It’s not very civilized.

			Are there songs where you wonder if your voice will be there that night?

			I have that over-arching terror kinda built into all of them. For some reason, I chose to sing in this register and now I’m stuck with it. [Laughter] But I wanna do a great job for these people that spend their hard-earned money to be there. Our two biggest songs being “The Funeral,” which is in a high reg, and then, “No One’s Gonna Love You,” I do have to get them right or the pizza won’t taste right after the show.

			Do you ever adjust the key live?

			Sometimes. We’ve had to do that when you have to sing in the morning for promo stuff. You have to be there at like 7:00 and play the single. Well, it’s the single because you sang it in this damn register, you dumb ass! It’s a double-edged sword.

			[Laughs] So then you take it down?

			At times. We’ve all found that if we go down a step or step and a half, it just makes for like an awesome, more interesting take on the song anyways. But it’s such a novelty to us because we don’t ever do it. Shit, if we’re allowed to be around for another damn decade or two, we may have to consider it.

			On Acoustic at the Ryman, you sing “Wicked Gil” in a much lower register than you do on Everything All the Time, and it’s really beautiful.

			Oh, yeah! That’s good looking out. I wrote it just like that. I mean, that was my intention always. With the full band, electric, sometimes it’s really kind of dense. I’ve always had this torch I’ve carried for the original, and the Ryman offered an opportunity for a new twist on an old favorite. Or an old twist on a new one.

			I also love what you did with “No One’s Gonna Love You” on the Stockholm Version. That song was already so incredible on Cease to Begin, and then you release this single like eight years later and it’s even better. The vocal take is really naked and raw. What made you decide to re-record it like that?

			I was contacted by my manager about this fella who had died from an act of terrorism in Sweden. He leaves his wife and two babies in the wake of this tragic murder and the widow was wondering if I’d be willing to come and sing “No One’s Gonna Love You.” Actually, she asked me if I’d do “The Funeral,” dog, and I was really like…freaked. I’m just a fragile person when it comes to that kind of stuff, especially when kids are involved. Like, I cannot trust myself that I can even carry out this duty, much less the irony of singing “The Funeral” at a funeral. Well, I gathered enough courage to say, “Okay, I’ll come out there, but let’s do this song instead.” Luckily, these brilliant local musician dudes made this arrangement for me and said they’ll play it with me. Since I had the night off before the funeral, I said, “Let’s record it and maybe we can raise some funds for anything his wife needs.”

			Man, that’s beautiful.

			Yeah, Chris Bevington. It was really tough, man, I barely made it through. We did Nick Cave’s “Into My Arms” and our song.

			Band of Horses released a single of “Into My Arms.” What is it about Nick Cave’s voice that you love so much?

			I have friends that love Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds and The Birthday Party, but it never really got to me. I mean, there’s songs that I liked, but I never really got it, until I got it. Much like that night driving with my parents and Neil finally got to me. It kind of hits you like, Duh! Why didn’t this break through earlier?

			Things find you at the right time though, don’t they?

			Yes, exactly. I’m a firm believer in that. There’s always something waiting for you. So, the Bad Seeds came to me at the right moment. Seeing them perform onstage also, seeing their whole sermon.

			Yeah, that’s the perfect word for it.

			Just the command of the audience. It’s just so inspiring, man. It’s like this motherfucker will command the entire room and maybe some of the space outside of it.

			And with a voice that isn’t what people think of as technically proficient, yet it’s incredible and carries with it the weight of the world in the most beautiful way.

			The Silver Jews have a great line in a song that I always keep under my cap. It’s “All my favorite singers couldn’t sing.” And that’s kinda it too. We don’t like the classically beautiful sounding things. We want the twisted and fractured beautiful.

			You have so much balls right now even speaking like this. Your voice is so fucking great! It’s crazy how good your voice is. You can’t sink down to our level. [Laughs]

			Damn, dog. No, man. I don’t know…that’s really kind of you, that’s really kind.

			What was your most embarrassing vocal mishap ever?

			Oh God. It’s a ghost that lives with me. We were in Sydney, Australia on the big promo tour for Why Are You OK, and we were playing the Sydney Opera House. We do this big, drive time radio show in Melbourne, and I remember the voice was not doing well. Then, we had to take a plane to Sydney and that didn’t go well because we started partying a little bit. We were doing so much damn press and so much damn performing all the time, partying too late, staying up too late, and I was smoking like a damn freak. It was maybe five songs in and my voice won’t get sound. It just went to nothing. Even my middle range was starting to go out. Then, I had nothing at all, but tears pouring down my eyes. This was great drama. This was better than any Shakespeare community theatre. This was real life and death on the stage. For the first time in my life, my voice just won’t work. And it’s this huge stage and huge exposure and huge wave that we’re riding.

			What’d you do?

			Our buddies from the opening band came and played a couple songs with us to help out, but it was just a disaster.

			Do you remember a performance where you surprised yourself?

			I just can’t think of any time I’ve been impressed with myself ever. I over-prepare everything. Before I even share anything with the other band members, or ever go to our studio, I’ve got my shit kind of sorted.

			Are you the kind of singer who hates their own voice?

			Very much. Yeah, I’m definitely one of those guys, but I’ve learned to live with it because I also want to do better at my job. But I can say whole heartedly that I don’t like the way it sounds.

			That’s so crazy! Do you have a favorite vocal performance you’re really proud of?

			I’m kind of proud of all of them. The fact that they happened at all always seems so unlikely. I’m sure there are some where I’m like, Damn, good job, but I don’t think of it like that.

			I’m a huge fan of the way you approach your vocals in the studio because it seems like you always find different ways to keep it fresh. You have what I would consider to be the classic “Ben Bridwell sound,” which would be something like what you’d hear on “Wicked Gil.” That’s just you double tracking in your higher register, right?

			Yeah, a lot of the times it is a good double vocal.

			But then sometimes you’ll layer your vocals in really unique ways. I’m thinkin’ of songs like “Laredo” or “Infinite Arms” where it sounds like you’re double tracking yourself high, but then you’re doing one in your normal head voice, I think.

			I got four of myself.

			What are you doing, two high and low?

			I can’t remember exactly how many I was doing, but that Infinite Arms album is rife with Benji vocals everywhere. There’s ones where I understood what an octave was now, We gotta put it down! Dumb ass thinks he sounds good. I was so over-focused on that at times, I started to overcook things with too much layering and stacking of vocals. Just because anyone can, doesn’t mean they should.

			Well, one of the things I dig about you is that you’re always finding new ways to experiment with your voice. You’re not just leaving it in one place.

			Shit. I hope. God, you know more about my voice than I do. [Laughter] I appreciate that.

			Let’s talk about your appreciation for the lost art of background vocals. Songs like “Dilly” or “Shut-in Tourist” have some really creative melodies goin’ on.

			I love backing vocals. I honestly don’t think about them enough. I’ll hear a song that’s got good “Doo-Wops” on it, or “Sha-na-na-na’s” or something, and I’m like, Damn! That sounds bad ass! Don’t forget, man, that shit is fun!

			What’s changed the most about your voice since you started?

			I’ve noticed I can get a good falsetto. I’m not afraid to sing soft now and retain pitch. I’m trying to be better at nuancing and working with the mic that’s in front of me because they do sound different and your energy sounds different on it.

			Explain that.

			You might think that your extra energy is going to be the thing that injects the song with its life, but, in reality, you might just be sounding a little too aggressive. It’s trying to find ever wider boundaries of dynamic. I find by doing that, I’m able to sing really personal on the mic. And not being afraid of the microphone and being able to still get my character without fucking up the whole vibe of what the song needs. And trying to be anonymous in the song at times, trying to be anonymous as a voice, like not trying to put my inflection in there. Maybe I’m understanding more about what my role can be. I feel a lot better about it than when I started, that’s for sure.

			If you could duet with one singer—living or dead—who would it be?

			Oh shit. Otis Redding. My God, that’s a terrifying question. But he’s the greatest singer in my opinion, living or dead. It would just be the greatest honor.

			Who are your top five favorite singers of all time?

			Well, Otis goes first. Neil Young would have to go second, I guess. Dang, dude, this is gonna bother me all night. You must’ve seen people lose their minds on this.

			Yeah, it’s great.

			You’re a sadist! Okay, this is not the be-all, end-all of what my list is: Leonard Cohen, number three. Number four. Oh my God. It hurts every time. I’ll go for Stephen Malkmus from Pavement. He informed my ass more than even I know. For real. He was a huge influence for me growing up, and still.

			Alright, you got one more.

			Hell, I’ll go with something contemporary. I’ll go with damn Kendrick Lamar right now.

			If you could ask any singer about their voice, who would it be, and what would you ask?

			Oh, my goodness. Man, you really pull the tough stuff at the end, don’t you? I’d ask Neil Young, “When you write the song and you’re playing the guitar or the piano, or whatever it is, are you saving something for when you got the song figured out? Or are you immediately singing full bore, even while you’re writing the song, through all the tedious moments that it takes to write a song? Are you using the voice that you know you’re going to use later or saving it so you can focus more on the details?”

			That’s interesting. My problem is I’ll hold back, and then when we get full band, I’ll realize, I wrote it out of my range!

			Ohhh. But I bet you still find a way, don’t you?

			You gotta find a way, right?

			Exactly! [Laughs] Absolutely.





Andy Wallace on 
Jeff Buckley
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			DAVID BOWIE ONCE SAID that if he could only have one record on a desert island, it would be Jeff Buckley’s Grace. It was the only official record Buckley would release in his young career before drowning in the Mississippi River in 1997.

			When Grace was released in 1994, Bob Dylan called him “One of the greatest songwriters of the decade.” Robert Plant and Jimmy Page, both heroes to Jeff, sang his praises at every turn. His voice to them was “Mind-altering,” and “Scary.” Bono, PJ Harvey, Thom Yorke, and Chris Cornell have all said the same in their own ways. Many demos and live recordings have been released since his death, but that debut album will always be the crowning achievement of a once in a lifetime artist.

			Andy Wallace was right there beside him. As a Grammy Award–Winning producer, mixer, and engineer, Wallace has worked on many of your favorite albums and is credited on records with over 120 million sales. But it was on Grace that Andy used all his skills behind the board to share an artistic vision and create a timeless classic. It was a true honor to speak with one of the kindest guys in the business about this incredible moment in both of their lives.





When was the first time that you heard Jeff sing?

			When he signed to Columbia, they were looking at possible producers, so I met with [A&R executive] Steve Berkowitz and Jeff. Jeff and I really hit it off nicely. Shortly after that, I went down to see him do his solo act with just an electric guitar and a small amp in a little club, and I was blown away. I heard that he was an exceptional artist from Steve, but I was completely amazed, not only by his incredible voice and his command of the songs he was doing, and his original approach—because he did a lot of interesting covers of songs—but he was very entertaining. He had a good sense of humor and a real off the cuff style of talking to people.

			Yeah, it’s interesting when you listen to those live recordings. His songs were so deep and intense. Then, between songs, he’s a total goofball, and doing impressions and weird voices.

			That’s right. He’d be doing some goofy take on Led Zeppelin or just talking to someone in the audience, but always with a humorous thing. Then he’d start blending in some musical stuff with his talking and it would gradually morph into the intro of “Hallelujah” or something. He’d go off on that, transitioning the audience from laughing and giggling to having their jaws drop while they got sucked into the whole vibe of his performance on these heavier songs. He really was amazing. I said, “Wow. This is a good move.”

			Had you ever heard anything like him before?

			Not like Jeff. Jeff didn’t particularly like to hear this, but his voice was reminiscent of his father, Tim Buckley. I don’t know his catalog backwards and forwards, but I certainly was aware of his albums. But Jeff was unique.

			He could sing so low as if he were talking just to you, and then a second later, push his voice to these incredible heights. From there, he could twist it and control it in ways that just don’t seem possible. Especially for some white kid that didn’t grow up in India or the Middle East singing that way.

			That’s right. And he didn’t wanna be perceived as a white kid singing the blues.

			I don’t even think of the blues when I hear Jeff. He’s got his own world going.

			The song that really centered around was “Forget Her,” which was not only intended to be on Grace, but a lot of the people at the label were really pulling for that to be the lead single. I think he got self-conscious about that. There were other issues too, and I can’t verify this, but my impression was that it was about a relationship and he still had a friendship with the person and felt self-conscious about the negative attitude in the lyric. I was really disappointed that it was off the album. I was very glad to see when they did the Legacy Edition, that it was the first song on the second disc. At least it got a chance to be heard.

			When he was recording demos for the second album, I read that someone from the label heard “Everybody Here Wants You” and immediately started pushing for it to be the lead single and Jeff got pretty emotional. Almost like it was so commercial that it disturbed him, ’cause he didn’t want to be pigeon-holed by the obvious thing. Maybe “Forget Her” had that same kinda vibe around it. It’s such a great song, but if it were on Grace, it may have been too poppy or too commercial for the record. The fear may have been that it would overshadow the other stuff he felt was more important.

			Possibly. The structure of it isn’t as intriguing as the song “Grace,” which I think is an absolute brilliant song. That’s the one. When I first saw him at Sin-é and he sang “Grace,” I looked at his manager and said, “Where did that song come from?” He said, “That’s one of Jeff’s originals.” I said, “Hooooly cow.”

			The magnitude of Jeff’s talent is a given here, but one of the major reasons that Grace is such a masterpiece is because you knew exactly how to capture him on tape. When it came to recording his voice, what was that process like?

			Jeff did most of the work as far as the voice is concerned. He’s just a killer singer and we didn’t have problems getting good takes. He would often want to do more takes than I felt were necessary. The main thing was to get the vibe right, which is what you have to do producing anyway, and that was one of the things Jeff really wanted as well. He wanted to get out of the city because he had become the darling of the East Village scene and everybody wanted a piece of Jeff. Bearsville was a residential studio out in the woods, up in Woodstock. It was fairly remote, which was good.

			How did you get the vibe right to record the vocals?

			After dinner, we’d go back out into the studio and we’d round up whoever was around, whether it was staff members or a friend who was up visiting for a day, and there was generally wine involved. [Laughs] I told him, “We’re not making a record here. We’re just making a recording of your performance, so go out and do your solo thing just the way you would. Don’t stop and start a song over. Treat it as if you were at Sin-é doing a show.” We had an audience in the control room, but within view, so he wasn’t all alone out there, and it was nice. It created a relaxed environment. He would go out and basically entertain as he was doing in the club. A couple of things came out of that, “Hallelujah” being one of them. “Corpus Christi” might have come outta that. So, that was a nice thing and kind of bridged that gap.

			“Hallelujah” has gotten so much attention, but “Lilac Wine” and “Corpus Christi Carol” are just as intimate and vulnerable. Were you doing anything else to pull that out of him?

			A lot of it had to do with not getting in the way too much. I’m pretty sure that I encouraged him to work up close to the mic with a pop screen in front of it, just to get a very intimate up-close sound. The U 47 is a nice warm sounding mic so, that’s why I chose it. I generated a little reverb back to him so he wouldn’t be hearing himself super dry right in your face.

			That’s a smart move.

			Yeah, but not too much. I don’t like to swamp it in reverb. Some of the songs, obviously, like “Corpus Christi” for instance, have a little more reverb than some of the other ones, but that was a mixing decision.

			Was he pretty confident about his vocal abilities or was he insecure about that?

			He was pretty confident about it. And not to get to hung up on this “Forget Her” thing, but he had the basic track for the music recorded before he had written the vocals. He came in one time and said, “I wrote some vocals,” and I said, “Great, let’s do a reference vocal track so I can hear it and you can live with it.” He basically sang what’s on the record. Even though, in his mind, he was recording a reference vocal, he went for it. He didn’t just do it lackluster so we could hear the melody. He wasn’t inclined to do things halfway like that. He was truly a performer. Even goofing around in the studio about something, it always felt like a performance.

			Are there any standout moments for you when you listen back?

			His performance on “Corpus Christi Carol” always kind of gives me a little shiver. And the note he holds at the end of “Hallelujah.” I honestly don’t know how he held the note that long.

			There’re things he does toward the end of “Grace” where he’s already as high as he can be, and then he kicks into another gear and goes even higher, while remaining fully in pitch. The control and mastery he had over his voice is just insane.

			Yeah, I know exactly what you’re talking about, particularly on “Grace” where he just goes [mimics Jeff, taking the scream even higher]. You’re like, holy mackerel! [Laughter] And with such enthusiasm and commitment. You mentioned pitch too. I can guarantee I did absolutely no pitch correction on any of his vocals anywhere. And I’m pretty sensitive to pitch, I really am. It’s one of the areas that gets under my skin.

			I’m gonna ask you a hypothetical, just as a producer: you hear a performance and you have to choose between the one that’s perfect pitch or the one that’s a little off-pitch but has the “Thing” to it. Which do you go for?

			It depends on how out of pitch it is, but I would rather have some exciting moment that makes the hair stand up on the back of my neck, as opposed to something that is absolutely pitch perfect but not as exciting. You have to know the singer’s ability. Is it that they’re just always gonna be a bit pitchy? I might ask someone to do it again, but not even call their attention to the pitchiness because I don’t want to make them start thinking about pitch. That should be something that your instrument just goes to. And I’m not a big fan of punching in because I’d rather have somebody sing another performance, unless I feel that it’s gonna wear them out.

			Do you know if he was nervous or confident before he went onstage?

			He was not a person that was particularly nervous. When he made the transition to playing live with the band, in big rooms instead of coffee houses, I do know he was concerned about how to make that transition properly. Part of him just wanted to rock out. He really wanted to be a metal band. But he knew that was not the thing to do so, How calm do we have it? How wild do we get? This type of thing.

			Do you know if he did vocal warm-ups before shows? Or even in the studio?

			In the studio, I believe he did. It’s hard to believe he wouldn’t. But maybe I’m wrong.

			Did he come off as the kind of guy that was protective of his voice?

			Nothing that he expressed. He tended to live kind of recklessly. Unfortunately, it may have led to his demise. Going in the river fully clothed. Not a good plan. I remember when I first heard about it, it was just like, What? It can’t be. I had my plane reservation to go down in a week, and I was just…I can’t believe it. Anyway, I never got the vibe that he was outwardly expressing a great deal of concern about, “I can’t do this” or “I gotta do this with my voice.” If he did, it wasn’t any big, long regime of [mimics a singer running scales].

			What is it about Jeff’s voice that made him so special to you?

			Oh boy, I guess they’re obvious things, but his commitment to the lyric, and expression verbally, was as good as anybody I’ve ever worked with. So sincere in his expression, and intense. The other thing is just his beautiful voice. His ability to sing like an angel as people have described it, and yet, at the same time, he could scream, like at the end of “Grace.” But he certainly had this incredibly clear voice. Those are the aspects that stand out for me.

			When you hear his voice now, what do you remember most?

			It varies a lot. I just remember sharing a sense of humor with him. He had a good sense of humor and I do too, and we laughed a lot. One of the songs on My Sweetheart, The Drunk, “Morning Theft” has a line “I miss my beautiful friend.” Whenever I hear that I get all choked up. I get choked up now just thinking about it because I really do miss my beautiful friend.





Belinda Carlisle
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			THERE IS A FIRST TIME FOR EVERYTHING, and in 1978, The Go-Go’s were it. Before these five feisty females were inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, they were a part of the LA punk rock scene, doing things no other band made up of women had ever done before. Yeah, there were revolutionary girl groups, soul outfits, and rock bands, but the Go-Go’s were the only ones writing all their own material and playing all their own instruments at this level.

			“Can you hear them? They talk about us.” Buddy, did they ever?

			When the Go-Go’s released their debut album in 1981, you had no other choice. They immediately became a pop culture phenomenon, owning the airwaves, MTV, and the thrift store fashion sense of young girls everywhere. And that gorgeous creature behind the microphone, leading the charge, was Belinda Carlisle.

			Her vocals took inspiration from the California sound and playful energy the Beach Boys had defined. But Belinda wouldn’t stop there. In the decades that followed, she’d continue to rock out with her band, but would also chart another vocal path on her own, going deep inside herself, battling her personal demons, and finding a completely different voice that embraced other forms of language and new ways of communicating from the heart.

			Still doing exactly what she wants on her own terms, you can take the girl out of punk, but you can’t take the punk out of the girl.





Who first exposed you to singing?

			My mom had a beautiful voice and she used to always sing to me. That’s some of my earliest memories, was being in my crib, and my mom would sing some of the hits of the times, like in the late ’50s, early ’60s. After that, television was of a certain genre and I was exposed to Judy Garland and Della Resse and Ethel Merman. I’ve always been attracted to the female voice from a very young age.

			Were you emulating anyone when you started out?

			I was trying to sound like Julie Andrews. [Laughs] I remember when Mary Poppins came out, singing “Spoon Full of Sugar” in an English accent at like age nine.

			How did you find your own voice?

			When the Go-Go’s started, we were literally sitting on a curb at a party and picking which instrument we were gonna play. I had never sung before, but I always fancied myself a singer—I didn’t know if I could sing or not—but I thought, Sure, I’ll sing! [Guitarist] Charlotte Caffey used to say in the beginning days, “Wow, the way you pronounce your S’s and that natural vibrato kind of sounds like Bryan Ferry.” I was a huge Roxy Music fan and I loved Bryan Ferry, so, of course, that was a compliment. But then I heard a recording of our third show at Rock Corporation in the valley, and I was horrified because I sounded awful, and I knew I had a lot of work to do.

			What was the work you had to do?

			You learn technique and how to breathe. I had a naturally unique voice—I can carry a tune—but I had to work on technique. With experience, you know your strengths and weaknesses. A strong point of mine has always been knowing my capabilities as a singer, what I should and should not do. But that just comes with time. I had to work a long, long time, and really hard, to get to a point where I sounded at least listenable.

			Did you have any vocal training?

			I couldn’t afford vocal lessons, but my manager paid for my lessons. I think I went through all the vocal teachers in LA at that time. [Laughter] I still take vocal lessons by Zoom. A really important thing for me was to learn about breath, control, and how to use the voice so you don’t lose it. Singing was always a work in progress, learning as I went along.

			Are you nervous or confident before you perform?

			I never went onstage without a few drinks, but then, when I got sober, I was like, Oh God, it’s gonna be impossible to ever sing onstage again. What I found is that it’s so much easier!

			What’s the main difference, other than being sober?

			When you’re singing, at the risk of sounding really pretentious, you can tap into something that’s greater than yourself, and you can just fly. It’s the most amazing feeling to sing when that happens. Now, I can kind of click into that. I never used to be able to do that. Singing, for me, is almost like channeling. It’s almost like an energy exchange with the audience. It’s an amazing thing to have, an amazing thing to feel. I love, love, love singing. When it’s great, it’s great, and when it’s terrible, it’s really bad. [Laughter] But most of the time, it’s a great time.

			Do you do vocal warm-ups before you perform?

			Now I do. I have like a library of vocal lessons. I’ll do a warm-up before sound check. Then, before the show, I’ll do vocal warm-ups in my dressing room, which usually has at least one or two humidifiers going.

			How long are you warming-up?

			Ten or fifteen minutes. That’s all I need. You can do scales, transitioning from your chest to the head voice. There’s an area between the chest and head that’s like a danger zone, so opening that up. And trills, which are really good. Some of these are guttural sounds that you can make and do scales with.

			Do you have any rituals before you go onstage?

			I take an Aleve, which is an anti-inflammatory. It was a really good tip that a vocal doctor told me because it kind of shrinks your vocal cords a bit, any sort of inflammation you might have. I drink lots of Throat Coat, which is a tea that has licorice. And the humidifier thing I’m a real stickler for. That’s really important to keep the room moist. I travel with two humidifiers. And no air conditioning. I make sure the air conditioning system is off in my room.

			Is there anything after the show that helps keep your voice in shape?

			I don’t talk and I go straight back to my hotel. Absolutely no fun. I used to be able to do everything, but now my voice is pretty fragile. I can only sing two shows in a row and I have to be really, really careful with it. I just know my limits. Sometimes I do scales after a show, but not religiously.

			How do you take care of your voice on the road?

			Try to keep the talking and socializing to a bare minimum. I don’t go out to dinners. I don’t really do much except stay in my room and get in bed and make sure my humidifiers are filled up. I think the humidifiers are the most important thing actually. It’s like a jungle in my room, hot and humid. [Laughs] There’s a lot of pressure on the singer because if the voice goes, everything else goes too. And I don’t like to fly on the day of a show because that’s a lot of dry air.

			When you start getting sick, what do you do?

			I panic. [Laughter] There’s nothing else to do. I’ll get Silver Collodial, take throat spray. I try not to think about it, but sometimes it’s really, really difficult to sing through a cold. Sometimes you have to take Prednisone, a steroid, which I do not wanna do, but sometimes you just have to do it. If it gets really bad, that will usually save me.

			Do you have songs where you wonder if your voice will be there that night?

			That doesn’t happen too often, thank God. Some of the songs that you might’ve been able to sing as a twenty-year-old you can take down half a key or a key. I’ve done that on some of the songs that could possibly get me into trouble. With vocal lessons, you learn how to handle those high notes, so I’m usually okay. And if there is a song you might have a problem with, you can change the melody on it, and it kind of keeps it interesting for the audience and makes it easier for you.

			What was your most embarrassing vocal mishap ever?

			God! It happened at a corporate gig a couple years ago. It was outside, in Bali, which is really humid. I was totally fine, talking to some friends who were smoking cigarettes. I hate cigarette smoke, and hate cigarettes, especially being a singer. It’s really difficult to be around. But I thought, Oh, it’s fine, it’s humid out, and humidity is good for the voice. So, I got onstage and started singing, and my voice completely went. I had never had anything like that happen to me before.

			How did you get through that situation?

			I just cut some songs. There’s nothing you can really do about it. If it hits you and you start freaking out, that just makes it worse and closes it up more. You just try to not hit the high notes, try to talk through it, but it’s awful. [Laughs] I’m embarrassed again.

			Do you remember a performance where you surprised yourself?

			I had a French album called Voila. Being able to sing a whole set in French and doing a good job with it, that was probably one of the high points of my career.

			I was gonna tell you that “Avec Le Temps” is probably my favorite vocal performance of yours. Your voice is incredible on that track.

			[Laughs] It’s one of my favorite French songs ever. You don’t even need to know what it means, you know it’s a really sad song. You can hear it in the melody. Of all the songs on that album, that was probably my favorite song to sing.

			You also sing in Gurmukhi on Wilder Shores. Wilder Shores and Voila are miles apart tonally, but they both show a totally different side of your voice than that little punk in the Go-Go’s. These records show how expansive it really is and how truly gorgeous it is. Do you feel like you found an entirely new voice by singing in a different language?

			Yes, I did. The French album, especially. I lived in France for twenty-five years, so I always felt like a bit of a chanteuse, like play acting almost, playing the part. It was super fun. Wilder Shores gets into a whole other thing, which is kirtan and devotional music. I’ve been chanting for over twenty years, and I know the power of chanting. A lot of great kirtan and devotional singers have what’s called naad in the voice, which is almost like a transference of energy. It’s a real thing in Indian devotional music. When I think of Maria Callas, the naad in her voice is what people respond to. When I hear Maria Callas sing, it does something on a very primitive kind of level to me. That’s what all the great kirtan singers have. So, it’s being able to access my naad. It sounds like a ridiculous thing, but with mantra music, that’s what you want to do. So, that was a whole other way of singing and that was a really interesting process because I wrote a lot of the melodies on those Gurmukhi chants, which are taken from Kundalini yoga, and are meant to be very powerful when you chant them or listen to them. I wanted to develop the naad in my voice to be able to change atmospheres or change feelings when people listen to it. The good Kundalini singers are able to do that—change things. Energy, I guess. Internal and external energy.

			Do you have a favorite vocal performance you’re really proud of?

			I think “Avec Le Temps” is my favorite vocal performance.

			We both have the same one!

			That album is really dear to me because it really kept me sober in my early days. But it was also the first time in my life that I was able to experiment with the arrangements and with my voice. I think out of all the albums I’ve done in my career, that’s probably my favorite for that reason. It was the first time I was able to work and sing from my heart.

			How are you with hearing your own voice?

			You know something, it’s really hard to listen to a lot of stuff that would be considered classic, like Beauty and the Beat. I can’t listen to my voice on that album. Now I can because I appreciate the album as a piece of work, but I could not listen to my voice for years and years and years, no.

			How come?

			I never really thought about singing. I kind of took it for granted. I’d go onstage, I’d drink and smoke and do whatever, and never really took care of it. After I got sober, my voice actually sounded like it had some depth and character. It’s only within the past fifteen years or so that I’ve actually appreciated my voice and am proud of my voice. I know it’s not the best voice, but it’s unique and I like that. I think that’s one of the secrets of the longevity that I’ve been blessed with, is that it is unique. You know when one of my songs comes on the radio. That’s one of the secrets too, being able to sing such amazing songs. My catalog, I’m forever grateful for it. It took me a long time to be able to listen to it and say I like my voice.

			You released your first solo record, Belinda, in 1986, and correct me if I’m wrong, but it sounds like your vocals were even stronger than they were in the Go-Go’s. Even your vibrato feels more pronounced. Did something change for you around that time in regard to how you wanted to use your voice?

			The nature of the music was a bit different. The Go-Go’s is a specific kind of style. It’s not a lot of theatrics. It’s very kind of punk, straight forward, not a lot of vibrato. And this is not taking anything away from what I’ve done with the Go-Go’s, because that’s like my favorite thing to do, but my solo career did allow me more freedom as far as being able to sing differently. I think I probably found my style on my third album, Runaway Horses, where I kind of clicked into what my voice was all about.

			I was eight years old when the first Go-Go’s album came out. [Belinda laughs] But my sister is four years older than me and she was a Go-Go’s FANATIC: posters all over the room, your albums blaring. That’s how I grew up. But I was all into AC/DC and Def Leppard, so for me it was like girl’s music, because you’re a kid and you’re an idiot. It wasn’t until I got older that I realized how important the Go-Go’s were as this band of women, writing and playing all their own stuff. I’m curious how that affected you as a vocalist. Did you approach that microphone like you had something to prove?

			No, never. We were loving what we were doing. We weren’t trying to prove anything. We did not think it terms of gender. We wanted to be a good band. After we disbanded in the nineties, we felt a bit slighted because the Go-Go’s were kind of written off, and nobody understood where we came from, how we happened until the documentary, and I think it woke a lot of people up.

			To what in particular?

			They didn’t know we were self-taught, that we put ourselves together, that we came from the punk scene. But we knew what we did, we knew what we achieved, and we were really proud, whether we got recognized for the achievements or not, but that was my favorite part of the documentary, being able to show people where we came from. People were like, “Oh my God, I had no idea!” It’s not like American Idol or The Voice or one of those shows. We came from the garage. We came from the street.

			That’s right. And loaded with awesome songs! Like I said, you just don’t know any better when you’re that young, but when you’re older, hopefully you’re just like, a great song’s a great song. And the songs are great!

			Yeah, they are. I never appreciated that either. I never, ever, really thought about us in that way. Seeing that documentary, it was like, Oh my God. That first album is incredible. Sorry for tooting my own horn, but I didn’t really appreciate the overall—well, the songs, the package, the sound, how important it was. But it is considered an important album, and an influential album, and now I can see that.

			You’re also overlooked for how great the backing vocals are. You guys were so young and performing these beautifully crafted background parts. What was the inspiration for that?

			We grew up with the Beach Boys. Charlotte and I are native Californians. [Guitarist] Jane Wiedlin moved to California when she was very young, so I’m sure she would say she was very influenced by the “California sound.” When I was a child and summertime came around, I would put on 93KHJ, lay down next to the speaker, and just sing from eight in the morning until six at night. Just sing, sing, sing. The music that was on the radio at that time was so great and the Beach Boys were the biggest part of my DNA.

			And Brian Wilson sang background vocals on one of your albums! How did that come about and what was that like?

			He used to come to Go-Go’s shows in the early days and I worked with him through the years and sang backgrounds on a couple of his albums. I had a song named “California” on A Woman and a Man, and I just asked. It was probably the most amazing studio experience in my life. He comes in and goes, “I worked out all the parts.” He had this cassette player and he would play the track and sing the parts over the track. It sounded like, “Oh my God, this is horrible. What are we gonna do? What are we gonna say?” The producer said, “Just let him go in and do his thing and then we’ll deal with it.” So, he was in the vocal booth doing all these parts, and when they were put together, it was like a symphony. It was so emotional, I felt like I was seeing Mozart work. It was the most incredible, emotional experience, watching a genius at work like that, and someone who means so much to me in so many ways. After he did his thing, and it sounded incredible, it was like, “Okay, let’s just take the rest of the day off.” It was emotionally exhausting. I can’t really put it into words, but it was an unforgettable experience. It was amazing.

			That’s so cool. Do you have a favorite Go-Go’s background vocal track?

			The song that comes to mind is “Here You Are,” a song off God Bless the Go-Go’s. The background vocals are really beautiful.

			What’s the key to great backgrounds?

			We used to have this thing when we recorded where somebody would be in the booth doing their vocals and somebody in the control booth would say, “You’ve been accused of barbershoppery!” You can over-do background vocals too. Don’t make it a barbershop quartet cause that can sound really dorky. It’s finding the balance. But I love BVs. That’s always been one of my strong points, actually, is coming up with background vocals.

			What’s changed the most about your voice since you started?

			I think it’s a better voice. Your voice changes as you get older anyway, but it’s deeper and richer. It’s more confident too. I have more confidence. I never really had the confidence about singing until probably the last twenty years or so.

			If you could duet with one singer—living or dead—who would it be?

			Oh my God, Barry Gibb! There’s a quality in the voice that does something to me. It’s like, with some people, Go-Go’s music transcends being music and becomes moments, or a memory, or something more than music, and Barry Gibb’s voice just really affects me, and transcends just being that voice or music. It means so much more that it’s hard to put into words. Plus, I met him a couple times, and he’s so nice. He’s probably my favorite songwriter.

			Who are your top five favorite singers of all time?

			Okaaay. Maria Callas, Barry Gibb, Chrissie Hynde, Dinah Washington, and oh-oh-oh-oh-oh, I know, there’s somebody else. Neil Finn, I would say!

			Neil Finn’s so amazing! Stoked you brought him up. So, if you could ask any singer about their voice, who would it be and what would you ask?

			I would ask Chrissie Hynde about her phrasing because I always thought her phrasing was really unusual. When I heard the Pretenders first album, it was different from anything I’d heard. How does she come up with her phrasing?

			It’s awesome ’cause sometimes she’ll be singing a melody, and then, all of a sudden, she’ll like speed it up and then slow it back down again.

			Yeah! She’s an incredible singer and I’ve always been curious about that. And David Bowie. His voice too. One of the best voices ever. I don’t know what I would ask him.





Neko Case
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			NEKO CASE PERFECTLY DESCRIBED how a lot of us feel as vocalists when she said, “It’s not that I feel I’m good at it so much as, when you start singing, it’s like you turn on a light, and that light keeps you safe.” Whether it’s with her solo material, a side project, or playing with The New Pornographers, Neko’s voice keeps you safe. Her warm, lyrical tone stretches from country to indie rock to folk and pop, but there’s something else that’s not as easy to describe. It has a mysterious, compelling magic, rooted in the dust of the earth. If you’ve followed her career, you know exactly what I mean, and you’re well aware of how respected and beloved she is by critics and fans alike.

			But, if you’ve yet to hear her voice and haven’t had the chance to fall deeply under her spell, I say you crank up “Hold On, Hold On” from her 2008 release Fox Confessor Brings the Flood and see what I’m on about. You’ll be on about it too!





Who first exposed you to singing?

			My parents and grandparents were avid music listeners, so it was just always there. It was like a constant soundtrack. I don’t remember discovering it, but I remember appreciating it.

			Who made you feel that you could do this?

			Me. [Laughter] It wasn’t like, I think I’m good at this so I need to do this. It was more like I just had such a desire I couldn’t turn it off. It was more desire than ability.

			Were you emulating anybody when you started out?

			I wasn’t.

			How did you find your own voice?

			I just kept making records. My first solo record was more of a country record and I think I overdid it. I’m singing at full volume and it sounds a little hokey to me. I sound really afraid. I didn’t know what my own voice was yet, but I owned it.

			Did you ever have any vocal training?

			I went for a vocal lesson once when I was nineteen and I hated it. It didn’t feel like singing, it felt like calisthenics. I’m glad I didn’t do that because it molds people in a certain direction sometimes. It’s good for some people, I just don’t think I’m one of those people.

			Are you nervous or confident before you perform?

			I usually feel pretty good. Not that I feel like I’m good at singing so much as when you start singing, it’s like you turn on a light, and that light keeps you safe. It’s like, I have to keep doing this part, I don’t have a choice. You’re on an exercise bike that generates electricity. If you stop, it stops, and then everyone’s in trouble. Okay, I’ll keep doing this, and everything will be okay.

			Do you do vocal warm-ups before shows?

			I usually treat sound check as vocal warm-up. We start with songs that are in a lower register and easier to sing and then build up. But, I’m just now thinking about doing vocal warm-ups, which is sad because people should do them. It is good for your voice, it’s good for your throat, and it’s good for you physically. It’s stretching. And stretching is so important for you if you want to have good form because singing is so physical.

			How do you take care of your voice on the road?

			I get as much sleep as possible. I don’t drink or smoke, I don’t eat sugar, and I try to eat healthy. And I exercise because the lungs are a part of your voice and you gotta keep the lungs healthy.

			Is there anything after the show that helps keep your voice in shape?

			One thing that’s kind of a bummer is I used to sell my own merch and get to talk to people after the show because it’s nice to talk to fans and hear about what they’re doing. But because it’s such a loud atmosphere, I would be speaking in a higher voice to have these conversations with so many people. I had to quit doing that because I would get really hoarse. I was really sad because it wasn’t that I didn’t want to talk to them or that I was too busy for them. You can’t overuse your voice because it will actually stop working at a certain point.

			Are there songs where you wonder if your voice will be there that night?

			In “Hell-On” there’s some screaming that is in a certain key and I gotta hold that note for really long. It’s something that you do in your throat, which is dangerous already. It’s not your head voice and it’s not your stomach voice, it’s in your throat, so it’s like the most vulnerable part of your singing voice.

			And how do you not blow it out?

			I do most of it from my stomach and I just try to do all the other things: sleeping, etcetera. There are days where it sounds different, but I’ve always—knock on wood—hit it thus far.

			What was your most embarrassing vocal mishap ever?

			I don’t think there’s one moment. I’ve made sooo many mistakes and had so many moments like that, but I’ve noticed that if you make a mistake and have fun with it, the audience really loves it. If you can just embrace it or acknowledge it, I think that makes the audience feel really invested, and they like to break the tension by laughing.

			Do you remember a performance where you surprised yourself?

			I get the most joy making up harmonies. I try to do the weirder ones and that’s when the surprise and the joy comes in.

			Your harmonizing is so beautiful. I’m thinking of songs like the live version of “Hex” on The Tigers Have Spoken. Is there a trick to singing harmony with someone so flawless like that?

			Get really good harmony singers to sing with you. Kelly Hogan and Carolyn Mark are singing on that. That’s kinda their thing. They love to harmonize. Some people are really good at it. I’m not, in a way. Because my voice is so nasal, I have a hard time blending. Sometimes it works.

			I always start veering into the other person’s harmony.

			Oh, it’s so bad!

			How do you stay on your own note?

			Practice, practice, practice. It’s taken me a really, really, really long time. I didn’t know what harmony singing was ’til I was about twenty-six. I thought unison singing was harmony singing. Carolyn Mark and [New Pornographers singer] Carl Newman kind of taught me what harmony singing is. Oh my God, they were Canadian and patient with me. [Laughter]

			How are you with hearing your own voice?

			There are times when I hate it, but mostly I find that, after a while, I can’t hear it anymore because your ears can become fatigued to a certain sound. Like when you hear the same thing over and over again, you can’t hear its nuances after a while. You just don’t have the perspective, even if you wanted it, so it’s just about balance. I can’t hear this anymore. It’s time to leave off for the day or work on something else.

			Do you have a favorite vocal performance you’re really proud of?

			One of the funnest I ever did—and it’s not like my greatest performance, it just means a lot—is Edith Frost and Kelly Hogan and myself all sang back-up on a Mekons record Journey to the End of the Night. Whenever I hear that I just feel so, so good. It was such a fun time. I’m such a huge Mekons fan, on a personal and musical level. It was so wonderful.

			That’s awesome. “Bought and Sold” drives me crazy ’cause when I hear it, I feel as though I can sing along with you. But the second I open my mouth, I immediately become aware of my limitations as a singer. You just make it seem so effortless. Does that happen to you with certain people?

			I always write songs that are too hard for me to sing. So, I have to learn them and get good at them. I expand my range that way. But then you think, Am I always singing up here? Should I move around? One thing I really miss in the world, and it’s rare, is ladies with low voices. That might be my favorite sound: women who can sing in lower registers. I always want to cultivate more of that, but I can only go so low.

			How do you suggest singing outside of your register? Is there a way to build that muscle?

			By warming-up and practicing. I don’t know if I can get any lower or higher than my range is now. I think I’ve really pushed it.

			What’s changed the most about your voice since you started?

			I realized I don’t have vibrato. It used to make me really sad because a lot of my favorite singers do. I think the change has just been accepting it.

			Vibrato is such a mysterious thing.

			It is. There’s like a relaxation you have to use to make vibrato. I don’t know if your throat has to be a certain shape, it would be interesting to find out, but I’ve gotten into trying to keep a clear, solid note without vibrato because, since I’m subconsciously trying to have vibrato, it turns more into a goat sound. Like mahhhh. I don’t want that to happen. I would rather have it be clear and long.

			Alright, tell me about a positive change!

			I have a lot more stamina than I did. I keep the muscles in good shape. There’s always the period of having to sharpen them before I go on tour. If you’re chopping wood every day, you’re great at chopping wood. But if you stop, and then a month later you come back to chop wood, your muscle memory, and your natural muscular ability has decreased so, you gotta work back up to it. Bodies are frustrating. You have to prime them before they want to do what you want. It’s hard because you can hear what it is you want, but you have to work toward it, where we like things to be immediate.

			If you could duet with one singer—living or dead—who would it be?

			Probably Nick Lowe. But he and I are so different, I don’t know that it would work. He just always makes me swoon. Everybody always talks about Frank Sinatra’s timing and cadence, but I think Nick Lowe is actually slipperier. He’s actually got him beat.

			Who are your top five favorite singers of all time?

			It’s not an answerable question, but here’s a few: Catherine Ringer, The Women of Trio Bulgarka, Dexter Romweber, Herb Reed, Bessie Griffin.

			If you could ask any singer about their voice, who would it be and what would you ask?

			Maybe I’ll get to ask this someday, but Catherine Ringer of Les Rita Mitsouko, who are French, has an incredible range and can sing really high, but she can also sing really low. She can also do vibrato that actually imitates a Leslie speaker getting slower and faster on one of her recordings, and it always just makes me—“Oh my God, you’re the greatest!” That’s on a song about one of my other favorite singers called Umm Kulthum, an Egyptian singer who’s a national treasure in Egypt.

			So, your question for Catherine would be?

			How do you keep the lows so velvety?





Nick 
Cave
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			EASILY ONE OF MY FAVORITE SINGERS of all time, Nick Cave brings something to his vocals so deeply human and profoundly primal that it can move you to tears or scare you to death. His poetic baritone is at its best when he seems to be reaching out for salvation while embracing the chaos of this broken world.

			If you’ve never seen Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds live, it’s something that has to be done. It’s a baptism, an exorcism, a hypnotism, where EVERYTHING is left on the stage, and you will leave a different person than when you arrived.

			A singer, songwriter, composer, author, screenwriter, and whatever else he damn well pleases, Nick Cave has the one thing that all of us need to succeed as artists: his own voice.

			And no matter how many awards he’s been given or how loyal and rabid his fan base, he’s still in the fight, struggling, searching, and yearning for that place just out of reach, that place where the soul of a vocal truly lives.





Who first exposed you to singing?

			I was in a school band and I was the singer because no one wanted to be the singer. I was a little more of an extrovert than some of the other people around and I was part of their group. Even though it was generally understood that I had major issues as a singer, I would say. [Laughs]

			“It was generally understood?”

			Amongst the other people in the band, right? I was the least musical one. This is a bunch of fifteen-year-old kids. They were learning real instruments—guitars, drums, bass—and I wasn’t innately musical. The singer, to them, was seen as the very bottom of the musical ladder because I didn’t actually play anything. I remember the bass player saying to me, “Well, you’re the least musical one,” and weirdly enough, that stuck with me into my—now I’m sixty. That kind of remark still rattles around in my head.

			But you wanted to be the singer and were drawn to music?

			Well, I loved rock ’n’ roll music and I loved certain singers hugely, but it wasn’t what I wanted to be, for sure. I wanted to be a painter and that’s what I was pursuing at school and really interested in. But my heroes were Elvis Presley and Johnny Cash. As a young man in the country town that I grew up in, in Australia, the Johnny Cash Show had a huge impact on me as a child. And, strangely enough, the actual voice that I have is in that basic ballpark of those kind of singers that sing effectively at a particular volume.

			I can see how Johnny Cash would’ve been a great touchstone for you.

			Johnny Cash is not a rock ’n’ roll singer by any means. He sits within a particular range and a particular volume and a particular pressure on his voice where he sounds really amazing. But he’s not a screamer or a rock ’n’ roll singer. Anyway, he influenced me very strongly.

			Were you trying to sing like him when you started out?

			No, I was just trying to [chuckles] sing. It was enough just to get through the song, let alone try and sound like somebody else.

			How did you find your own voice?

			All through The Birthday Party, I’d been a screamer, and everything was extremely agitated and aggressive. The Alex Harvey Band had a huge, huuuge impact on me, and he’s a classic rock ’n’ roll singer who pushes his voice into that register. But he was an extremely expressive singer and that really inspired me, that kind of high drama of his vocal style. I screamed everything basically. And my voice actually isn’t built for that.

			What was it built for?

			It wasn’t until the third Bad Seeds album, Kicking Against the Pricks, that I realized my voice wasn’t the voice that I thought it was supposed to be. It was a cover versions album where I was covering people like Johnny Cash and some of the crooners I realized that if I sang softly, I actually had a rather rich, liquid, melancholy kind of voice that was quite pleasing. I was never a good pure rock ’n’ roll singer and that really was life changing for me. It really changed the direction of the music I started to make.

			Almost like your voice began to tell you who you really are?

			I remember Shane MacGowan from The Pogues saying to me very early on, “You’re a fucking crooner!” I’m like, “I’m not a fucking crooner!” [Laughs] and taking it as kind of an insult because I wanted to be the kind of singer that was confrontational and aggressive and violent. He said that as a compliment, but I didn’t want to be someone who sat on a stool crooning. I wanted to be screaming in people’s faces and kicking their teeth in. But he was quite right. I am a crooner.

			Isn’t it wild that, years later, you guys did that What a Wonderful World EP where you’re crooning together?

			[Cracks up] Yeah, trying our best!

			Did you ever have any vocal training?

			No. I should’ve, but I didn’t. [Chuckles]

			Are you nervous or confident before you perform?

			I don’t ever remember being nervous onstage. But, to this day, I remain full of anxiety and dread before I go on. I’m nervous now because I’ve got a bunch of festivals coming up and I’m thinking, Can I do this? and Can I do that? And Is this gonna work in a festival way? The songs we’re gonna play will be quite challenging for a festival audience and that makes me full of dread for these festivals. Very, very nervous. But I have to say, as soon as I walk onstage, anything like nerves disappears immediately and I feel like I’m just stepping into a place where I belong. I really feel more and more that I belong in front of an audience singing.

			For some people it’s home. That’s just the way it is.

			Yeah. It’s home.

			Do you do any vocal warm-ups before your shows?

			I started doing vocal warm-ups around the Push the Sky Away Tour and the positive effect they had on my voice was immeasurable. I’d never done anything like that up until that record. To walk onto a stage with a voice that was ready to sing rather than kind of sucking it up in the first two songs has changed things hugely. My singing has improved on the last couple records because of that.

			What’s your vocal routine?

			A thing called the 10 Minute Vocal Warm-up that I get off the internet. It’s just this schoolgirl doing her vocal warm-ups and I just follow what she does. They’re really good, they really work. You know, you don’t want to think of your singers doing vocal warm-ups before they walk onstage, in a way. [Laughter] But, actually, I pretty much have to do them now. I’d feel greatly challenged if I didn’t because of the huge difference it’s made for me.

			How do you take care of your voice on the road?

			My basic routine is that I turn up as close to going on as possible. I do this ten-minute warm-up thing and then walk straight onto stage. I don’t hang out before I go on. I hang out afterwards with everybody. But no one even sees me before I go on. My band’ll turn up an hour or so before and they sit around and do whatever, but I don’t talk to anyone before I go onstage. Anyone. I don’t group hug or say the Serenity Prayer or any of that sort of behavior either.

			Is it like a silence for you, is that part of your ritual?

			Yeah. It’s completely silent. And it’s completely silent as I go to the stage, it’s completely silent as I wait to go onstage, and there’s something I find meditative about that. Sort of a beginning of a process of freeing myself from my…How’d you say, my?
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