Carla’s Corner     [image: image1.png]Netrs!)

New England: Ast Rock Society




[image: image3.jpg]



[image: image2.jpg]



 Tony Levin Interview: 

   Pre-Resonator Tour

   March 2006    

   Carla Huntington for NewEars

NewEars Notes:  Tony Levin is a world-class musician.  This iconic bassist has rightly earned his place among the most respected and sought after musicians of our times.  Garnering a Grammy nomination for Best Rock Instrumental Performance on Apollo from PIECES OF THE SUN (2002) Narada, Levin has now emerged brilliantly as a solo artist.  The Crimson-esque mix of tunes on his new cd “Resonator”, spotlights Levin’s techniques and eclectic songcraft which have made him a legend among prog rockers and fans the world over.  His repertoire includes the likes of Peter Gabriel, King Crimson, Pink Floyd, James Taylor, Paul Simon and goes on for another 5 pages!  We at NewEars were so blessed to have Tony let us into his life….. 

NewEars:  Who in your life do you think gave you the gift of music appreciation and how?

Parents, for sure. Music had a high priority in our house, and maybe they later felt they'd given it too much respect (when BOTH their sons became jazz and rock musicians... not even the Boston Symphony!!)
So I was encouraged to play piano, and then choose an instrument that appealed to me. I picked the bass - end of story of my life (since I'm still playing it, about a million years later, and still like it!)
 

NewEars:  I know you have an artistic side and hear that you paint with oils and love photography.  Are you as spiritually content with your art as you are with your music?

NewEars Notes:  Tony is also an accomplished artist with his mixed media works in photography and oils.

The trick with visual art, for me, was to get over being embarassed when it looks like drek!   So, having got over that hump, I can say, YES, I create pieces with paint, oils, photography... and it's "art." Oh yes, now that you mention it, some of it is, in fact, 'drek art'!  (Truthfully, I hide those ones from the public - the paintings that might be Robert Fripp, or... is it the lighthouse on Cape Cod?)
Seriously, it's very satisfying to do visual art - maybe especially for a musician  - we're used to creating things that only exist in the moment. With a picture, you can hold it in your hand and say 'I did this" (or, in my case, say "my dog did this")
NewEars:  Who haven't you played with that you would love to and why?

Easy, Jimi Hendrix. Two reasons I haven't: he'd dead, and he didn't ask me. (Not necessarily in that order.)
 

NewEars:  If you had to purchase one cd that best represents Tony Levin, what would that be?

Jeesh, you KNOW the answer I'm going to give: the NEW ONE, of course. It's my best work thus far, in my opinion. Okay, we always think that when finishing an album, but still... it's how I feel. 


NewEars:  If you could have any other profession, what?

Hmm.. writer - I could do that. Photographer, I guess - I do like it. But music is the only profession I really love. 

NewEars Notes:  Tony has published writings.  He has an excellent book on his days with King Crimson.  Check his website for details.

NewEars:  When working with the varied amounts of performers that you have, how much creative input have you been able to put in?  Do you find it frustrating if you can't?

The input varies. Ideally, if there's time to focus on the bass part, it'll be a product of the best ideas of mine, and the artist (if he's the song writer) and the producer too. At it's best, it comes out with parts like the ones I did with Paul Simon, which are more melodic than I'd have come up with on my own, but still grounded, because I brought Paul's ideas down to the bass function. Or Peter Gabriel, who often suggests a bass part, then lets me run it through my bass-player-body and play it in a way that feels right to me. 
Often I'm left on my own to come up with the part. SOmetimes I'm told exactly what to play (not fun, and REALLY not fun if it's a bad part!) 
If I come up with what feels like a great part, and I'm not allowed to put it in, yes it is frustrating. But it's not too unusual, so you learn to deal with it.
 

NewEars:When you and Peter Gabriel went to Atlanta to visit the "special apes" that you wrote about, what did they teach you about yourself?

NewEars Notes:  Peter Gabriel and Tony ventured to a primate research center in Atlanta.  “Bonopo.”  These amazing apes are taught to communicate in various ways.  Tony and Peter had a life changing moment that day.  Tony also makes mention of the apes musical abilities and said “they weren’t bad keyboard players for beginners!”  The last song on “Resonator” is dedicated to them.

The bonobo apes weren't in teaching mode that day! I learned a lot, just by walking into their environment, seeing how well they understand the subtleties of language, how sensitive they are (as in the wild) to the people and moods present in the room... and then suddenly, after a couple of hours, I was back outside, in a taxi headed for the airport, thinking.. 'what WAS that?'
 

NewEars:  I know that you are extremely proud of your lyrics on the new Resonator cd.  Is it more difficult to convey your thoughts into words or notes?  How long did it take to do?  Why? 

Easy to convey mood and emotion in music - it's what I've been doing for much of my life. But with more complex things I want to communicate, I knew it was time to tackle the poetry and lyric issue, meld it with my music, take a deep breath, and put it out there for the public to decide if it's worthwhile. The sense I have is that some people may wish I'd stuck to bass, and instrumental composition, but some, doesn't matter how many, will get what I was aiming at and be moved by this new music. That's what it's all about.


NewEars:  What do you think you brought to King Crimson that they didn't have in the earlier years?

I never studied the earlier Crimson material - only learned those pieces which we were to do in our show, so I'm not expert at the differences. I think that the 80's lineup was so different than before that there was sure to be a big difference. 
 

NewEars:  As an ex-GYBSO performer (Greater Boston Youth Symphony) do you think classical music is vital for today's young musicians in their education?

NewEars Notes:  Greater Boston Youth Symphony Orchestra is a wonderful organization for local high school musicians.  Only the BEST get to make GYBSO in high school.  Tony is a GYBSO alumni.   

I've fallen out of touch with the world of Classical musicians, though I still listen to the music a lot. I know there's concern for the future of orchestras, without a young following for them, and there's also the issue of so many re-issued old recordings making it hard for contemporary orchestras to have some income from making records. I think there'll always be some kids who are drawn to classical music and it's instruments, and there will always be orchestras, but alas it looks like the numbers are declining. My experiences in the GBYSO were very precious to me - it makes me smile to think that those kinds of experiences are still there for young players who want them.


Newears:  In your downtime, who do you put in the cd player of your car and listen to?

At home I have a nice stereo - and it's usually Classical I listen to - quite a variety, but often solo piano, guitar, or cello. In the car I'm often doing my homework - learning tracks I'll be playing on. When not that, I have XM and I scan a lot to try to get a sense of what's out there. I guess that's homework too!
 

NewEars: Do you think because of your musical education that it inspires you to be more broad minded in your music and show more variety as in the new Resonator cd? 

In fact, I think my music education did not teach me to be broad minded about music - it stressed having a high quality though, and that's worthwhile. I learned to be more open when I left the orchestra, went to New York, started playing in rock bands, fusion bands, jazz bands, playing jingles, demos, records, films, soap opera tracks, and more.  Okay, probably none of it reaches the heights of Mozart, but, hey, there's a lot of very good stuff being done in a lot of musical genres. 


NewEars: Tell us about Lily and what does she think of her new song?  :)

NewEars Notes:  Tony is the proud owner of two “Westies”, Lily and Sherlock!

Hah. Lilly, for those who dont' know (and who does?) is my dog. She's featured on one song, "Throw The God A Bone", both in lyrics ("My dog Lilly thinks that I am a god...") and she makes her recording debut on some of the breaks between verses. I've played the song back many times in my home studio, during overdubs and mixing, and she does come running in. (But that, of course, is because she hears herself barking. Probably wants it louder in the mix!)

NewEars: As a traveler for so many years, what makes Boston special and different from other places?  What do you miss the most?

NewEars Notes:  Tony Levin is a Massachusetts native and makes mention of his humble beginnings on his new cd “Resonator”.  “Places to Go” mentions his three favorites…Boston, heaven and Mars!  

It's a very cultured place - good appreciation of music, books, theater, art. It's very eclectic - I like that a lot. Good schools, and lots and lots of them - that helps make it an area where openness and learning are things of value. Not that way everywhere, let me tell you.


NewEars:  Last question to end the interview.  Which would you give up first, coffee or music?  Lol

NewEars Notes:  Mr. Levin has a famous passion for espresso and high quality coffee beans!

I do occasionally take a break from each.. but from espresso I'll take a few days or a week off, to get my metabolism back the way it should be. From music, I'll take... a day off, maybe!

THANKS To a nice man, great artist and musician.   Note:  He was kind enough to type out all his above answers for me and we at NewEars are so grateful and appreciative for his hard work.  Thanks so much Tony!
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