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CMJ '08: Workin' For The Weekend

Another CMJ Music Marathon
is in the books, and sadly,

¥ actually listening to live music
E this week was probably only

the fourth most enjoyable thing
about the experience. Besides a band we're about to discuss below,
we just weren't blown away by anything, and there was a gener:
feeling of apathy about the event permeating the proceedings. A
usual, it came down to spending time with close industry friends more
than wedging in to see the flavor of the week at 1:30 in the morning at
a crappy venue.

It took until Saturday for us to see hands down our favorite thing ¢
CMJ, the fresh-faced Oklahoma-based sextet the Uglysuit {pictured)
during a day party at Music Hall of Williamsburg. One of Thril
Jockey/Overcoat Recordings vet Howard Greynolds' first signings
since starting in on A&R at Touch & Go, the band sounds absolutely
nothing like any other band that has ever recorded for the famed
Chicago indie: there's a three-guitar majesty to their sprawling epics
which have the emotion of Sigur Ros and the grin-inducing riffage ¢
Built To Spill.

Two seven-minute jams book-ended the set. "Everyone Now Has a
Smile" set the tone with powerful downstrokes and moments ¢
piano-enhanced calm, while "...And We Became Sunshine" brought it
all home with an insistent chiming guitar motif and a melody that neve
faded despite the lengthy running time.

The band was genuinely chuffed to be playing its first shows in Nex
York this week, especially since it had gotten to see and open fo
Annuals, whom frontman Israel Hindman told us later were his favorite
band. The members were also unafraid to flail their My Morning
Jacket-length hair while rocking out, or tell the audience tha
"Brownbiue's Passing" was about a flying whale. The Uglysuit have
come out of nowhere to produce a delightful new form of psychedelia.
We give them our highest endorsement.

On Friday, we stumbled into a true treat: a solo acoustic from
Superchunk frontman Mac McCaughan as Portastatic, in front of no
more than 50 or 60 people at the KCRW/Paste party room in Sohc
When McCaughan began releasing this kind of music in the mid-'90s,
he was a lone acoustic voice in a sea of distorted, lo-fi indie rock. O
course now, every emo kid wants to play acoustic ballads and
Dashboard Confessional has taken this style to the bank many time:
over. But Mac still does it best to our ears.

The set included originals like "The Summer of the Shark,” "Isn't Tha
the Way" and "l Wanna Know Girls,” plus two excellent covers: Bruce
Springsteen's "Dancing in the Dark," which was completely un-ironic
and a definitely "holy crap” moment, and Edison Lighthouse's one-hit
wonder "Love Grows (Where My Rosemary Goes)," which McCaugha
said he'd learned after hearing it on the radio while driving his daughte
to school.

We went to see Portastatic again Saturday night at Mercury Lounge,
and although some of the songs were the same, this time they were
enhanced by a second guitarist, violinist and, for "Sweetness and
Light," two guys from the audience on shakers. But at a certain poir
Saturday, our brain's ability to hear any more music shut off, and CMJ
was dead to us. Until the resurrection ...-- Jonathan Cohen

http://billboard.blogs.com/jadedinsider/2008/10/cm;j-08-workin-f.htm]
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Calexico: Beyond The Border
by Jay Hathaway for SuicideGirls (http.//suicidegiris.com/)

Calexico have been called a lot of things, from "desert noir" to "Mariachi rock," mostly labels
intended to play up the band's roots in the American Southwest. But if you really want to reduce
Calexico's complex blend of themes and grooves (from around the world, not just from the border)
down to a simple message, it should be this: these guys have damned good taste.

Talking to drummer John Convertino, it doesn't take long to understand how he and singer/guitarist
Joey Burns have been creating fresh music together for over a decade. Convertino is knowledgeable
about an impressive range of styles, everything from raw early rock to disco. On their latest record,
Carried to Dust, they've also brought in a cast of collaborators who add even greater richness to their
sound. Notable guests include Amparo Sanchez and Jairo Zavala, both from Spain, and Iron and
Wine's Sam Beam.

Suicide Girls talked to John Convertino about the story behind Carried to Dust, and -- as you might
Imagine, if you've ever listened to Calexico -- all kinds of other music, too.

Jay Hathaway: Hi John, how are you?

John Convertino: I'm fine. I'm in the studio, doing a little recording.

JH: Recording again already?

JC: Yeah, we are. Looks like we're going to start a soundtrack that we're very excited about.

JH: Can you talk about that yet?

JC: I think I can. There's already a website for the movie. It's called Love Ranch, and Helen Mirren
and Joe Pesci are the big stars in it. It's about a brothel called the Mustang Ranch, in Reno, Nevada,
and a triangle of three lovers.

JH: Are you writing lyrics for that, or doing a score?

JC: We're doing a score. James Newton Howard is the composer. He's coming up with ideas, and
we're reinterpreting them, giving them that Calexico vibe, or sound, or feel ... whatever you want to
call it.

JH: How is it to work with someone else's ideas to start out, when it's usually just the two of you
coming up your songs?

JC: I don't really know yet, because we're just starting in on it. What Joey and I are doing right now is
a song for a benefit record for this Dutch band called De Kift. We're also working on another benefit
record for Chris Gaffney, who passed away a few months ago. That's kind of getting us in the mode.
We're going to actually start doing the soundtrack this week. We've done quite a bit of reinterpreting
other songs, we've done some things with the Gotan Project. It's kind of fun to swap songs. The Dutch
band, De Kift, they're going to do one of our songs. It's cool to swap it out and see what happens.
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JH: Are you looking forward to touring again? I know you've been a long time in the studio this time
around, and it sounds like you're staying there for a while.

JC: Yeah. We did a couple of shows up in Germany, a couple big festivals. We did a four or five day
rehearsal period, going over some of the songs off the new record, and they were coming together
really nicely live. We're really looking forward to playing the new songs. It's like you never really get
off the road, 'cause you always have these little one-offs that you're doing. We did some shows up in
Canada. If you play enough shows in a row, you start getting the feeling like "Oh yeah, this is what it's
like." It's really exciting to have the new songs though.

JH: How did all of the experiences you've had traveling globally as a band influence the way this
album came out?

JC: Early on, when we started touring in Europe, we were playing smaller venues. We were playing
some places that might only hold 100 or 150 people, in the south of France, or we'd play some small
village in Italy. We did a couple of tours in Japan. These kind of tours, you don't really make that
much money. It's not really a money-making thing, but what you gain from doing it is the experience
of being in a completely different culture. Not just being in Paris or Milan or something, but you get
out into the outskirts, into the country. When you really start seeing the spaces in between the big
cities, I feel like that's what really starts to influence our music.

What happened recently, for this record, was a trip down to South America, Chile and Argentina,
Getting to experience that really had a large influence on this record. Similarly, with Garden Ruin, we
had a lot of touring in the states at the time that was being put together, so you could really hear the
influence of what was going on at that time, with the war coming out, the Bush regime ... so for this
new record, it's been a relief of sorts to be able to travel to some different places, like South America,
New Zealand and Australia, and also to see the light at the end of the tunnel. The Bush regime is
almost over, you can almost feel the relief. I think all those things have really helped make this record
what it is.

JH: Would you say Calexico's music is more about a place or a time?

JC: I think that's what records do. That's what music can do. It can be a Polaroid snapshot of what's
happening right now. I think that's where we try to go with what we're doing. We try not to put too
much thought into it, as far as coming up with a concept beforehand. For us, it seems to work more
spontaneously. Then, when it's all done, that's when you figure out what it's about. (laughs)

Lyrically, Joey was using a lot of his experience of being there in Argentina and Chile, for songs like
"Victor Jara's Hands" or "Valparaiso." There's a lot of reference to the ocean, to the end of the Earth,
this kind of feeling, within the record. I think it's been a theme for our band, even though we're based
in the desert, and we've been called "desert rock" or "desert noir," I still really feel like there's a life
aquatic to our music as well. Maybe it's because we want water so bad! (laughs) But it definitely
rained like hell last night, so I'm happy about that.

JH: I just left Seattle, so I'm happy to get out of the rain a little bit.

JC: Ibet! You're from Seattle?

JH: Yeah, but I'm in Kansas City today.
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JH: So, how did the story of this album come together? You said that you come up with these things
spontaneously, but there's also a narrative to it. How does that work?

JC: It came up after the record was done. It wasn't something Joey had thought up beforehand. The
song "Writer's Holiday," he had come up with that before we went into the studio, but to actually

make it a concept of going on holiday and traveling to all of these different places really came up after
the fact. That happens sometimes -- especially in the mixing process, when the recording of it is all
done, and we're going over each of these songs, time and time again, listening to every single part,
fine-tooth combing each song -- you start to feel like there's a cohesiveness with the sequencing, and
how this record is going to have a flow to it, or a theme to it.

I guess we're kind of old-school in that way, that we still like to think of a record as a 33 record, where
you have an A side and a B side, and you have a turning point. Whether it's in the middle of a song, or
it's in between two songs, it always feel like there's a turning point, where the record starts to become
something else.

JH: You raise a good point. We're living in a mixtape culture, where people are grabbing singles out
of the context of a whole album. It's a different experience, really.

JC: Yeah, put the iPod on shuffle, you know? It can be fun, but it's just weird that we're losing that
sense of theme throughout a record. I guess we'll just keep doing it as long as we can. I appreciate you
recognizing that.

JH: I mean, it's one thing if you're a throwing a party ...

JC: That's true. I think that's what's so great about a DJ. A real person who spends more time listening
to music than playing it, maybe, or can understand music in a way that a musician can't. It's a curse of
a musician to be so inside the music. It's hard for me to listen to anything without zeroing in on the
drums and bass. I always do that so quickly. A non-musician can hear the whole right away, and it
affects them in a way that it might not affect a musician, and I think that's why DJs are so great. We
have a couple of great DJs here in Tucson that have radio shows on the local community radio station.
They're a lot of fun to listen to. Do you have that kind of thing in Seattle?

JH: Yeah, but the thing I've noticed there is a lot of people who don't want to give up on grunge and
early-90's rock, or they want to exploit it. You guys have been around 10 years now, do you think that
kind of stuff will start happening with your music?

JC: It's interesting that you say that, because I think with our last record, people said, "Oh, we miss the
Southwestern feel, or the Ennio Morricone stuff, or the mariachi stuff." It's just funny how it's
sometimes hard for your listeners to try something new. They'll always compare it to what you've done
before.

Like I said earlier, we never are really thinking we're going to purposely change this, that or the next
thing. It's just following your instinct and letting what's been going on in your life influence you.
That's what's so weird about a movement in Seattle that got dubbed "grunge." Was there a movement
out of Tucson that was called "desert rock?"

What I thought was interesting, when Nirvana and all those bands were coming out, was how the kids
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thought that was all new music. Being a little bit older, I said, "Wait, that's not necessarily new." You
had Heart that came out of the Northwest, you had Jimi Hendrix who came out of the Northwest. You
had the Sonics, even back in the 60s, who came out of the Northwest. There's a really rich history of
music from that area. If I were going to go to Seattle, I'd want to put together something like the
Sonics did. I think that was the shit.

JH: What do you think people are going to remember about the music of this decade?

JC: Music has gotten more complex... I think during the 2000's, you're having people blending all
different kinds of styles together. You're having the crumbling music industry, the record companies
not doing what they were doing back in the day. You have this whole new medium of Internet and
digital downloading. It's hard to keep things pigeonholed in any kind of genre.

JH: People are always looking for something new that everybody else isn't already listening to.
Nobody seems to know where it's going, but it'll be interesting to watch and see.

JC: Yeah, it is interesting. I just went and saw the movie Mamma Mia...
JH: With all the Abba songs!

JC: Yeah, Abba. The music sounds great in the context of the movie. I remember when disco came
out, I was in high school and I wore a "disco sucks" t-shirt to school, because I was being anti-disco,
because it was so popular. Of course I got sent home from school. But I actually, secretly, being a
drummer, really loved it. I would see these bands in lounges and small clubs, playing disco, and the
drummer's always rocking the shit out of it. Actually, my first drum teacher used to play with a DJ, he
was a live drummer and he'd play live to the disco. I was thinking about doing that again, just for fun.
It's a great workout, and I think it'd be pretty fun for a crowd to see that.

JH: Absolutely.

JC: Maybe it's all gonna go back to disco. Put your dancing shoes on!

JH: Hey, people like to dance.

JC: Yeah!

JH: How did you get into playing drums? How old were you when you started?

JC: I started when I was 9 years old. I'm the youngest of five, and all my brothers and sisters were
playing instruments. My mom put together a little family band. She wanted me to sing, and I didn't
want to sing, so she bought me some drums. Nobody else wanted to play the drums. I took lessons
from that guy I was telling you about. We would play churches. They were more fundamental,
conservative churches, and we were playing gospel music with drums and bass guitar and electric
guitar. So that was a big deal back then. I would start to take my drums out of the car, and the preacher
would be like, "Oh, we can't have those drums in the church!" And my mom would stick up for me,
"Wait 'til you hear him play!" It's funny, because it really wound up helping me later on, to be able to
play that soft, and play with brushes and be really understated. That's pretty much how I play to this
day.
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JH: It's funny how you can sometimes tell how drummers got started by listening to them play. You
can pick out the marching band guys, stuff like that.

JC: I learned the traditional grip and basic rudiments, but I was never in a marching band or any kind
of high school band. I went right away and started playing clubs, playing jazz. I kind of missed out on
that. One of my early drum teachers too, was really anti rudimental drumming, he was more into
learning polyrhythmic stuff. Kind of where Elvin Jones was coming from, and Art Blakey and Max
Roach, that school of drummer. Maybe you can hear that in my playing some, I don't know.

JH: Getting back to the new album a bit, I wanted to ask about all the musicians you collaborated with
on this record. What did they bring to it?

JC: I would single out Jairo Zavala, who plays guitar on quite a few of the songs, and he does some
singing on the first song. Really influenced us a lot. He comes from Spain, and we've always had this
south-of-the-border influence in our music... When he starts playing with us, just the way he
approaches the guitar totally swings it in a different way...Just him playing one simple line on the song
"Fractured Air" really makes us play in a different way.

It was really fun to work with him, as well as Amparo Sanchez. They played together for many years,
Amparo and Jairo, so you had that connection between the two of them. Joey and I played both on
Jairo's solo record, as well as Amparo's record. They both came to Tucson. We really got to know
each other's musical telepathy. That was a great foundation for our own record.

JH: Then when you go on the road, you're going to have the band you toured with on the last album.
Who else is coming with you?

JC: Jairo's going to come on the road with us in Europe, and I think he's actually going to come here
in the States, too. I think that's going to make a huge difference for our live show. And then the shows
where he's not with us, Paul [Niehaus] has been picking up a lot of his parts. That's great, too. It's been
really great hearing Paul play more guitar. Pedal steel is his main instrument, but he's really a great
guitar player too.

And then you have the singers, Pieta Brown and Sam Beam, and Amparo, who are either singing with
Joey or singing off of him. I think that's been a great thing for the record as well, to have that kind of
vocal contrast. In the past, we've been pretty good about instrumental contrast, and bringing in a lot of
different kinds of instruments, different kinds of sounds...It's good to have that contrast with other
voices.
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