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‘'m not a musician, I'm a guitar
plaver,” says Billy Bragg. “A
musician is someone who plays
the piano, I'm a guitar player.
That's what I do, and if that’s
what you like, I can happily do that for you,
But please don't expect me to knock a tune
out for you on the accordion. That’s a job
for a musician.”

Welcome to a different kind of Billy
Bragg interview. Over the next few pages,
you won't find any mention of Margaret
Thatcher, the Miner’s Strike, the pros and
cons of joinging the European Union or the
threat of global capitalism. It’s not that those
things aren’t important, it’s just that, well,
this is a guitar magazine, and we wanted to
speak to Billy Bragg about something he is
never asked about: his guitar playing.

Amidst all the fuss about his lyrics, his
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good bloke persona, his TV presenting, his
activism, and his new Woody Guthrie and
Wilco collaborations, it’s easy to forget that
in the 1980s Billy Bragg was a pioneer of
sorts, playing solo electric guitar at a time
when synth pop ruled the airwaves. T'll say
that again: solo electric guitar. Not one-man-
and-his-acoustic sensitive-singer-songwriter
hollocks, but one man and his distorted,
scratchy, percussive, ringing electric.
Something that had never really been done
before and hasn't been done since.

“It was really just inspired by punk,” says
Billy sitting in a backstage portacabin at the
Fleadh at Finsbury Park in London, while
his band The Blokes tune up around us.

“I felt that I wanted the dynamic of punk,
that if you had an acoustic guitar you ended
up playing folk clubs, and I wanted to play in
rock pubs, so... When I stopped being in a
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punk band and started playing sclo I started
to think of the guitar as a percussive
instrument. I had to rely on the guitar for
the rhythm, a very percussive rhythm, and
do the melody with my voice. That’s how it
broke down. And you have to remember
that I was doing electric guitar solo, which
hadn’t really been done. It was a very
simple, straightforward idea, nothing
revolutionary, but no-one had done it.”

Weird that no-one did it afterwards
either. “Yeah, it is. I s’pose that after me,
no-one could bear the comparison,” he says.
And he’s not joking: “I know a lot of
drummers and bass players who used to buy
my records and play along with them, but
not many guitar players.”

So what does Billy’s technique consist of?
“I think he’s great, not a technician but a
true performer, very expressive,” says Philip
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could slip on between bands without
needing an army of roadies or anybody
having to move tonnes of gear around,

“The only problem was, he did hack
through the strings. A combination of
adrenaline and being a One Man Clash took
its toll on the Ernie Balls. Once in
Amsterdam, we did a two guitar version of
A13, [Billy’s rewrite of Route 66, and a
regular live crowd pleaser] and by the end
of it there was only the bottom E string left
on his guitar,..”

Does hitting the guitar so hard mean that
he has to change guitars a lot during a gig?
“T've got four words to say to you,” says Billy.
“Heavy top, skinny battom. Will your
readers understand what that means?”

Please explain, “The bass strings are
much, much thicker. They're not graded. It’s
Ernie Ball. They have Super Slinkys which I
use on the Telecaster, but on the Burns
[Billy’s trademark Burns Steer — see This
Guitar Says Sorry box over the page] -
which by far and away takes more of a welt
because of those very percussive songs —
Power In A Union, World Turned Upside
Down, Levi Stubbs’ Tears — the three hass
strings go down to .52, whereas on the Super
Slinky I think they go to 48,

“I can remember when we did a tour
with The Style Council and in the first or
second night Weller was in the wings and he

said to Wiggy, "How often do you change his
strings?" And Wiggy looked at him
incredulously and said, “When he breaks
them’! Unless I'm about to make a record
and I can hear that the strings are actually
sounding dead, I'm loathe to change them.”
Because vou don't like the way they
sound? “Nah, it’s just a pain in the arse

How To Play The Billy Way
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Billy Bragg, the
Blokes and a banjo

innit? Fuck’s sake: six bloody strings, in and
out, winding round, oh Gawd. Occasionally
we get a roadie that desparately wants to do
it, v'know someocne in for the tour who
nermally works with proper bands. You
come to the rehearsal and he goes, ‘T've
changed all the strings’. ‘Oh yeah? Painted
them as well "ave ya? Nah — I'm not being

*“One of the great things
| that we learned from the
‘Rod Stewart songbook was

what we called ‘the drop D
thing’,” says Wiggy. “It
involved playing a regular
bar chord with the E shape
(at the 10th fret or D :
position), and then moving
your first finger down one
fret so the bass note to the

Fig. 1

chord was C# [see Fig. 1].
The sound of the change
between the normal bar D
and this ‘drop D shape’ was
fantastie. It's one Ronnie
Wood, then of The Faces,
used a lot. You could use it
in any key, throw it into a

. otherwise boring chord
- progression and you had a

“That little trick went on to
be a fundamental part of A
New England, The Saturday
Boy, Man In The Iron Mask,
The Short Answer, Levi
Stubbs’ Tears and more.”

Are there any other
tricks that Billy returns to
again and again? “He uses a
capo quite at lot,” says

playing uses the open G
shape with the bassrun
down to Em, off the F# [see
Fig. 2]. And the open C run
down to Am, via the B on the
A string [see Fig. 3] Plu_s
lots of open D to D sus4.

. Either he’s in damped mode

(A New England) or all' 6
strings full whack, or'a

fantastic song. Wiggy, “and much of his : combination of the two.”
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