English singer-songwriter BILLY BRAGG has a knack for both love songs
and agit-pop, and he has scored two Grammy nominations for recasting

Woody Guthrie's words on the
Mermaid Avenue records.
A songwriter of any
stripe, says Bragg, needs
both a hook and a sense

P2

of humor.

BILLY BRAGG IS A TRUE BELIEVER in the raw power of song.
Back in the 1980s, he rocked the UK as a punk troubadour, armed
only with an electric guitar and fiery anthems of love and working-
class struggle. Despite (or because of) his defiant anticommercial-
ism, Bragg managed to crack the British pop charts—then dominated
by air-brushed bands like Duran Duran—and soon took his guerrilla
performance style all over the world. On tour with Echo and the
Bunnymen in 1984, he actually busked the crowd before shows with
a backpack-mounted PA system, complete with speakers and a
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RING SOME CHANGES

sooseneck vocal mic. Bragg has a long history as a left-wing political
activist, and he still regularly totes his guitar to union halls and, in
his words, “antifascist actions.” But he has always been more than
a protest singer—as became especially clear in the late '90s, when
Woody Guthrie's daughter, Nora, asked Bragg to write new songs
from reams of rediscovered lyrics. Collaborating with the adventur-
ous roots-rock band Wilco, Bragg brought Woody's words—by murns
mischievous, funny, sexy, and sweet—to thrilling life on the two
Mermaid Avenue CDs.
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Last winter, as Bragg anticipated
reissues of his early albums with
extensive bonus tracks (available indi-
vidually or collected in a nine-disc box
set from Yep Roc; www.yeproc.com),
he reflected on the songwriting life in
a phone conversation from his home
in England.

What were you looking for when
you originally decided, after play-
ing in the punk band Riff Raff, to
strip down and perform solo with
an electric guitar?

BRAGG I was looking to achieve
a couple of things. One, to reach a
wider audience than one can reach
with an acoustic guitar in folk clubs,
because at the time, the singer-song-
writer movement, in England any-
way, was dead on its feet—this was
the early '80s, in the transition
between punk rock and the New Romantic/
electronic thing. The only way for me as a
solo performer to make a mark in that land-
scape was to take the energy that [ felt—the
dynamics of punk—and just go out there. No
one had really stepped out [solo] with an
electric guitar and just played loud and fast
before.

So that was part of it. But it was also to
experience what 1 felt onstage in a more raw
form. I always got a huge adrenaline high
from going onstage, and keeping it all for
myself fueled me to write more and play
more. | needed to be a sort of hit-and-run live
attraction—play anywhere, play anything, you
never know where he might turn up next.

Did you have any musical models?
BRAGG The most obvious one would be Bob
Dylan, who was quite the influence on me—
particularly the Times They Are A-Changin’
album. The idea of the solo performer focus-
ing everyone’s attention on a single line or a
single lick, I really appreciated that. But
I'd also seen the Clash when I was 19, and
I felt that was who I was, that was where [
was coming from. So I guess | was bringing
together those two ideas and seeing what
happened.

I was also coming from the folk tradition,
I suppose, of talking to your audience. When
Woody Guthrie came to New York City for the
first time in 1940, they gave him a half-hour
concert, and he played three songs and spoke
the rest of the time. That was as much a part
of his performance as anything else.

Does playing electric versus acoustic have
the same meaning for you now?

BRAGG It was more important when [ was
starting out, because my unique selling point,

“If you can make an audience
laugh, you can deliver quite
a strong political message.”

as we'd have it in the modern parlance, was
the one-man-Clash kind of thing. Back then I
was using the guitar as a percussive instru-
ment and creating the melody with my voice.
As I've got older, I've realized that you can use
the guitar both percussively and melodically,
and the voice in the same way. I think playing
with an acoustic guitar gives you a bit more
scope far that.

But you can't get everyone’s attention with
an acoustic guitar every time. When you've
got an audience who have come to the pub
and have never heard of you, and the heavy
metal band just did thunder flashes at the
front of the stage where you're playing, you've
really got to work to get their attention. That's
where the electric guitar came in pretty
handy.

PLAY LIVE
TO IMPROVE YOUR
SONGWRITING

“If you want to learn your craft, |
encourage you to go out and do gigs,”

. advises Billy Bragg. “Seeing people’s
reactions to your songs is the only way
you're going to learn whether you're
any good at songwriting. And whatever
happens with iPods, the Internet, digital
whatever, people will always want to
come and hear good songs that convey
an idea or emotion.

“So spend as much time as you need
in your rcom getting your confidence up,
but go out and play gigs. It's crucial. And
it gives you an incredible buzz as well—
best buzz | ever got from everything |
tried, let me tell you."”
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In punk, there’s often a kind of theatrical
sloppiness onstage. Your music seems much
more about looking people and life straight
in the'eye.

BRAGG There’s a certain honesty and DIY
ethic in punk that always drew me to it—tell-
ing it like it is, walking it like you talk it, and
all those other fabulous clichés. Bur the craft
of songwriting is like carpentry: once you've
learned the craft you can take it in a number
of directions.

The songwriters I most appreciated were
the ones who used their songs as a mirror
for the world around them. So I held up that
mirror to myself in the bedroom but also to
the world outside the bedroom window. Some
singer-songwriters don't ever get outside the
bedroom. I'm not saying that's a good or bad
thing—that's what they do.

Do you enjoy revisiting the old records that
are being reissued? Some songwriters only
want to look forward.
BRAGG Yeah, 1 can see why people want to
do that. There's a song on the reissues called
“Between the Wars” [on the Brewing Up with
Billy Bragg bonus disc] which is a very signifi-
cant song for me in Britain, because it came
out at a time when I was highly active politi-
cally, supporting the national union of mine
workers who were on strike against Margaret
Thatcher’s government. And in some ways it
helps to define not just me but that period
of the 1980s. But I can't help feeling, some
nights, that the audience wants to hear it to
feel nostalgia for those days. Frankly, I don't
miss the 1980s, I don't miss Ronald Reagan, [
don't miss Margaret Thatcher, I don’t miss the
Berlin Wall, I don't miss Spandau Ballet—I
don't really have time for that sort of nostalgia.
If you hear a song like “Levi Stubbs’ Tears"”
[from Talking with the Tawaman about Poetry]
for the first time now, you can still have the
same emotional response to it, whereas
“Between the Wars"” has become a little bit of
a period piece—which is the problem with
topical songs. And I have to live with that.
The weird thing is sometimes you write a
topical song and it comes back into topicaliry.
1 wrote a song on the reissues called “Island of

WRITE BY TEMPLATE

No Return” [Brewing Up], which refers to the
Falklands War, when Britain and Argentina
wernt to war over some islands off the coast of
South America back in 1981. [ got communi-
cations during the first Gulf War from British
soldiers who wrote to me, “I was listening to
that song last night. It really helped to contex-
tualize where 1 was.” And now with the sec-
ond Gulf War, that song has come around
again, unfortunately.

In the US, many artists avoid overtly
political songs because they're treated as a
marginal category, like children’s music or
Christmas music.

BRAGG That might be why I ended up get-
ting the job of recording the Mermaid Avenue
stuff. Nora Guthrie was looking for someone
who had that same ideological sensibility that
Woody had, and there weren’t many contem-
porary American musicians like that around,
thanks to McCarthyism. The politics that you
have in America between the two political
parties are not really ideological—they’re just
different brands of the same basic idea. It's
hard to get a credit card between them, most
of the time. Whereas in Britain—not any
more, but in the 1980s when I was writing
those songs—there was a genuine ideological
divide in society. [ was responding to that by

"Once | was sitting in the van very late at night in Spain somewhere,” Billy Bragg recalls. "I

suddenly got this great idea for some lyrics, and | was like, ‘Oh dang, what are we going to

say, pull over?' But they really were good lyrics, and it was something I'd wanted to write

about for a long time. So | got out my pen and my pad in the dark, and | thought, if there’s

any way to do this, I'm going to have to use a template. 5o | just wrote the song to the tune

of Bob Dylan's ‘Desolation Row." And when | got back to England, | pickad up my guitar
and | wrote a completely new tune that wasn't at all like ‘Desolation Row’ but had the exact
same scan to it. It's called ‘The Few.’ It's a song about football hoodlums and racism.”
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BRAGG Funny you should say that. One of
the very first ones [ wrote the music for, I
actually realized that I had reused one of
Woody's tunes. I demoed it with some other
tunes I had written new music for, and I said
to Nora, “Oh, this one’s probably right.” But it
was the only one out of the entire lot she
didn't like—because it sounded like Woody
Guthrie. And I realized then that my job was
not to underscore what everyone knew about
Woody, but to take Woody to a new place.
This wasn’t a tribute record; this was a
collaboration,

When it came to writing the tunes, for me
and the guys from Wilco, it was like a dress-
ing-up box. You could be whoever you wanted
to be. I seem to remember we even jammed a
jazz version of one of them, laughing all the
way through.

Woody did so much borrowing and
rearranging of old songs. Have you done
much of that yourself? For instance, your
music to “Black Wind Blowing” [Mermaid
Avenue, Vol. II] sounds like a very somber
version of “Crawdad Song.”

BRAGG I think all songwriters do that, don't
they? “Talent borrows, genius steals”"—that's
always been my motto. If you listen to my
song “There Is Power in a Union,” the tune of
that is actually a Civil War song, which is
called variously “Rally "Round the Flag” or
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you want to—deliver quite a strong political
message. It's also a way of making the audi-
ence realize that you don't think you've got all
the answers. You're just a singer-songwriter,
and all you're really doing is focusing their
solidarity, supplying their soundtrack. If the
audience wants to change the world, you
must let them know that it's their responsibil-
ity, not yours, Otherwise, you're betraying the
trust of the audience, and you're kidding
yourself, as well. AG

W Acoustic Guitars: Martin 000CXE,
with a black finish and Fishman
Prefix Pro preamp. At home, vintage
National round-neck and Gibson
LG-1.

B Electric Guitars: Tone Deluxe TV, by
Australian luthier Jim Dyson (www.

jimdysonguitars.com.au), built with
all-Australian woods and Dyson’s

own pickups.

B Strings: Martin 80/20 Bronze lights
(acoustic), Ernie Ball Slinky (electric).

B Picks: Heavy gauge.

B Capo: Kyser.

B Amplifier: Laney LC15R (www.laney.
co.uk).
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