Interview Joe Bonamassa

Bonamassa pearls of wisdom:
«If we donst modernise the
music for the new generation,
there wonst be a musicZ
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Joe Bonamassdnterview

By the time he was 14
years old, this guy had
played with BB King,
Buddy Guy, Danny
Gatton and Clarence
Gatemouth Brown. So
16 years of dedication,
hard work and a good
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Interview Joe Bonamassa

February 15, 2008, 8.45pm, Shepherdes
Bush Empire, London. The capacity crowd ...
including a good many Guitarist readers ... is
about to witness a blistering blues-rock tour
de force. Sat atop a pair of oversized 4 x 12
cabs are four 100-watt heads, their glowing
jewel lights proving that not one of them is
there just for show. Their owner, a young
man from Utica, New York, takes to the stage
amid a massive, sustaining power chord and
kicks his band into a stomping rendition of
Bridge To Better Days from his 2006 album
You & Me. Chins drop, expletives are
mouthed, heads shake in disbelief ... ites been
along time since wesve heard a tone as
glorious as that, or seen a guitar player who
can genuinely make the most of it.

*The Les Paul sounded really great in that
room,Z enthuses the main man backstage
after the gig. *The <59 Historic had a real, big
thick tonefZ

Hees not wrong.

*So are we gonnae talk guitars? «Cos | tell
ya, | could talk all nightfZ

Joe, you can trace the roots of most modern

guitar players directly, but you have a much

wider range of influences, none of which

seem to fence you in at all: how did that come
tobe?

*When | started to play, my dad gave me a
classical guitar and | was playing classical
music. Later, he«d say, If you want to play like
Eric Clapton, heress a Strat. If you want to play|
like Jimmy Page, herees a Les Paul. He was a
guitar dealer, so there was always a bunch of
guitars in the house. And he had over 300
records: Yes, Genesis, Free, Jimi Hendrix,
Stevie Ray Vaughan, Claptonf John Mayall.

I was very lucky: Roy Buchanan, Zeppelinf
Jeff Beck Groupf whatever.

*And now when | look to the audience, | see
my dad. My dad saw Johnny Winter open up
for Yes. He loved «em both. And he also loved
Muddy Watersf you name it. So when | look
out, | see 2,000 dads out there. | just throw it
back to them ... | know what kind of music
they like.Z

What about Stevie Ray Vaughan ... everyone

wants to compare anything new in the blues

to himf

*The best thing about SRV was that his ideas
never stopped. There was a flow: heed go from
one bar to the next and it didnst even sound
like he was thinking about it. | mean he

borrowed from Hendrix ... everybody borrows
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from everybody ... but his ideas were so fluid.
Whether it was a Vibroverb and Tube
Screamer, or a Marshall, he wouldae played
the same way: if a Les Paul and a Marshall
were the only guitar and amp left in the

world, heed have found a way to make it sound
like him.Z

Tell us about Danny Gatton ... he was your

mentor as a young player, right?

*Yeah. My dad would take me to blues
festivals as a little kid, and at one Danny
Gatton and Clarence Gatemouth Brown were
on the bill. There would be a local band to
open the bill, and | got to sitin; | was around
11 at the time. | was this pudgy little white kid
with my hair slicked back, playing a Tele up to
my chin ... | was like a mini-me version of
Danny! He said, Let me show you something
really cool, and pulls out the «53 Tele: wow!
Then he said, You wannas sitin later in our
gig? Well forget your guitar ... you can just pla]
mine. | put the strap on, and he tied a knot in it
so it wasnet down eround my knees. After that
gig we just sat and chatted and we keptin
touch. Heed invite me to gigs and | started to
take lessons from him. For about two-and-
a-half years before he died he was my quasi
guitar teacher. But he also sat me down and
said, Joe, you know a lot about the blues, but
you donet know anything about jazz, you donet
know anything about countryf early rock ene
roll. So all of a sudden lsm listening to Wes
Montgomery and Charlie Christian, Jimmy
Bryant. And Buddy Emmons ... | got to meet
him too. And all of a sudden, my world went
from mono to stereo all at once. He really
inspired me to play and | probably would have
played a lot differently if it wasnst for him.Z

What about Paul Kossoff and Eric Johnson?
Kossoffss vibrato and Johnsones pentatonics
are both there in your stylef
*The vibrato for sure, but also Kossoffes
chords. If you look at his chords, it predates
Eric Johnson. Look at Fire & Water; it was
almost as if heed said, We canst tune up the big
chords because of the Les Paulss intonation, s
weell just use the little chords. He was my
favourite. Kossoff isnet recognised as much as
Page, Beck and Clapton, but for me he was
right up there.

*As for Eric Johnson, leve had a few
conversations with him, and lsm pretty
honest with him. | said, | pretty much steal
everything you do! To me he bridges the gap

because | was never a big fan of shred until

An early starter, Joe was
playing Danny Gattones Tele
atthe age of 11
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Joe Bonamassadnterview

I heard him. He just had this beautiful tone
with feel and fire; he can just lay in to the one
note, and he can shred. He puts it all together,
just beautiful. lsve never known a guy to have
his tone together that well.Z

And of course BB Kingf

*What can | say? leve opened up for him many
times over the last 18 years, and | tell yae, | do
my best, | play my best, try to play the crowd
and get a standing ovation every night: | do
my very best. Then he walks out ... Ladies and
gentlemen, BB King! He walks out, takes his
time, plugs in Lucille, with one cable, into one
amp. Then he just goes [sings a guitar note] ...
and lsm forgotten, seriously. There itis.Z

What do you do these days when it comes to
practice and playing?
@ ¢| donet practise that much when lsm on the
r road. But when | get home, | practise a lot.
| take a 1965 Princeton Reverb with a power
soak, and a Les Paul, and a cable, very little
gain and | sit there and go nuts at it. | play
classical stuff a lot and stuff that | donet play
on tour ... maybe prog, or straight-ahead
country to keep my chops up. ltes really
important to have your own style that you go
out there and sell, but you also never know
when youere going to be on stage with a
country guy or whatever. You have to be an
overall player and lsm still on this journey of
trying to sponge all this music in.Z

One thing that surprised us is that you seem

happy to have one set of gear and guitars here

in Europe, and a different setin the USA. It

seems odd that youere not welded to one or

two particular instruments f

| would love to be that. Like Danny Gatton ...

BB Kinges iPod

Joess friendship with blues
legend BB King ainet just about
playing the guitarf

*BB King is my friend, my mentor
and he taught me how to be humble
and he gave me a stage,Z explains

“ Joe. *And | would not be here talking
to you if it wasnet for BB King. But he
also taught how to drag tunes from
= my computer on to my iPod ... he
showed me! He is the hippest guy!Z

o IR

|
it

=

=
COURTESY OF APPLE

April 2008 Guitarist 45

\”

—l

il

‘ GIT30Ljoe b 45 @ 25/2/08 15:18:21



Interview Joe Bonamassa

Take It To The Kids

Americaes Blues In The Schools
program explained

*Blues In The Schools is partly self-
preservation, partly labour of love,Z he
explains. *The labour of love is that ites such
a blessing to go around the world, play the
big rooms and do this for a living. So | go to
schools and | try to give back: | talk to kids
about the blues. Do you like Led Zeppelin? Do
you like Jimi Hendrix? Yeah!? Well yousve
heard the blues, so let me talk to you about
Muddy Waters and Robert Johnsonf thates
the labour of love.

*The self-preservation is that without a
new generation of fans, blues is pretty much
dead in the next 10 years. Eighty per cent of
my audience is 40 and above. We do get
young kids too, but by and largef So lsm 30
years old, and letes say my average fan is 40.
In 20 yearse time, will the 60-year-olds want
to come out to a show? Will the 75-year-olds
come out? No.

*So what do you do? Ites the same way that
you build fans: five at a time. Shake their
handsf Blues is not what you think ... ites not
just smy baby left mes, itss Whole Lotta Love,
ites all that stuff. We want to get the same
kids who listen to The Arctic Monkeys, to
listen to the blues!Z
www.blues-in-the-schools.org

that worn Tele. Snowy White had that one
guitar. Gary Moore did for years. Jimmy
Pagef leve forever wanted to have that one
guitar, but leve never found it. | canst even find
one that stays in tune long enough! Les Pauls
are very temperamental, but if you can find

a good one, you can rule the world. Just ask
Paul Kossoff or Jimmy Page.Z

And what about Strats?
*Well yeknow, lsm a Les Paul player, but | got
known as a Strat man because | was the young
kid with that goldf fuckingf sparklef Strat.
| played it for two songs and all of a sudden ites
on everything because ites the most visible
guitar | played! Meanwhile | played a Les
Paul for over 70 per cent of the show and
nobody cared! That Strat is now in storage in
Burbank under about 200 other guitars: piece
of shit.Z

[For a much more detailed look at Joess gear,
turn to p50]

Producers have played a big part in your
development as a player. Could you talk us
through some of that history?
*The first producer | worked with was Phil
Ramone when | was 14. And Phil was great
because he was a guy who said, You know Joe,
you could sing something. Go on, sing!

*But Tom Dowd [who produced Joess A
New Day Yesterday album, 2000] was close tg
a family member for me. He would record me
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Joe Bonamassa, Gibson 59 Historic, Shepherdes Bush Empire, 15 Felsu2008

*Blues is not a death sente

nce. Iltes an honour. lem

proud to be a blues artist, but | want to be playing to
the biggest audience we canZ

for bar after bar after bar, and God bless him
he was 75 when he made my first record. And
I had no business being close to him. | was
signed by Epic, | had some raw talent, but

I didnet know what it meant to make a solo
album. This was around 1999 and Tom got me
through it singing and playing. Heed sit me in
the middle of the Neve console, play the track
and say, Herees where youere playing like Eric
Claptonf herees where youere playing like this
guy, that guy and so on. Then heed say, But
these eight bars ... this is Joe Bonamassa. No
if ited been anyone else, | probably would have
said, Youere full of shit. But Tom Dowdf well,
he recorded Eric Clapton, The Allman
Brothers, Cream, Skynyrd ... here was a guy
whoed heard it all. So when he says these eigh
bars sound like me, thates good information to
have. Tom did one record for me and, God res
his soul, died a year later. | love that man ... he
was atrue friend and a mentor.Z

How did you come to be produced by Kevin
Shirley (aka The Caveman whoes produced
Aerosmith, The Black Crowes, Iron Maiden

*Well after Tom, | went through a couple

other producers trying to find the same

magic, but it wasnet the same. They were like,

Wow, herees a kid who plays and sings in

tune?! Good Lord! Good enough!

*Then | found Kevin Shirley. He was the

first person to walk into my bus ... bearing in

mind that I«d done a few albums and had

achieved some success ... and say, Hey, if you
want to do the same old blues album, find
somebody else. Okayf

w el did a few demos, and he rejected them all.

Except for [the John Mayall cover] So Many

Roads. | did a whole other bunch of demos

and he rejected them all again. lsm like, fine.

So | ended up doing some GarageBand demos
t ... I sang into the little mic on my computer;
just some shitty demos with me and a guitar ...
as lo-fi as you can get. | sent «em to Kevin, he
calls up and says, We have an album!

*So we get in the studio, and I«d known
Carmine [Rojas, bass], Jason [Bonham,
drums] and Rick [Melick, keys] for about five
minutes and he says, Okay we have nine days
to record this album, so letes play. First song:

and Slayer among many others)?

So Many Roadsf Half an hour later, arguably >
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Interview Joe Bonamassa

Signature status: the Gibson Historic 57 which is the basis for the upcoming Joe Bonamassa Les Paul

thates the best song Isve ever recorded. Not
since the Tom Dowd days had | felt so
inspired. So hees done You & Me (2006), Sloe
Gin (2007), the new live record, and hell be
doing the next studio recordf and hopefully
everything | ever do etil | quit doing this. lem
very lucky to know him.Z

You were obviously a very talented player as
ateenager, so did you go through that period

where you knew everything and didnet want to

listen to anybody? An arrogance, perhaps?

*There was a point after Blues Deluxe where
l«d proved my own point to the record
company. They gave us 10 grand, mixed and
mastered, so we had a point to prove. We did
it, and at that point it was the best thing weed
ever done ... sold the best, got me noticed. Bu
heress the thing. lsm a guitar player who sings
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not a singer who plays. | can walk down
Denmark Street in London and | can probably
find guys who can beat the shit outta me
playing wise, and certainly guys who can out-
sing me. There are people who are
extraordinarily talented, but who do not get
one 50th of the opportunity that Isve had. By
the time I was 12 and 13, | had sat in with BB
King, Albert Collins, Danny Gatton, Clarence
Gatemouth Brownf Danny Gatton was my
guitar teacher! So as hard as lsve worked at it,
lsve been just as lucky to get here. And here |
am on a bus touring the world. Do | think that
the music that we do touches people in a
certain way? | absolutely do. But better or
worse than anything else? | donet see that.Z

Nevertheless, along with your manager
Roy Weisman, you now have the whole Joe

Bonamassa show under your control. That

shows a certain confidence f

*Well we got so tired of getting jerked around
by record companies. We just couldnet have
anybody control our own destiny. You know,
you get signed to a major label, then the A&R
gets fired and youere done: best of luck to ya.
The people in the music business say, Oh ites
atragic story, too bad for them. But thates not
going to happen to me. Nobodyes gonnas say
too bad for Joe Bonamassa, because weere in
control of our own destiny, and Roy is the
mastermind. We started a record label, the
whole thing. We were down to our last
shilling in 2004, seriously. We had leveraged
the whole fuckine farm, so that Had To Cry
[Today] album had to sell something. And it
did! We built the business up, and now we
own every bit of back catalogue we have ... we
bought it all back. Doing it the major label
business model way, weed have been out of
business years ago. I«d never be talking to
Guitarist ... l«d be serving coffee at Costa.Z

And presumably the whole internet boom ...
MySpace and YouTube particularly ... has

helped you?

el tell you, YouTube has helped me
tremendously. If it gets the young kids out,

| donet care if people film showsf take
picturesf do whatever you want. First of all,
you canet stop *em even if you want to, and
second, why wouldnet you want some of your
shows all over YouTube, especially if you
believe in it? Kids come to gigs and say, | saw
you on YouTube, came to this gig, love you
nowf Wahey!

*So ites the new business model that doesnst
need $250,000 of major label money for radio
support that gets you 10 spins on Good
Morning lowa! Less record sales, more ticket
sales; walking before you run ... the tortoise
and the hare.Z

There are contemporary artists who donet like

being termed sbluese ... presumably ites a label

you donet mind?

Blues is not a death sentence. Ites an honour.
It doesnet have to be a |, 1V, V chord sequence;
it doesnet have to be Robert Johnson or BB
King. Ites a feeling that you portray through
music. It can be one chord or 50 chords, a
happiness or a sadness. People get weird
about blues as a stigma, but to me, you can
have your cake and eat it. Robert Cray ... we
just played with him in India ... he had hits and
hees proud to call himself a blues artist. BB
King, the Thrill Is Gone, ites a hit ... hees a
commercial blues artist. lem proud to be a

*He was my favourite.
Kossoff isnet recognised

as much as Page, Beck
and Clapton, but for me

he was right up thereZ >
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Interview Joe Bonamassa

blues artist, but lsm not satisfied in being a
blues artist and selling five records. | want to
be a commercial blues artist: | want to be
playing to the biggest audience we can.

e|sve seen BB King walk out and entertain
10,000 people and they all went nuts:
bonkers. It can be done ... it was like he was
Iron Maiden. And he was sitting down!Z

What do blues purists think of Joe

Bonamassa?

*They certainly do dislike me: ites palpable.
They think | want to hijack the medium ...
they think | want to hijack the blues in
general. | donet want to do that at all. Do you
drive the same car that your grandparents
drove in 19397 No. Do you listen to the same
music your grandparents did in 1939? Nope.
Do things evolve? Yep. If we donet modernise
the music for the new generation, there wonst
be a music.Z

Youere 31 in May, yousre absolutely on top of
your game ... how do you progress from here?
*Well, lsve always been the kind of guy that
looks at other players and asks, How do |
learn from this, but be different? Thates been
my whole philosophy: never copy anybody
completely. So how | progress is, How do
| say more, but with less notes? Thates
absolutely essential. Listen to BB King. He
goes [sings], and you know ites him. Same
with Clapton, and thates what | hope to
develop. | donst know if Il ever get there ...
but thates what lem going to try to develop.
*As far as records go, Ism a blues guy at
heart. You start with the blues and you try to
expand the boundaries. Maybe theresll be a
record where | try to push the boundaries too
far and people will be like [inhales], is he
smoking crack? Ha! But hey, nothing
ventured, nothing gained, so I«ll take a
chance. Ism not in the blues business, lsm not
in the guitar business ... lsmin the
entertainment business and my job is to
entertain people for an hour and 40 minutes.
As long as people say, | spent £25 to see Joe
Bonamassa and | enjoyed every minute of it,
then leve done my job.1&
For everything Joe Bonamassa, point your
browser at www.jbonamassa.com.

Joe On The Radio

Check out internet station Sirius
Blues where he hosts a weekday
show, Daily Cup Of Joe

°| play John Mayall & The Bluesbreakers,

ZZ Top, Claptonf my kind of music,
basically. Its been a fun experience. | do five
shows a week, program it and so on. We
record it in the tour bus, or in a hotel room.
But you try finding an internet connection in
India to send .wav files to the station!Z
www.sirius.com/siriusblues
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Think you have a lot to carry in to the gig? Imagine setting up this little lot!

Rig O Massa

Four 100-watt heads, eight baffled-off EV speakers and a
handful of simple guitars: tech Dave Pate welcomes you Joe

Bonamassaes 2008 live rigf

The Amp Rig

DAVE PATE: *This is a lot less complicated
than it looks,Z explains Dave. sEach one of the
4 x 12s is split into two speakers, and each two-
speaker column is connected to one of the 100-
watt heads: the Marshall Jubilee 25/50 is on
the far right, then the Category 5 ... basically a
Marshall Super Lead Copy ... the Two Rock
[Custom Reverb Signature], which is a Dumble-
style, modified Fender-ish amp, and on the far
left is the Van Weelden [Twinkle Land]. Thates
another Dumble-style amp from Holland. There
is reverb that goes with the Van Weelden
through its own buffered loop, the Twinkleator.

*The Marshall is always on; ites the linchpin of
Joess whole tone. The rest are just blended in as
colour via the Lehle ABC box, and there are
never more than two heads on at once.Z
JOE BONAMASSA: <This gear allows me to
play at a high level: hyper articulate ... but it
showcases your mistakes as much as it does
your triumphs!

«| choose the Silver Jubilee because to me ites
the best preamped Marshall that has ever been
produced. It has a great effects loop and it

wonet blow up if | put a Tube Screamer in front of
it ... lsve never had a peep outtas one of those
amps, and | have five of sem.

*The Category 5 came out of necessity. | have
a *72 Marshall Super Lead that | really like, but
| wish it had more mid-range. So Don Ritter who
makes Category 5 amps came to a gig in
Colorado and hess like, Joe, can | build you an
amp? Well okay, Don. Build a «68 <Plexie with
a Dumble midboostf Great!

¢| use the Two Rock to drive up the middle,
where the Jubilee doesnet have it. | want to hear
a well-rounded sound from the Les Paul thates
also pronounced in the mids: 500/600Hz to 1k
... the real meat-and-potatoes mids that give you
stoutness in the G and B strings.

*Then the Van Weelden is a bit cleaner. The
Dumble thing has Carlos Santana at one end, and
Robben Ford at the other. | go more Robben Ford;
alittle less gain, a little more output, with reverb.Z

Speakers & Cabinets

JOE: *We used to have a Makita cordless drill
that was always charged because | got very
good at recognising the smell of voice coil: we
were going though thousands of dollarss worth
of speakers. There had to be a better way, so EV



[ElectroVoice] sent us some of these new 12Ls:
| use the 200-watt ones and they sound great.
*We had the cabinets made like the old 100-
watt Marshalls from 1966/67: extra tall, straight
bottom. You get a nice thunderous, thick bottom.
And we use FourStar 16-gauge wires. lsm really
sensitive about cables ... for me, a speaker cable
makes or breaks the immediacy of the amp.Z

Baffles eNe Boards

DAVE: ¢Honestly, one of the most important
things that Joe uses ... that he wonet do a show
without ... is the baffle. Ites not just to limit the
volume, ites also a tone thing. Then down at the
bottom are the Auralex. Joe uses these to
separate the low-end rumble from the stage.Z
JOE: *We use the baffle because ites two 100-
watt amps ... youed just kill the people at the
front. And if you angle them like this, the sound
hits the baffle and goes up. You donet get a lot of
reflection in the mics and | hear a better sound.
| canst play an amp without a baffle now.

*As for the Auralex, we put «em out and within
five minutes | was saying this is the best thing leve
ever heard! | liked «em so much | asked them to

Note the handy storagel
option on Joess Chandle
slide guitar

[The +59 Historic is the workhorse
hile the Goldtop is the basis for an
upcoming Joe Bonamassa Les Pa

make some for my 4 x 12s, and thates the Joe
Bonamassa signature series. No matter what
stage youere on, they eliminate that rumble on the
bottom end: ites all about clarity.Z

Guitars

Patrick Gigliotti GT Custom

DAVE: *This is a cool piece right here: the
Patrick Gigliotti. We have three and this one is
over here at all times. Ites used for one song on
this tour: Mountain Time.

JOE: I use the Gigliotti tuned dropped D
[DADGBE]. Patrick showed up to a gig in Seattle
in 2002 with a brass-top guitar and lsm like, Uh,
yeah, way to make a bright guitar brighter, fella!
But it has a mahogany back and neck, which
compensates. | played it and ites pure magic.
These things just sound great; so articulate, but
also so dark and human sounding.Z

Gibson Historic Series
Les Paul Standards
DAVE: «90 per cent of the time ites a Les Paul;
thates his baby: Les Pauls and Marshalls, man.
English-style blues-rock! We call one of them
Gary Moore because it has the front pickup
reversed, like the Peter Green one. Ites getting
a little bit road-beat which is cool. In fact hees
dropped the Goldtop a couple times to get it a
little bit nicked up. Ites terrifying. Oh, and Joe
strings everything 11-52, even on the acoustic.Z
JOE: *Wesre carrying two Gibson [Custom
Shop] 59 Historics, and a *57 Historic which is
the Goldtop, and thates the blueprint for the
Bonamassa Les Paul that will come out in June.
¢| put the black surrounds on it because the
rarest Goldtop ever with humbuckers has that:
they made 50 or so. Also a black back and the
headstock logo like the *57. Burstbucker 2
pickup in the neck and the 3 in the back: great!
*The sunburst *59 Historic has real PAFs. The
Burstbuckers are cool, but theyere a little darker,
so theyere not as articulate. But itss a trade-off ...
you donst want to put $9,000 of pickups in every
guitar ecos youed go broke pretty quick!Z

[The Gigliotti GT Custom
it has a brass top, with a
mahogany back and nec|

Joe Bonamassadnterview

erstwhile tech and
crowned Les Paul
set-up geniug

Yamaha CPX acoustic

DAVE: «If you pick the acoustic up youell feel
that ites heavyf because ites stuffed with two
beach towels! It has the older, Yamaha piezo
electronics, not the new ART system because as
beautiful sounding as that is with the mic and

the soundboard transducer, it doesnst work for
us. Joe plays this so loud we have to have the
piezo for less body noise and feedback ... holy
God! Ites like sterilising elephants up here.Z

Pedalboard

DAVE: *This is super simple: the BOSS DD-3
delay goes to the effects loop of the Marshall
Jubilee and everything else is in line. None of
this stuff is old: ites all stuff that we could go to
a store and buy, besides the Gas Pedals Carb,
which is really just a clean boost. The Lehle
switcher, the Vox Wah, Dunlop Fuzz Face and
808 Tube Screamerf theress nothing vintage,
and theress no magic box, thates for sure!Z

Apart from the Gas Pedals Carb
his is all off-the-shelf stuff

[These Auralex foam pady
isolate Joess cabinets from
he stage for better clarity
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