


cussive touch on everything
from cowbells to goats'hooves,

the calypso flavor is sobreezy
it nearly camouflages the
music's rhythmic and harmonic
complexity. On both original
compositions and covers, nota-
bly the smndout rendition of
Aerosmith s "Sweet Emotion,"
guitar and bass renounce their
usual roles and partner in an

ecstatic dance of freewheeling
improvisation.

Kottke, who, as he did on
Clone,Iargely departs from his
chord-based percussive picking
style-and the dense sound he

says "drives bass players nuts"-
sounds so loose on SLYty Six Steps

that he might be swinging in a

hammock. Gordon, meanwhile,

is his usual perpetually moving
seH, laying a solid rhythm foun-
dation as he maintains a constant
flow of harmonic conversation
with his fingerpicking partner.

Even Kottke's gruff deep
voice and Gordons iight tenor
complement each other. But

if the way they reconcile their
many dissimilarities provides
much of Sixtl Six Steps' spark,

ultimately it soars because of
how they mesh as people-both
are wry, introspective and open

to new challenges.

In some mysterious way,

these affinides allow them to do

what successful musical part-
ners, from Gilbert and Suliivan
to Lennon and McCartney to
Betts and Allman have always
done: They bring out the best in
each other.

*****
&tliEF.R W*ft LF rq**LJ5 gifl

Other than the fact that youve
added percussion to the mix.
how does Sirtl Six Steps differ
from Clone?

ts* K&TTKS The main di{Ier-
ence is that this one was largely
Mike's idea. And we just took
a much bigger bite, period. In
Clone we were curious in find-
ing things and recording them.

In this we knew what we could do, and

our appetite was bigger. We pushed much
harder coming offthe starting block.

qlwA Leo, SrxtysixSteps starts o{f with
"Living in the Country," a song you record-

ed on lvl) Feet '\re Sniling [ry72]. There was a

whiff of calypso in that earlier version-is
that why you and Mike included it here?

KGTTKc "Llving in the Country" is the
tune that liberated my right hand. Pete
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Seeger put it on a record called'IheBitter
and the Sweet. I was stunned by that thing,
the way it leaves the right hand open
instead oflocked into patterns. You hear

that in the guitar playing ofJoseph Spence,

a Bahamlan, but I didnt know about him,
although I did hear Pete say, "I stole that,
it's some Bahamian work song." Mike
picked up on thdl. He's a very perceptive

musician; it's really uncanny.
MIKF sfinssru Leos fingerPicking has

almost a swing to it. That groove element
that I liked in calypso \ ras there in his

playing. That's what led to this project. I
srarted to notice that same kind of rhythm
in other songs ofhls.

Gw.e Mike, before you and Leo began

collaborating, you approached him with a

rape on which you added bass lines to one

of his pieces. What were you hoping for?

66R**N I had been listening to him
since at least'83. In more recent years I

ffi
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#s.'fr"." Mike, how has your playing been
influenced by working with Leo?

€*Rl]0t\l I'm influenced by Leo a 1ot

and in ways I dont always realize. One
night on tour with Leo I was in my hotel.
I had been working on one tune of his
that has a lot of different sections. Sud-

denly, I had this breakthrough. It's hard to
describe. It was not that I was copying his
licks or anything that specific, but some-
thing about playing with him, and playing
his material, just unleashed something. It
was as if all the ragtime licks were flowing
through my fingers and tying themselves
together in ways I had never experienced
before. I've noticed this for a whi1e. Play-

ing with him allows me to play in a way I
havent before. It opens up something.

Maybe it starts with the fact that I dont
thlnk standard bass lines sound good with
his playlng. It brings it down to earth-
squares it off too much. Having the bass

flow sounds better, and it also allows me to
do new things. I've played bass lines in jams

I've had with him that I never could have

played in other situations. There are cer-

talnly parts of songs where it's important to
have a bass define the chord, but the sense

of freedom you have when you're not tied
to that is incredible.

+s.f.n Leo, has playing with Mike influ-
enced the way you compose? Try andstopMe,

the solo album you released last year, seems to
flow in a di{Ierent way than your earlier work.

KcTTKg Mike saved me onTrl andStop

Me. I didnt have enough rnaterial.. And then
my dad died and I thought, "I cant do this, I
dont have it in me right now." But I remem-

bered two things. One is that, for a lot of
musicians, music is connected intimately
with loss. The second was, Mike has talked
with me about improvisation, the way you
can develop your skills wlth it. I've thought
I needed to do more homework. But with
Mike I've learned there's something I can

draw on. I figured I might as well go there.
So a lot of that record was done on the
spot. The opening tune, "Monopoly," was
largely written, but it hadnt shaken out yet.
The rest was very loose. I would frequently
just start playing and see where I wound
up. And I wouldnt have had the nerve if I
hadnt lcnown Mike. I go to school on Mike
both explicltly and implicitly.

ttttr& Coming back to Sr-rt1 Srx Steps: "The

Grid" is pafiicularly striking for its inter-
play. How did you achieve that?

K*T?Ks It's so sparse that it didnt have
any fingerpicking planned for it. And
because it's so sparse, you really have to be
more careful what you add to keep within
the groove. So we tried a bunch of things
and it got frustrating. We went to lunch.
s*a$oFl When we got back, Leo picked up
a vintage guitar, a Del Vecchio. It had this
incredible sound. We rolled the tape and

that was the take. It was a whole different
concept from what he'd been playing before
lunch. He ended up putting in those sparse

little stabs, whereas before lunch he played

more of a rhythmic pattern. So the whole
concept ended up improvised, and then the

notes he played were improvised.
G*JA So it wasn t the lunch?
KOTTK€ Frequently, if we're having a

problem, we feed the guitar player.
$'!+e What prompted you to play the

Del Vecchio?
KOTTKE I loved the sound of it-it has

severai resonators in it and I suppose I
thoughr it might work. The studio had

one-it was a horrible guitar. The strings
rvere-literally-rusty.

+':i:r1 "Cheny County" has a di{Ierent
flavor-very melodic, and with a deceptive
simplicity. How did that come about?

G*R&(IF; I didnt know whether bass

and drum should be added to it, because

it sounded so pretty the way Leo played
it. I wondered if the dream state would be
ruined. You never know what's going to
raise or lower the level o[passion.

Sometimes I wish musicians would
talk about what they're thinking in a

given microsecond in that song. There's
a microsecond, just when it's going to
switch to the IV chord from the main
iick, where I lose the beat; it happens
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