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ICHELLE SHOCKED is
back on tour with a néw )
~albumronateajectory that=—
wends its way through as
7 W many. verseS and unex-

3» M pected detours as hershift-
ing musical-styles and outrageous
puns.’Yet the whole project and ,
personafollows adelicately consis-
tent thread somewhere between the
lines of the songs, and in her heart-
felt deliberations over questions of *
music, politics, emotions, Ah, and .,
an inexplicable dose of whimsy.

* Chatting over the- phone with
Shocked, she told me of recent key
changes in her personal-slash-po-
litical outlook. “Youknow thatsay-
ing, ‘life is what happens to you
whenyou're planning other things?’
Well, I fell in love. And Pm sure
#|,. that'to a certain part of my audi-
< ence, ‘that’s probably the lamest
+ “explanation I could offer. But it’s
t : the true one. .
o { . “I committed myself to living in
: Xe London—adopting various causes
was going to be-my life, and you
wouldthink that thatwaswhatmade -
me happiest. I thought that being a
performeér, songwriter, and singer
was the equivalent of being a poli-
tician. You give‘your life to the
cause, I thought that was very ro-
mantic. I faced the choice of being
true to my heart and making a com-
“mitment to this relationship that
Pmin, orbasically being the equiva-
lent~to* a political- nun,” says
‘ Shocked, "+ N
Trueto herheart, Shocked moved
to LA to be with her new husband.
(They married on July 4th of this
ryear, “partly because of the free
Jireworks, of course.?) ForShocked,
this watershed decision hasaffected '
how she approaches her music. “I
don’t feel that I have really been
very successful as a protest singer.
I have lots of emotions. And as I.
mature and grow, I become more,
and more comfortable with those
emotions. And that’s what I really
* have to offer: the kind of twists and
tums that your life takes as you
. learn to be comfortable with your- *
“self.” At the nexus of emotional’
responsibility and politics, Shocked
says she keeps “coming back to the
basics, which isn’t surprising hav-
ingbeen raised as a fundamentalist. *
. But racism and sexism are a real
*|‘4 goodplace to start.™ . +x . ¢
}| &  Talking about the private and the -
- political, part of Shocked’s singu-
T larity is her ability to.move; seem- «
~ingly effortlessly, through so many
moods: the heartfelt Memories of
East Texas, the deliciously flip On
- the Greener-Sidej'and the big
< isshues. A humorous twist with a
e . 2politicalubite’is:perhaps/the most
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telling 'slogan, after all, it some: -

““”Chm"mmg as. czlways
‘l ~ M helle Shocked dzscusses
L her muszcal vocabulary
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- again to Arkansas and East Texas, ,

course, Shocked’slatesttwo albums,

|
I

e e —gsurvival strategy: S0 whe, _you . words towith my all time: heroesb .up drcey,hquestrons like owuershlp

times seems that “God is a real
estate developer” and’if it “looks
like a Mona Lisa [it] smelis like -

tuna fish.” For Shocked, humour is

say there’s a sense of humour or

The album sét.out'to “bring frddle * in ' particular haye. borrowed exten-
tunes into a contemporary musrcal “sively: from- purportedly “black”~
vocabulary Irecorded songs, frddle W forms “But swhich’ contemporary

S ———— T et

* tunes_ mostly, that T put*my;,ownﬁ-musrcransﬁhaven ’t"»Whrch‘brmgS" T

- and respected contemporarres ;To } ;and approprratron—but we’drdn A

spontanerty, that’s the real work of *namie ‘some, Doc+Watson ‘and ~rta1k about them. this time’ roundw

just trying to be happy, to be-alive,

. Gatemouth Brown, Alison. Krauss:¥ ,

\ and to have asensg of compassion.™ * and-Taj Mahal, Uncle Tupelo, the:

Taking stock, Shocked has un-

’ doubtedly “come along way” since -
the runaway hit of the bootlegged

Texas Campﬁre Tapes. This acous-

, tic gurtar—totmg waif with, an atti-
tude is probably now best known

for her 1988 release, Short Sharp

, Shocked—a countryish storytellmg
: album thathas outlived the so-called
“folk revival” of the mid-80s. With
, the soulful Anchorage (over-played
‘ on North American radio), this al-
bum more than fulfilled the prom- .
ise of the earlier simple voice and

Hothouse Flowers...x ;ni e ™
Theresultisa lively and anarchic

mélange of songs and instrumenta-

tion more or,less held together by,
Shocked’s presence;as producer,
and by her, fresh approach 'to, old,
themes (forexample, the unenyiable
fate of the Prodigal Daughter who,
hasa clullrer homecommg than her
male counterpart) S s n T

It seems to,me that, there are two.
bmdmg iprinciples..t behrnd the
album’s rangé of styles, from the
hard-drrvmg country rock of Uncle

.
l"".‘"t‘? ¥

“"Music, like nulmcs -is 100 |m|im'lanl "

- Toheleft to'the professionials” - " -

guitar release. But if it seemed that
wrthShortSharpShocked the singer
had her patch in the folk scene alt
sewn up, the up-tempo blues of the
subsequent Captain Swing threw
some of her followers for a bit of a
loop. Shotked, on the other,hand,
risks the- unexpected ina gleefully
chaotic mix-and-match of styles. -

If the recording industry, oreven®
some fans are confused, for
Shocked the twists and, turns of
lyncs [%/mfluence have a coher-
ence allp eir own. In the press ma-
terial for Arkansas Traveler, she
clarifies: “WhatIwant you to know
most of all is, this record completes
a trilogy that started ‘with Short

" Sharp Shocked on thru Captain
Swing and with the Arkansas Trav-.
elerthe entire project rests,” Insum,
the trilogy is a protracted explord-
tion of the author’s musical sources.

Shocked freely admits that Ar-

.kansas Traveler is a concept al-
bum—an approach she saysisabout
as ‘corny, as a-‘theme wedding

. (Shocked and her beau chose a fi-

' esta theme for theirs). “I wanted to

* give people their money’s worth
with this album. It’s one thing to ) 20
into the studio and come out with
something to sell. It’s another thing
to commit yourself to some kind of
adventure and then share it with
your audience.”

The adventure that became Ar-
kansas Traveler took a full year on
the road, and.involved.recording
sfops in'Wopdstock; Sydney-(Auss
tralia), Memphis, Dublin, and back

AT e T

Tupelo in SoldzersJoy, to the tradi-
tional string ensemble arran gement
of the sweet Blackberry Blossom..
The thematjc binding force. in
Arkansas Traveler,is the notien of -
modern-day blackface minstrelry—

a concept which has proved contro- -

-versial for Shockedin her commen?
tary about the shrftrng boundaries
of so-called black and white" music
forms. The notion of “blackface
minstrelry” tries to getbehind some
of the ongoing notions of “purity”
of traditions, and to look athow the.
European and African cultural tra-
+ ditions have influenced ‘each other,
“Eurocentric music or styles 1nﬂu-
enced by, Afro- cenmc culture or
vice-versa, eithér one, Just keep in

* mind that when it’s bought by an
audlence, it has value accordmg to,
how “authentic” it is.”, )',,,,;; w 1
“It goes both ways., Gatemquth
Brown, can’t be descnbed as any-
thing other,"than ‘an . _electric
bluesman, but- the fact,rs s first,

3 -The second binding Spirit] ‘behind
,ArkansasTraveler iswhatI call the'

- «¢collaborativesspirit.}  The-shift

away from the individualistic star
system jives with Shocked’s popu-,
list political. prrncrples “You can
talk about community all youwant,
but Arying to live with the commu-
nity, is another thmg all together.
There. are, certain skills that. »you,
need i in order to work with other
people—to recogmze their talents
based only on music,is a real chal-,
lenge, and I 'think it’s well worth
doing.”:Shocked has long insisted
that ¢ musrc, like politics, is too impor-
tant to be left to the' ‘professionals.”.

Not surprrsmgly, Shocked’s un-
orthodox tactics can get her into hot
+ water with record companies, “I
think that although I was very cava-
lier.in my wrllmgness to just follow
my own vision, in some ways I’ve
painted myself into a corner, And
that doesn’t totally terrrfy me. I
‘think that  any time you're pamted
into a corher, you jUSt need to use.
that. much more 1magmatlon to,get
yourself out of it...” A

Mugch more, remams to be said
about, the. 1rrepressrble Michelle
Shocked but it seems most appro-
priate t0 conclude with a tale that
might (or, might not) be a tall tale.
Pulled from Shocked’s handwrit-
ten bro it’s about heg roots—in the
brologrcal Sense. .t

“My, dad and mom met when he
was workrng the Tilt-a-Whirl for
my Uncle Johnny... at the State Fair
of Texas. I’'ve seen a photo of them
headmg off to the Senior Prom in
.my.Uncle Hubyzs ’59.Cadillac and
he Wwas.handsome but she, she was
beautrful I think it happened that
night., ..,

Ay have always been fascmated
with the'details of my conceptron .-
But I,remémber what, .my ;mother

instrument was thegflddle, :Which .’ said. In, church each Testrmony

his father taught him. Taj Majal ]
another example:” the_only black
.man’to be, within" 100, mrles ;of a
banjo in the past 50, years, and yet
the banjo is an African mstrument
And on. the other;side of . course,
Doc ‘Watson was homzed as the
hillbilly of hilibilly’ s—sort of the
elder, statesman of.. lullbrlly blues
and yet was, ba51ca11y discovered
playing Rockabilly; and thatwas, at
the time consrdered very impure:

s

g tzg_c_kto‘,p‘ay_gyour‘fglks,ongs

Sunday,she would stand in front of .
the congregation ¢ and bear,wrtness
_tothe tragedy of her young life (my
conception) , and .then, Lip  trem-
. bling..., “and, 173 ‘was not married.” I
" would squrrm there on the .front
‘pew we. always sat jn, a. shrmng
example ofa Mormon famrly (er ght
kids, for Chrissakes!). .

“Now you know my deepest se-.
cret Iwas bom illiterate.”
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5 MICHELLE suocx.eo at the Specirum "

Doc, you’re a folksmger » Of
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