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RICHARD THOMPSON
ACOUSTIC CLASSICS BIO
Words by Steve Hochman

Click here to stream a full version of Acoustic Classics Now! 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Throughout Richard Thompson’s career, acoustic concerts have been among his fans most cherished experiences. So it’s hard not to notice that there’s something largely missing from his vast recordings catalog: solo acoustic versions of the classic songs that are the heart of those performances. Until now…
Thompson is releasing Acoustic Classics, all-new solo versions of songs drawn from throughout his career, definitively arresting, effecting essentials from the ‘70s (“Dimming of the Day,” “I Want to See the Bright Lights Tonight”) the ‘80s (“Wall of Death,” “Shoot Out the Lights”) and ‘90s (“Beeswing,” “I Misunderstood”) to more recent entries (“One Door Opens”). 
“I really wanted to have something that would reflect the acoustic shows,” he says. “We didn’t have anything like that. Just some old, slightly scratchy recordings of solo sets that I wasn’t really happy with.”
His last proper solo acoustic release was the live Small Town Romance, and that was more than 30 years ago. In the meantime, the acoustic shows have evolved as a full parallel to his band tours. And a lot has happened in the intervening years, aside from considerable additions to the work that has led the Los Angeles Times to call Thompson “the finest rock songwriter after Dylan and the best electric guitarist since Hendrix,” and NPR to declare him “a folksinger who [shreds] like an arena-rock star … and still writes songs that sting and storm.” 
Not least among these things was the Order of the British Empire being bestowed by Queen Elizabeth II at Buckingham Palace in 2011 for service to music. He’s also in recent years received the Lifetime Achievement Awards for Songwriting from both the Americana Music Association and the BBC, as well as the prestigious Ivor Novello Award. 
Those join dozens of recognitions from Gibson, Mojo and Q magazines in annual awards, not to mention him topping critics and reader polls in all the major guitar publications and Rolling Stone placing him in the Top 20 guitarists of all time. Through it all, his songs have attracted such figures as Robert Plant, Elvis Costello, R.E.M., Del McCoury, Bonnie Raitt, Los Lobos, David Byrne and Don Henley — top songwriters themselves — all of whom among others have recorded their own versions. All these recognize attributes that were already evident in his teen years as co-founder of the groundbreaking English folk-rock band Fairport Convention and have continued to grow and expand through last year’s Electric, his acclaimed album made with his current trio. 
Along the way, the acoustic shows have given him a chance to reinterpret the full range of songs drawn from throughout his career, bringing to them new angles and depths in the playing and the lyrics, challenging him to recreate the music for just one guitar and in some cases bring his voice to words he’d written, but had originally been sung by others. And all reveal layers of character taken on with the passage of time and the perspectives of experience — of the artist and audience alike.
“Down Where the Drunkards Roll” is a prime example: a muted, sharp-eyed scene sketch first heard on 1974’s Richard and Linda Thompson album I Want to See the Bright Lights Tonight.
“That’s a quasi-adolescent song about a word I don’t inhabit any more, a drinking club in London, that I used to drift in and out of,” he says. “That’s so far in the rearview mirror. I have to find things in the song that interest me still. And I do find it, aspects I enjoy restating. And it’s a song that has a lot of space, so I can play it differently every night. Depending on where, size of room, that kind of thing. Some night if it seems appropriate I can ask the audience to sing the chorus. It reaches a long way back for me.”
The room in this case is Thompson’s small California back-house studio, the audience limited to the occasional curious cat (“You can hear them occasionally if you have excellent equipment,” he says). Here the songs bear the most intimate, close-up and personal character. These are in-the-moment snapshots of where the songs, and the artists, are today.
“Every recording is a statement of what you think a song should sound like,” he says. “That varies from place to place and time to time. I’ve been playing these songs live for a long time, and am happy to take a particular performance as a time and place. In this case, it’s my recording studio at home and the way it comes out that particular day is fine with me. Most of these I did in two or three versions, though often less to do with the performance than the ambient noise. I don’t have a studio studio that’s soundproofed. If a plane goes overhear or dogs are barking nearby, I have to do a retake.”
With some of the songs, the change is in the voice. “Dimming of the Day,” “I Want to See the Bright Lights Tonight,” “Walking on a Wire,” among others, were originally written with Linda’s voice in mind, though have become part of Richard’s repertoire in subsequent years. 
“As the author, I feel allowed to do a version of any song,” he says, wryly. “There’s some cache to performing them. Has a certain charm, I hope.”
While nearly all of his songs begin life as acoustic-guitar compositions, many from the get-go are defined as full-band and fully electric excursions. Those in particular give Thompson an open field for interpretation and expansion that can vary dramatically from night to night.
“Trying to arrange something that’s big with a lot of musicians to something played by one musician is a challenge,” he says. “You develop an arrangement and it evolves over the years. Every time you play it it’s different and you get more insight into what the song needs.”
None, perhaps, show that as sharply as “Shoot Out the Lights,” which in its electric version can be an exhilarating guitar trek. 
“That’s an electric guitar workout in original form, and something I can tinker with endlessly in the acoustic form because there’s so much open space in it,” he says. “I can take a number of approaches with that one.”
And some have changed via unexpected epiphanies, such as the whole approach to “I Want To See the Bright Lights Tonight,” for which he found himself experimenting with various guitar tunings over the years before finally hitting on the C modal version heard here.
“It was a trial and error thing. I’d probably performed it solo 50 times before I figured out there is a better tuning to do it in.”
For at least one song there was the additional urge to improve on the original recorded version. “1952 Vincent Black Lightning,” the colorful tale of enduring love on, for and beyond two wheels, all set to his fingerpicked flurry, has become one of, if not the fan favorite in his concert repertoire. But the original 1991 recorded version, he says, never quite seemed satisfactory.
“This is a better version,” he says. “I wanted to have another crack at it. And if I was doing a record of acoustic classics and didn’t put it on, people might not have liked it.”
There’s a very simple standard that these songs all had to meet, though. “The test of a song is if you can keep singing it,” Thompson says. “That goes for any song — pop song or something more poetic. If you can keep performing it and people keep listening to it, to the record and seeing you live, it means there’s longevity to the material. The song means something. It can mean different things at different times, if it’s a good song. One thing in the ‘70s, one in the ‘90s, one here in the teens. Or it can be subtle enough or vague enough or amorphous enough that it keeps meaning something to people. There is that element to songs, an ambiguity so you can’t nail it down. Those are songs that have a shelf life, that live for a while.”
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