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JOSH RITTER ALBUMS HAVE BEEN FUELED BY ONE

dominant emotion—and for the new So Runs the World Away, 

that emotion was terror. “For the fi rst time in my life, I felt, ‘I 

don’t belong here,’” Ritter says. “I was thinking it was time for 

me to do something else, to move on to something other than 

music. I felt like a phony, and that terrifi ed me. It was an 

awful feeling.”

Those are unlikely words from a man whose songwriting has 

been likened to that of Bob Dylan, Bruce Springsteen and Leonard 

Cohen. Beginning with his 1999 self-titled debut, the native of 

JOSH RITTER
He thought he was cursed—until a 
mummy showed the way home

WHEN MINUS THE BEAR GUITARIST

Dave Knudson listens back to his band’s 

2007 album Planet of Ice, he hears a 

complex, “proggy” deviation from the Seattle 

quintet’s more dance-oriented early material. 

“We were going for it,” Knudson says—“it” 

being a level of precise, hyper-clever riffi ng 

and arranging that, over the last decade, has 

earned the group its “math rock” label.

In crafting the new follow-up, OMNI, 

Minus the Bear opted to holster its 

protractors and play up the pop side of its 

music once again. “I don’t know if it was 

totally conscious, but I think we realized the 

fi rst few records had a big four-on-the-fl oor 

dance vibe to them, and we had gone away 

from that,” Knudson says. “For this record, 

we wanted to write songs that weren’t quite 

as complex, but that still maintained their 

Minus-the-Bear-ness.”

While the songs on OMNI remain shifty 

and intricate, mixing glistening guitars and 

glassy synths, they’re also funky and, thanks 

to singer Jake Snider’s sometimes libidinous 

lyrics, more than a little sexy. “I think the 

songs have more of a groove to them,” says 

Knudson. “They aren’t simple by any means, 

but the way they’re structured, the riffs that 

they’re based on, allow for more playfulness 

than we’ve had in the past.”

The songs were built from Knudson’s 

demos, but his bandmates—Snider, drummer 

Erin Tate, keyboardist Alex Rose and bassist 

Cory Murchy—helped to shape each track. 

“My Time” is a bona fi de block-party banger, 

its monster lead riff overshadowing the 

fi dgety drum patterns and frilly instrumental 

fi lls. On “Secret Country,” the group pairs a 

beefy Foreigner guitar lick with a spacious 

Police groove. “Everyone in the band has 

adapted to playing with one another and 

learning how to fi ll in little holes here and 

there,” Knudson says. “If there’s a part that’s 

more relaxed and mellow, it might be a good 

spot for a keyboard to come in and do a 

melody.”

Credit producer Joe Chiccarelli, who 

has worked with everyone from Kajagoogoo 

to the White Stripes, for pushing the 

musicians to play live rather than overdub 

parts separately. The result is a punchier and 

more direct sound that nonetheless manages 

to continue yielding new discoveries the 

more the album is heard. “The layers reveal 

themselves and you’re able to focus on one 

particular layer of the music, or one part you 

didn’t hear out of the box,” says Knudson. 

“Upon repeated listening, you might think, 

‘I’ve never heard that thing before.’”

–Kenneth Partridge
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Dave Knudson, Cory 
Murchy, Jake Snider, 
Erin Tate, Alex Rose

MINUS THE BEAR
A little less math + a little more groove =  
maximum “Minus-the-Bear-ness”  
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BETTYE LAVETTE ADMITS THAT SHE 

wasn’t listening to rock ’n’ roll radio at  

the time the 1960s and ’70s classics she 

tackles on her new album, Interpretations: 

The British  Rock Songbook, were popular. 

“I was listening to mostly black radio then,” 

she says. “I’m a rhythm & blues singer, and 

that’s where my music was being played. 

I had no particular teenage romantic 

involvement with them.” 

No matter—her lack of attachment to 

the original recordings allowed LaVette to 

put her own stamp on these reimagined 

versions. “At one point, every song, including 

the National Anthem, was just words on a 

piece of paper,” she fi gures. “These were just 

more songs I was learning to sing.” 

LaVette admits that it was a challenge 

to fi nd an emotional connection to songs 

whose lyrics were, at times, oblique. For 

instance, she learned that Led Zeppelin’s 

cryptic “All My Love” (with lines like, “At last 

the arm is straight, the hand to the loom”) 

was inspired by the death of Zep singer 

Robert Plant’s son. She found her way 

into it from another direction. “I made it a 

man-woman relationship,” she says. “I made 

the guy the cloth, I made the loom my past, 

I made the ‘feather in the wind’ the bitch,” 

she laughs. “It made a story in my head.” 

Similarly, LaVette learned that Pink Floyd’s 

“Wish You Were Here” had been written 

for onetime Floyd frontman Syd Barrett. 

“But I was singing it for David Ruffi n and 

Marvin Gaye, and all my friends from then 

who stuck with me so long and had such 

good thoughts for me,” she says. “I wish 

they could see this.”

“This” is one of the most satisfying 

comebacks in the history of pop. After she 

fi rst made her name in the early 1960s, 

“the sugar turned to shit,” as she puts it. 

LaVette bounced among labels through the 

’60s and ’70s. In the decades that followed, 

she did everything from tap-dancing with 

Cab Calloway on Broadway to playing 

anonymous piano-lounge gigs. “I always tell 

my audience, ‘You know, it’s only been about 

fi ve years since I actually had the addresses 

of all of my fans,’” she notes with a laugh. 

But in the new millennium she has at last 

found the mass audience she deserves. 

LaVette sang at an Obama inaugural concert 

and the Kennedy Center Honors—and the 

men behind those shows, Rob Mathes 

and Michael Stevens, co-produced the 

record. “We just happened to feel the 

exact same way at the same time,” she 

says of the pair. “Kind of like when people 

meet each other at a bar and run off and 

get married.” 

–Chris Willman

Moscow, Idaho, has recorded a series of albums steeped in vivid 

characters and literary allusions, shot through with a heartland vibe. 

Ironically, it was a song titled “The Curse” that lifted Ritter’s sense 

of gloom.

“I was lying in bed when that song came along,” Ritter explains. 

“After months of being unable to write anything I was happy with, 

the idea came to me for a story about a mummy and an archeologist 

who fall in love. That song gave me confi dence. It became the door 

in the wall to the rest of the album.”

Another song that lent direction was “Folk Bloodbath,” a spooky, 

ambitious ballad that gathers a litany of famous folk-song characters 

and then kills them off. “I love the characters in all those folk songs, 

whether it’s Barbara Allen, or Delia, or Stagger Lee, or Louis Collins,” 

Ritter says. “I wanted them to all meet up. I was sort of like the puppet 

master, the kid who was going to crash everyone into everything. 

And this album, as a whole, is about that—it’s an album where bad 

stuff is going to happen to people. It wasn’t always going to feel 

tragic, but it was going to feel like I was building things and then 

burning them down.”

Ritter opted to set “Folk Bloodbath” not to a standard folk 

guitar accompaniment, but in haunting sonic textures. Indeed, the 

bulk of the album features layered instrumentation that imbues the 

material with an epic, somber quality.

“I wanted something that felt like big ships in the night,” Ritter 

explains. “Those ships are amazingly quiet for how big they are. 

I enjoy any music that makes me feel that way, whether it’s 

rock ’n’ roll, Beethoven, Count Basie or Gillian Welch. I love the 

feeling that you’re swimming along the top of something that’s 

miles deep.” 

–Russell Hall

Moscow, Idaho, has recorded a series of albums 

characters and literary allusions, shot through 
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