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“UsUally, I was too drUnk to read, mUch less wrIte,” 
says Jason Isbell. “the biggest difference in making this record is 
that I had more time and energy. I knew all along what I needed 
to do to make the songs better, but it’s hard when you’ve got that 
nagging feeling telling you to drink.”

the 34-year-old singer-songwriter has been sober for nearly 
a year after entering rehab in early 2012. when he completed the 
program, Isbell began writing for Southeastern, a deeply personal 
album. “these songs have more to do with my own life than anything 
I’ve made in the past,” the former drive-By trucker explains. “I wanted 

jason isbell
Welcoming sobriety, the former Drive-by 
Trucker digs deep 

Barenaked ladIes BUrst onto 
the scene with their 1998 chart-topper 
“one week.” now the band is heard by 
nearly 20 million people every week as 
performers of the opening theme from tV’s 
The Big Bang Theory. But as they’re well 
aware, that level of recognition has been 
known to backfire. “there will always be 
some casual fans or critics who choose 
to consume only those things and think 
of us as a novelty,” says drummer tyler 
stewart. “But there’s a sizable chunk of 
the audience that knows all our music. 
they’ve followed us throughout our career.”

the ladies—stewart, guitarist-vocalist 
ed robertson, bassist Jim creeggan and 
keyboardist kevin hearn—have endured the 
kind of major personnel change that has 
derailed countless other acts. their new 
album, Grinning Streak, is their second since 
the departure of co-founder steven Page in 

2009. after years of meticulous planning in 
the studio, this time the band concentrated on 
the emotion of the moment. “you can get into 
a staid pattern and a place of complacency,” 
stewart says. “knowing we’re a real 
cohesive unit allowed us to play with all the 
toys. we jammed more on this album, and it 
all happened more spontaneously and freely.”

stewart credits the band’s 
extemporaneous spirit for their latest surge 
of energy. “with this album it was a matter 
of striving for and achieving that,” he says. 
“this is some of our most contemporary-
sounding music. we incorporated the use 
of electronic sounds, but still stayed true 
to the roots of the group, which began as 
acoustic.” adjustments to their routine were 
welcome as they approached the recording 
process. “we’re all in our 40s now and have 
established habits in our lives,” stewart says. 
“art is one way to get out of that.”

the group worked with a trio of 
producers—howie Beck, Gavin Brown and 
mark endert—and stewart describes the 
result as “reinvigorating.” similarly, he praises 
chief songwriter robertson for “conveying 
a lot of emotions” with his performance. 
“ed has a certain sense of optimism and 
hope,” he says. “the challenge for any artist 
is to avoid that feeling of ‘been there, done 
that.’ he has a real knack for taking a regular 
message and putting a new twist on it.”

In the rapidly evolving realm of pop 
music, Barenaked ladies has emerged with 
that rarest of achievements: career longevity. 
their most important mission now is to leave 
a lasting impact. “I think young artists today 
live and die by one single,” stewart says. “But 
when you’ve been doing this for 25 years, it’s 
tough to get away from the format of albums. 
the songs here fit together as a whole.” 

–Blake Boldt
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barenakeD laDies   
Canada’s lighthearted rockers get serious about 
cutting loose in the studio   
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Skylar Grey built her reputation 
on writing songs for superstars, so it’s 
understandable that she wanted her 
debut album to reflect her own personality. 
originally set for release two years ago, 
the album was delayed. Songs were 
tweaked, added and removed—and now 

Don’t Look Down is finally seeing 
the light of day.

Grey used the downtime to her 
advantage. “i got to tour with the music, 
and i was able to feel what worked and 
what didn’t,” she says. “i didn’t do a lot 
of experimenting in the beginning, so 

it wasn’t as cohesive as i wanted it to 
be. i honed in on exactly the sound 
i wanted to have.”

probably best known for writing the 
hook to eminem and rihanna’s 2010 hit 
“love the Way you lie,” Grey’s song credits 
include co-writes on Dr. Dre’s “i need a 
Doctor,” and t.i. and Christina aguilera’s 
“Castle Walls.” For Don’t Look Down, 
the five-time Grammy nominee continued 
her history of high-profile collaborations, 
recruiting angel haze, big Sean and 
eminem for guest spots. “i tend to keep 
really good relationships with people i 
admire,” says Grey, 27. “i like it when it’s 
kind of serendipitous rather than something 
that the label threw together.”

in addition to producing a few 
songs herself, Grey worked with longtime 
collaborator alex da kid, who produced four 
songs on the new record. and jazz pianist 
J.r. rotem also produced four songs, 
though his original motive for seeking out 
Grey was to feature her on his own album. 
“J.r. contacted me because he had a song 
he wanted me to sing for his record,” she 
says. “When i left the studio after having 
sung the hook, i couldn’t get the song out 
of my head. as i was driving, this entire 
verse came out. So i went back and said, ‘i 
think i’ve got to keep this song for myself.’” 
that tune became the album opener, 
“back From the Dead.” 

Grey took her time putting together 
Don’t Look Down, but she isn’t always 
patient with her craft. “the songs that come 
the fastest—when i’m really not trying—are 
usually the best. pretty much any song i’ve 
labored over i usually get really tired of, and 
it’s never quite right. i just let it flow and 
whatever sticks, sticks.”

–Amanda Farah

to make an album that was just me and an acoustic guitar, maybe some 
piano, but i got bored. there are enough of those albums in the world.” 

isbell chose Dave Cobb (Jamey Johnson, Shooter Jennings) to 
produce the album, thanks in part to the work Cobb did on Squidbillies, 
an animated tV series for which isbell has also contributed music. 
“Dave had produced George Jones’ version of the Squidbillies 
theme song,” says isbell. “he managed to incorporate each era 
of George’s career into a two-minute song. that impressed me.”

it was Cobb’s decision to include a number of live vocals, 
something isbell hadn’t done in the past. “Doing it Dave’s way was 
hard for me because i obsess over my vocals,” he says. “but i’m 
glad we did it because i think we got more emotion and honesty.”

isbell finished recording Southeastern during a whirlwind week 
in which he married fiddler amanda Shires and left for a Costa rican 
honeymoon. there he continued working on the album, though it 

proved more difficult than usual. “i took a cab into town and bought 
headphones that fell apart before i got back to the hotel. there was 
one spot, about 5 foot square, where i could find a WiFi signal to 
download mixes so i could listen to them.”

Despite the struggles, the finished album is a stunning collection 
of songs, frequently heartbreaking, and none more devastating than 
“elephant,” a character study that finds isbell singing, “there’s one 
thing that’s real clear to me / no one dies with dignity / you just try 
to ignore the elephant somehow.” 

“i built those characters around people i know,” isbell says. “it’s 
important to build characters and allow them to behave naturally. it’s 
not a happy song, but i think as far as songwriting goes, it’s about 
the best i can do right now. i feel like i’m in a good place. hopefully 
i’ll continue to improve as a writer.”

–Juli Thanki

skylar grey
an all-star songwriter finally releases her 
anticipated debut 
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