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After A long stretch of working mAinly solo, 
singer, songwriter and multi-instrumentalist Andrew Bird was in a 
more sociable mood while making his latest album, Break It Yourself. 
it’s easily Bird’s most collaborative effort in years. he recorded the 
14 songs during two week-long stints playing with his band in a 
barn on his family’s farm in western illinois. “we hung out for eight 
days under one roof and jammed, which we haven’t done as a band 
before,” says the chicago area native. “Usually it’s me going into 
the studio having hashed over the songs over a couple of years and 
having maybe one other person in the band as a sidekick.” there 

andrew bird
breaking out with his barn, his band,          
his baby and his books    

the word “sUpergroUp” gets 
tossed around a lot, but spectrum road 
makes an impressive case for itself. each 
member of the quartet comes with a wildly 
impressive résumé. guitarist Vernon reid 
is the prime mover behind living colour, 
the juggernaut that helped define rock-funk 
in the ’80s. keyboardist John medeski, 
one-third of medeski martin & wood, has 
been an innovator for nearly three decades. 
powerhouse drummer cindy Blackman 
santana is best known for her years playing 
behind lenny kravitz as well as dozens of 
rock and jazz artists (including husband 
carlos). And then there’s Jack Bruce—as 
bassist, vocalist and chief songwriter for 
the legendary cream, he knows a thing or 
two about supergroups. “spectrum road 
happened in the same way that cream 
happened,” says Bruce, 69. “it was just 

instant chemistry. it would have been very 
churlish indeed to say we’re not going 
to play together.”

in a sense, there’s a fifth member of 
spectrum road: late drummer tony williams, 
the onetime miles davis sideman who helped 
to create jazz fusion with his own tony 
williams lifetime. Bruce spent a couple of 
years as a member of lifetime after cream 
split, and nine of the 11 tracks on spectrum 
road’s self-titled debut are culled from that 
pioneering outfit’s catalogue. 

“there was an aura about tony when he 
first came around, sort of the same as when 
Jimi hendrix appeared,” says Bruce. “there 
was a rumor about this new guy. At the 
time it seemed to be a big statement about 
the direction of jazz and of jazz drumming. 
tony revolutionized that. so part of the point 
of spectrum road is to turn people on to 

tony williams and the music of lifetime. But 
we’re not trying to duplicate it, we’re just 
improvising on it. it’s a starting point.”

the blueprint for spectrum road first 
came up in a discussion between Bruce and 
reid in 2001, four years after williams’ death 
from a heart attack at age 51. “he had the 
idea of doing a tribute concert or a record 
to keep tony’s name alive,” Bruce recalls. “i 
said, ‘Any time.’” A full decade passed before 
reid assembled the crew he wanted. After 
a series of successful concerts in Japan, 
they headed into the studio. “there was that 
feeling of idealism,” says Bruce, who will be 
touring with spectrum road this summer. 
“like cream, and like lifetime itself, it’s 
extremely addictive. once it takes off it grabs 
you by the throat. i’ve got no idea where it’s 
going, but i’m looking forward to finding out.”

–Jeff Tamarkin

John medeski, cindy Blackman santana, 
Vernon reid, Jack Bruce

spectrum road  
Jack bruce and friends pay tribute to one                     
of fusion’s founding fathers   
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When she titled her eighth and 
latest album In the Time of Gods, singer and 
songwriter dar Williams wasn’t just looking 
for something that sounded lofty. On the 
contrary, Williams has lately been fascinated 
with greek mythology and its gods and 
goddesses—Zeus, hermes, athena and 

their compatriots, whose tales she considers 
a prism through which to see the discord 
afflicting humanity today. if the connection to 
mythology seems a stretch, it simply reflects 
the world as Williams sees it. “My husband 
and i are tV addicts,” she says. “But we see 
nothing but a lot of talking heads spewing a 

lot of blah, blah, blah. i believe that we are 
once again living in the time of the gods, 
which gives us all opportunity to step up 
and be a hero.”

the album’s narrative boasts an 
ambitiously broad canvas, which Williams 
acknowledges by occasionally chuckling 
at her own elaborate explanations. “it 
involves power,” she says. “there’s a lot 
of noise and pontificating going on in the 
world lately. these days there’s this moral 
ambiguity that makes it hard to find clarity. 
i’m expressing that through these ancient 
heroes i embraced as a child.” 

Produced by Kevin Killen (U2, Peter 
gabriel, elvis Costello), the album is built 
around Williams’ familiar folk stylings and 
riveting melodies. its depth reflects her 
rich background—as a theater and religion 
major at Wesleyan University she was 
initially interested in activism and ecology, 
causes she still champions. she toyed 
with the idea of becoming an author, and 
in 1998 co-authored The Tofu Tollbooth, a 
guide to finding vegetarian fare away from 
home. “When i went to the merch booth 
after a show and noticed i had sold 10 
Cds and only one book, it dawned on me 
that music was probably the right way to 
go,” she recalls with a laugh.

Clearly Williams chose the correct 
path. it’s telling that she’s been with the 
same label, razor & tie, since the company 
reissued her independent debut, The 
Honesty Room, in the ’90s. “i was a little 
concerned about their reaction to this album,” 
admits the singer, who makes her home in 
new York’s hudson Valley. “the concept 
isn’t all that accessible. actually, they asked 
me to keep it secret. But of course i can’t 
keep a secret for more than 30 seconds.” 

–Lee Zimmerman

was very little hashing over anything this time. the group nailed 
most of the songs in a handful of takes, which lends the music an 
airy, spontaneous feel. in fact, the band learned to play the songs 
while recording. “We set it up like, ‘We’re not making a record, 
we’re just learning these new songs and we’re going to roll tape at 
the same time,’” he says.

the changes in Bird’s recording process follow changes in his 
life outside music. now married with a baby boy, the singer found his 
lyrics were becoming less oblique. “i think the lack of directness in 
the past led to a lot of interesting writing, but something happened 
with me. i’m a much more direct person now,” says Bird, 38. “i 
was coming out of a pretty dark time and finding … not complete 
satisfaction, but the closest thing i’ve ever come to it.”

that’s not to say that Bird doesn’t revisit some of his favorite 
topics on Break It Yourself: the isolating effects of technology, 

for instance, as well as his fondness for history. “lusitania” was 
inspired by the British ocean liner of the same name, torpedoed by 
a german submarine in 1915. “i like reading dry histories, because 
my imagination creates a novel out of it.” he says. “We have all of 
human history to talk about, and yet pop music seems to be fixated 
on the last 30 or 40 years. i make an effort to break out of that cycle.”

When he wasn’t jamming in his barn or reading history over 
the past few years, Bird was writing for films. he scored the 2011 
movie Norman and contributed the song “the Whistling Caruso” 
to the soundtrack for The Muppets. “i wrote four or five songs for 
them and that’s the one that got in,” he says. “i don’t know how much 
they wrote that scene around what i was writing, but it seemed like 
it was back and forth. i just read the script and thought it was funny 
and had a nice subversive quality.” 

 –Eric R. Danton

dar williams 
making sense of the modern world through the 
myths of an ancient time  
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