PHILO RECORDS ARTIST BIO

PHILO RECORDS ARTIST BIO


[image: image1.png]Dhilo$)



Ellis Paul 
American Jukebox Fables


Street Date: April 5, 2005
Ellis Paul’s folk credentials are unassailable. They are as genuine as the thirteen Boston Music Awards he has earned, as indelible as the tattoo of Woody Guthrie that adorns his arm and as authentic as the musical roots he draws upon with every single note he plays. Most importantly, every musical step that Ellis has taken over the course of his storied 15+ year folk career has rung true. That track record of reliability and the level of inherent trust between Ellis and his fans will serve him well as he embarks on a new and exciting sonic direction with American Jukebox Fables, his latest album on Philo/Rounder.

On American Jukebox Fables, his first solo album since 2002’s The Speed of Trees, Ellis made the conscious decision to fold elements of a fuller pop production into his sparsely appointed folk domain, not out of dissatisfaction or boredom but merely from a need to do something engaging and different. 

“We were trying to do something contemporary with sort of an old style approach to writing and subject matter,” Ellis says. “I wanted to write a folk/country record, so there are songs about trains and jukeboxes and bars and pick-up trucks. There was a simplified approach to writing but I didn’t want to produce it that way. I wanted it to be produced like a folk/rock record with some pop elements.”

The first piece of the puzzle was identifying a producer who could find the balance between Ellis’ folk catalog and his pop/rock aspirations. Irish singer/songwriter/producer Flynn (whose fame internationally allows him to be known by just his surname) shares management with Ellis and that link ultimately brought the pair together in the studio. Although Ellis was initially skeptical that Flynn’s historically progressive studio work would translate to the sound he envisioned for American Jukebox Fables, it only took one song to allay his qualms.

“I went to his place and played him ‘Home,’ a song from the record,” Ellis recalls. “I had a verse and a chorus at that point, and he fleshed it out on his own and sent it back to me. I was like, ‘Wow, this is pretty amazing.’ Eventually, we kind of did that song for song, and after three or four songs, I decided we were going to do it like this and he would have to do the whole record.”

As it turned out, Ellis had long wanted to explore his own folk work filtered through the prism of his earliest pop and rock listening experiences but had never found a producer to help him put those influences in the proper context. Flynn’s fortuitous appearance just as Ellis was finishing the songs for a new album revealed to him a direction that even he himself had not imagined. Beyond occasional gorgeous background vocals from Rachael Davis and intermittent piano and strings from Bostonian Keith Reid, Ellis’ acoustic guitars and Flynn’s multi-instrumental assistance make American Jukebox Fables a true collaboration between artist and producer.

“I’m enamored by the late ’60s/early ’70s, Rod Stewart/Bob Dylan/Neil Young/James Taylor sparse production style. You know, the standard folk/rock band with electric guitar, Hammond B3 organ, drums and a live approach. It was like working with a chemistry set and a mad genius and creating little experiments.”
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At the heart of the new album are Ellis’ contemporarily timeless songs, musical vignettes that resonate with personal yet universal reflection, powered by equal reliance on broad themes and minute details. Although Ellis drew from the brilliance of his personal muse for the songs on American Jukebox Fables, he also turned his attention outward for inspiration.

“A lot of it was me looking at other people’s songs,” Ellis says. “I looked at a selection of my favorite songs, like ‘City of New Orleans’ by Steve Goodman, which is a song from a train’s perspective. I haven’t done that for awhile - I once wrote a song from a gun’s perspective - and I thought, ‘As an exercise, I need to try that again.’ So I wrote a song from a highway’s perspective, and that’s ‘Blacktop Train,’ which is Route 66 talking about the advent of the car. Then there’s ‘Time,’ which is like ‘Time in a Bottle,’ where I was looking for another metaphor for losing time and came up with ‘Time is a bird that can’t be caged.’ And ‘Bad Bad Blood’ is kind of a crime song but it was inspired by ‘Bad, Bad Leroy Brown.’ I wanted to write little vignettes, and that’s why I say it’s like country material. The approach was just a little more straightforward and less metaphorical.”

Enormous changes in Ellis’ personal life also serve as inspiration for some of his newest songs. Since The Speed of Trees, Ellis has married and experienced the birth of his first child and he has woven those life-altering events into the intricate fabric of American Jukebox Fables as well.

“In the song ‘Home,’ our house burns down, and it’s a metaphor for my life being more important than the house,” says Ellis. “We had to make a choice to leave this dream house up in Maine and get close to my wife’s parents with the baby and all, so metaphorically it was like losing a house. And then there’s ‘Marc Chagall,’ and that’s also about commitment to family and having to simplify your life.”

And is that perhaps a little rap percolating up through the mix on ‘Marc Chagall’? “Yeah, it is,” says Ellis with a laugh. “It’s more like rap with a ‘w’. There were two speaking parts on the album and they’re both on places where the bridge should have been. I said to Flynn, ‘I could put a bridge in but I don’t want to get out of these chord changes...but I need to do something different. You know, I kind of hear someone rapping over it.’ He tried, which was great because he has this great Irish accent but when we played it for people they said it should be me. I didn’t know if I could pull it off but I think it works well. It’s so brief you’ll probably do a little double take. ‘Did that guy just rap? Was that Ellis?’ The thing with this was to keep an open mind and try everything that came to mind without hesitation. That’s why there are all those strange sound effects and weird backward guitars and bizarre pipe sounding orchestrations. It was fun and it got me excited about being in a recording studio again.”

While longtime fans may catch their breath slightly at all this talk of open-mindedness and change, the answer to the obvious question is, “Yes, it is most assuredly Ellis.” The immutable fact is that Ellis Paul’s work has always and will always reflect his passion for the music he creates, whether it springs from his abiding love of folk and blues or the pop and rock that informed his teenage listening habits. This is the bedrock for everything Ellis has ever done and it is the reason his catalog up to and including American Jukebox Fables is so enduring.

“I think this holds up to anything I’ve done,” Ellis says with obvious pride. “Pound for pound, I think it’s the best thing I’ve ever done.”
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