JOHN BRANNEN

BRAVADO
Defining John Brannen's place within the pantheon of American music is no simple task.  His journey has taken him to nearly every music capitol—New York, Nashville, Memphis, Muscle Shoals, Los Angeles—and his work draws on all their traditions without settling in any.  “I’m a Southern American artist,” he has said.  “I feel capable of making a bluegrass record and I feel capable of making a jazz record, but what I do is out of the essence of rock ‘n’ roll with Americana, soul and blues influences.”

The success of that approach is everywhere in evidence on his latest album, Bravado, his third for Sly Dog Records and his sixth overall.  Bravado finds Brannen doing what he does best—channeling a segment of the American psyche.  Given the complex nature of 21st century life and the detail and nuance Brannen brings to his work, Bravado is, not surprisingly, a project with real weight and scope.

“It’s a record about survival,” he says, “about putting the best face on desperate times, accepting tragedy and loss, but moving forward with a glimmer of hope and mystery.  It deals with the struggles most of us are going through in terms of trying to hold on to a place where we feel safe.  The essential definition of bravado is pretended courage, and all of these songs are, I think, reflecting people who are trying to exhibit some sort of desperate bravery.”

As always, his take is literate and organic, displaying a poet’s facility for building meaning and emotion one phrase, one image at a time.  From the CD’s first song, the hard-driving “Raised A Rebel,” we are reminded that Brannen views the American experience through a distinctly and proudly Southern lens.

Bravado looks unblinkingly at hope and heartache.  “The Messenger,” which falls musically somewhere between Dylan and Booker T, and “Anywhere But Here,” with its classic feel and passionate vocals, explore dissatisfaction that can reach the most profound levels.  The Stones-ish and bluesy “Dog Wants In” and “I Could Be Persuaded” deal with the power of restlessness and temptation, while “Still In The Game,” with its anthemic echoes of Springsteen, celebrates the pure redemptive power of the human spirit as it wills itself toward the light.  The project’s one cover—a hauntingly powerful version of Gram Parsons’ iconic “Hickory Wind,” serves double duty, softening the hollowness of success markers even as it serves as a touchstone for much of Brannen’s work.

“I can remember where I was standing when I first heard Gram with the Byrds on Sweetheart Of The Rodeo,” he says, “and that record kind of opened a connection to a large spectrum of country and other music that wasn’t open to me before.  David Z worked and wrote with Gram, so we had another connection there.”

Brannen nails it all down with the album’s final song.  “‘Between The Concrete And The Moon’ exemplifies hope in times of desperation,” he says.  “I think people need to grasp something of where they have come from in order to be prepared for a future that cannot be foreseen at all.  They want to hold on to the things they recognize that were good about the past.”

Both “Between The Concrete And The Moon” and “Name Of The Room” allow Brannen and the top-flight musicians accompanying him to stretch out musically, something that fits Brannen's production style.

“This is a jagged record sonically,” he says. “It’s raw.  It’s conversational.  I never set out to create art.  I set out to identify emotions and if all goes well something emerges that hasn’t been apparent.  It’s something like throwing a sheet over a ghost and finally the ghost has a form, something we would not have seen otherwise.”

Bravado once again makes apparent Brannen’s gifts—the rocker’s stance, the poet’s ear, the diarist’s honesty.  He has built a career crafting the intimate turning points of life and love into compelling and universal art, and his influence and standing among peers are both noteworthy.  On the strength of an early tape, Joe Walsh befriended and offered to produce him.  His songs have been recorded by Tom Rush, Reba McEntire, Richie Havens, 

Johnny Rivers and the Eagles, who included his “Somebody,” written with longtime collaborator Jack Tempchin, 

on their Long Road Out Of Eden album.  He has recorded and toured with many of music’s finest, from one-time duet partner Lucinda Williams to his producer, David Z, known for his work with Prince, Buddy Guy and Gov’t Mule, among others.

Brannen was born in Georgia and raised in South Carolina, where he picked up his grandfather’s love of poetry and his mother’s love of music.  He was drawn to a wide spectrum of music and began writing songs after hearing a friend sing what he describes as “imaginative, post-apocalyptic Southern pieces—very poetic and soulful and melodic.”

He was a surfer who traveled to Hawaii and the West Indies, but an encounter with another friend led him back to Charleston to start a band.  He played the East Coast beach circuit, honing his writing skills, finding the truths and lessons inherent in the restless life that played out before him.  Larry Henley, the writer of “Wind Beneath My Wings,” urged him to go to Nashville “because he thought I should be within the fold of the system and not at the edges.”  

He signed with Capitol Records in New York then moved to L.A. to work with Walsh.  His first album, Mystery Street, went Top 20 and produced the single “Desolation Angel.”  Its success led to his signing by Mercury Nashville and the album John Brannen, which produced “Moonlight And Magnolias,” a Top 10 hit on VH1.  Still, he says, “After that, I could see that what I wanted to create and what the system wanted were two different animals.”

He recorded his next album, Scarecrow, in Nashville but released it in Europe, then signed with Detroit’s Sly Dog.  “Sly Dog gave me creative freedom,” he says, “and that is the greatest gift you can give to an artist.  They loved what I did and encouraged me to go make the best records I could.”  The relationship led to 2004’s The Good Thief and 2006’s Twilight Tattoo.  Now, Bravado shows one of America’s most literate and soulful rockers at the height of his creative powers.  There is, within the well-crafted lyrics and the rasp and passion of that unique voice, a nod to dogged determination amid the chaos of tough economic and political times.  Like all of Brannen’s music, it captures compellingly the grit that has always defined the South and leavened the American psyche.
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