The PopWizardry
of Sam Phillips

By Josef Woodard

OMING ON CHRISTMAS LAST

year, singer-songwriter Sam

Ocean Way studios, in Los

mulling over the final

mixes of Cruel Imentions, the album that

would be a follow-up tw her 1988 cult hit,

The Indescribable Wow. Her producer-

hnbuﬂ,TBme&umtt,mwad‘mg

David Letterman in the lounge while

Phillips listened closely to fresh mixes
cranked up to a bristing volume.

For all intents and purposes the proj-
ect was done, but the long-awaited album
would have to wait just a bit longer. Vir-
gin Records had wanted Phillips to add a

cover song to the package as a commer-
ca.alsafegtmd The company had good
reason to handle its artist care: Wow
on many ten-best lists — but despite
boasting some of the brightest pop hooks
in town, the album had failed to connect

Cruel Imventions was finally released last
May, without a cover song. “We couldn’t
find one that we liked and were comfort-
able with” Phillips says now. “They just
nixed the idea. I'm glad, because to do
something forced like that doesn’t work.”

Bumett, an attentive student of musi-
cal Americana, was sensitive to the magj-
cal buzz at Ocean Way. With unabashed
m,]'lepo&udmdsesn.ldiowheuuud\
of Brian Wilson's masterpiece Pet Sounds

was put . He says, "I listened to
that album a lot beforc launching into
Sam’s album.” And, like Pet Sounds, Cruel
Imventions is full of inventive and
studio wizardry but never at the expense
of introspective themes, basic melodic ap-
peal or enticing layers of sound.

It’s midsummer, and Phillips has just
returned from the UK., where she was
on tour opcni.ng for Elvis Costello. In
her manager’s office, she’s rummaging
through a pile of promo photos. She se-

lects an image from a contact sheet of
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ing videos seems to be tricky business for
her. Phiﬂqxsamnpmmandanaug
ma, a pop musician going

“This is the problem,” Phillips says.
“My music is sort of alternative, but it’s
not quite alternative. Comments I hear

if's not dance music, it’s not this or that!
Nobody can tell me what it is or where it
can fit. The other thing is, even though I
dohhmmdmgs,l’mawdm
for a pop song”
Clearly, Cruel Imentions is more com-
said that this album is more mean or
more sad or i "H’nﬂpssays."l
don’t know if that has to do with
getting married to T Bone” — she breaks
into a laugh — “but that’s the main thing
that happened.”
On the album, Phillips and Burnett
have managed to make her songs audibly
pm'ocam without being meulycrafty
“tricky,” she says, laughing. “W/
clontwa.nt to trick anyone. We're ]ust
trying to make it interesting to listen to.”
One of the album’s tracks is “Where
the Colors Don’t Go,” the most plainly
poppish song and the one most like The
Indescribable Wow. Elsewhere on the al-
bum, conventional ingredients are trans-
formed into something stranger, more
evocative, to suit Phillips’s cryptic
Marc Ribot’s alien guitar sounds, Van
Dyhpuhsmmswngmxgmm.
thick icings of Phillips’s harmonies, the

antiquated synthesizer known as the

Chamberlain and unusual percussion
tracks make up Cruel Imentions’ palette.

Bom and raised in Los Angeles, Phil-
lips was a lover of mop-top-era Beatles
and then her parents’ collection of 78s. In
her teens, she graduated to the study of
such singer-songwriters as Randy New-
man, Joni Mitchell (Blue was “the only
record of hers that I liked”) and Bruce
Cockburn. Writing her own songs was
the next step.

I love clever, because I'm not clever,”
Phillips asserts. "I admire that in people

gravitate toward melody, because the old
Forties music was about that. I don’t hear
alotofdmmmac.andlmrt.

cut two albums for the Chris-

tian label \Vord Records but soon be-

to Virgin, her first secu-
lar home base. She
swapped her given name,
Leslie, for her nickname,
Sam, which unwittingly
connected her to the leg-
endary Sun Studios
founder, Sam Phillips.
Cruel Inventions may
not introduce Phillips to
the music marketplace at
large, but she maintains
the long view nonethe-
less. “Celebrity is really
uninteresting, and it’s tir-
ing. If you're well known
“for something you love,
that’s great. What could
be better than that? But
just to be famous for
who you go out with or
what you wear or be-
cause you're the latest
thing, that’s completely
unrewarding. The work
is the thing,” she adds,
“the great thing” ¥-)

Def Leppard: Ready to Roar?

E'RE ON THE SLIPPERY
slope down to happy-
land,” singer Joe Elliowt
says confidently when
asked about the prog-
ress of Def Leppard’s long-awaited fol-
low-up to its 1987 multiplatinum album,
Hysteria. "We've got eight songs finished,

two that need finishing up. We're going
to reconvene as a four-piece in two and a

half weeks’ time to nail these other two
songs down. Then I've just got to record
the vocals on them and then, hopefully,
just mixing, We'd like to think we'll have
the finished this side of Christmas.

"Mr. Prediction here,” he adds with a
laugh. T told [comanager Peter] Mensch
that we would have the last album ready
by January ’85. He got it two years and
eight months later.”

This time around the Leppards have
tragedy. Work on the new record was in-
terrupted when founding guitarist Steve
Clark was found dead in his London town
house on January 8th. According to the

coroncrs report, Clark died of respiratory
from excessive quantities
of alcohol rmxed with antidepressant

“They played me a little bit of a
solo Phil had done,” says Elliott, "and it
sounded so much like Steve it was really
eerie. We all looked at each other and
got shudders down our backs.”

As for the new material, Elliotr hasn’t
given any titles away but describes the
songs as “shorter and more to the point”
than those on Hysteria. “"The last album,

we tended to drag songs out,” he says.
“This one, there’s a couple that are mid-
tempo, there are a few ballads. But the
rockers are rockers. And the ones we
would consider singles are more in the
vein of ‘Pour Some Sugar on Me’ and
‘Armageddon It wh|d1 aren't really fast,
but they've got power.”

Once the record is done, the Lep-
pards’ next order of business will be se-
lecting a new second guitarist. They’ve
tossed some names around already but so
first is that whoever gets the job must
have a British passport. "We'd look daft
with an American or Canadian or Vene-
zuelan guitarist,” says Elliott. The second
is that there will be no auditions. "I don’t
like the idea of judging someone on twen-
ty minutes of blizing out. I'd rather go on

In the meantime, Elliott insists,
“we’re finishing the record as a four-
piece, there will only be four of us on
the sleeve, and it will probably be dedi-
cated to Steve.” = Davip FrickE
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