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paul 
simon 
peels back 
the Years

when paul simon 
 began working 
on a new batch 

of songs early last year, he 
flashed back to his previous 
disc, 2006’s Surprise – and 
realized his favorite part of 
that sonically dense collab-
oration with Brian Eno was 
one melodic chord sequence. 
“I said, ‘That’s the part I liked 
the best out of all of it,’ ” he 
recalls, “ ‘so maybe I’ll go and 
do a thing I haven’t done in 
20-odd years, which is sit in 
a room and write.’ ” 

Setting up in a cottage 
next to his house in Con-
necticut, Simon began craft-
ing songs built around what 
he calls “interesting harmo-
ny and structure” instead 
of beats, as he’s done for the 
past 25 years. Those songs 
will emerge in April, on Si-
mon’s 12th studio album, 
So Beautiful Or So What. 
“Since Graceland, I’ve al-
ways made the rec ord based 
on either making the tracks 
or the percussion first,” he 
says. “This time, the stimuli 
was a guitar in my lap. That 
takes me back to ‘Still Crazy 
After All These Years’ or 
‘Something So Right,’ those 
more complicated ballads.” 

Working with producer 
Phil Ramone, 

“It takes me back to 
‘Still Crazy After All 
These Years,’ ” he says 
of his new LP 
By David Browne

[Cont. on 10]

axl rose breaks 
interview silence

AXL ROSE
The GnR frontman 
agreed to meet 
press before their 
Abu Dhabi gig

‘i have no idea why he wants to  
talk, or what he wants to talk about,” 
explains Guns N’ Roses’ manager Doc 

McGhee, shouting to be heard over the warm up 
act at Flash’s final Yas Arena gig. “He may just 
want to say whatever’s on his mind, and then 
hopefully you’ll get a couple of questions.” The 
news that Axl Rose was interested in doing an 
interview – which McGhee later speculates is the 
first one he’s agreed to in 14 years – had led us on 
a frantic cross-country drive, followed by a two-

kilometer sprint across the car park just to be 
there in time. A half hour later Rose, accompa-
nied by the rest of the band, walks into the empty 
(except for rolling stone and a journo from 
Gulf News) hospitality room and takes a seat, 
requesting a cup of tea and politely shaking ev-
erybody’s hands. Expecting some sort of earth-
shattering revelation to spill forth, the table goes 
quiet, before the loaded silence gets too much 
and, with hands spread, Axl invites us to begin. 
Sporting his now-trademark hat and shades, it’s 
difficult to gauge his mood, and as talk turns to 
what the 21,000 baying fans outside can expect 
from the relatively new-look Guns N’ Roses line-
up, his low drawl does little to shed light on why 
he suddenly feels like talking.

Backstage in Abu Dhabi, the GNR 
singer talks to the media – for the 
first time in 14 years By Matt Ross

[Cont. on 11]
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who recorded 
Simon’s classic Seventies al-
bums, he began casually cut-
ting the songs in the cottage, 
which houses all of Simon’s 
guitars and home-record-
ing gear. The resulting “me-
ticulous demos,” in Simon’s 
words, form a standout disc 
that blends the emotional and 
musical directness of his early 
solo LPs with a surprising dose 
of social commentary. “Love 
and Hard Times” and “Ques-
tions for the Angels” are lumi-
nous story-songs about peo-
ple searching for meaning in a 
confused world (the latter men-
tions Jay-Z); other tunes refer-
ence a nephew serving in Iraq 
(the deceptively bouncy single 
“Getting Ready for Christmas 
Day”), Martin Luther King Jr.’s 
assassination (the jittery title 
track), and a Vietnam vet work-
ing at a car wash (“Rewrite”). “I 
don’t set out with a message,” 
Simon says. “It just comes out  
that way.” 

Throughout the album, the 
focus stays on Simon’s intricate 
guitar chords and still-supple 
voice (at 69, he says he no long-
er smokes or drinks, and he 
even quit coffee). But in keep-
ing with Simon’s musical eclec-
ticism, he and Ramone spent 
more than a year tinkering with 
the tracks with a small team of 
collaborators including long-
time Simon guitarist Vincent 
Nguini and world-music per-
cussionist Steve Shehan, who 
has worked with Bob Dylan 
and Peter Gabriel. Doyle Law-

son and Quicksilver’s Indian 
percussion and Southern-gos-
pel harmonies were added onto 
“Dazzling Blue.” Elsewhere, Si-
mon’s wife, Edie Brickell, and 
teenage daughter Lulu contrib-
uted harmonies. 

The lyrically and musical-
ly complex “Love and Hard 
Times,” which opens with Si-
mon’s voice and piano and ends 
with a swelling string section, 
took more than a year to com-
plete. Simon even dabbled in 
sampling for the first time, in-

corporating a bit of a Sonny 
Terry harmonica part in “Love 
Is Eternal Sacred Light.” “From 
working with Paul in the past, 
we all got to learn that just be-
cause something is great at 
that moment doesn’t mean it’s 
going to last,” Ramone says. 
“But what I love about work-
ing with Paul is that no doors 
are closed – none. Adventure is 
OK with him.”

The album reminds Simon 
of his first, sparsely produced 
solo disc, 1972’s Paul Simon, 

which has been rediscovered in 
indie-rock circles: Spoon and 
Grizzly Bear have both covered 
songs from it, and Vampire 
Weekend’s Ezra Koenig just cut 
“Papa Hobo” for the soundtrack 
to an upcoming Uma Thurman 
film, Ceremony. 

Grizzly Bear drummer 
Chris Bear, whose band joined 
Simon at a Brooklyn Acad-
emy of Music show in 2009, 
pitched in on the new LP with 
a few electronic drum parts. 
“It seems quite natural to me,” 
Simon says about being em-
braced by the new generation 
of indie-rock acts. “There’s  
always a fascination with re-
turning to songwriting. In a 
way, my record sounds like an 
indie record.” 

Simon himself is now an 
indie act: After 30 years with 
Warner Bros., he self-financed 
the sessions for So Beautiful 
and then inked a deal with 
Concord Music Group. To pro-
mote the disc, Simon is gear-
ing up for spring and summer 
shows that he hopes will in-
clude rarely heard songs such 
as “Peace Like a River” (from 
Paul Simon) and “Crazy Love 
Vol. II” (Graceland). In the 
meantime, Simon and Art Gar-
funkel’s recently canceled sum-
mer tour is still off the table, 
due to Garfunkel’s ongoing re-
covery from vocal-cord paresis. 
“I’d like to sing with Artie one 
more time, but that’s down the 
road,” Simon says. “I’m focused 
on this album and this band. 
It’s my kind of rock & roll.” 

done events reveals 2011 plans, announces Usher gig

hOmEwARd 
bOund For the 

first time in 
decades, Simon 

just sat down 
with a guitar 

and wrote

Following the recent announce-
ment that February’s Gulf Bike 
Week Exhibition will be head-
lined by Amy Winehouse, Mike 
Posner and Pharrell Williams 
with N.E.R.D, Dubai-based Done 
Events have also revealed that 
they will be bringing Grammy 
Award-winning R&B singer 
Usher’s OMG World Tour to the 
U.A.E. in March.

Recent months have seen 
relatively few major artists em-
barking on international tours, 
so while securing acts has been 
difficult, director Thomas Ove-
sen points out that the upcom-
ing series of high-profile gigs 
is just part of Done’s plans for 
the coming year. With Usher’s 

first Middle East performance 
confirmed at Dubai’s Media City 
Amphitheater on March 10, Ove-
sen was also quick to reassure 
residents that the recent spate 
of big concerts in neighbor-
ing Abu Dhabi was unlikely to 
signify a reduction in Dubai’s in-
ternational draw. “The approach 
that Abu Dhabi has taken to pro-
moting the city, partly through 
sporting and entertainment 
events, has been very success-
ful,” he says. “They’ve spent a 
lot of money and attracted some 
great artists, and that’s given 
them a profile. However, Dubai 
has more people in the immedi-
ate surroundings that would be 
interested in buying tickets. So I 

think it balances out.”With that 
in mind, Ovesen also hinted at 
a number of other Dubai-based 
initiatives, which includes an 
event series encompassing 
“quirky, corny, indie-style 
artists” and more events to 
be confirmed towards the 
end of the spring season.

Gulf Bike Week, the 
Festival City venue for 
Winehouse, Williams and 
Posner, will also play 
host to the first Rolling 
Stone Middle East Battle 
of the Bands, which will 
showcase a number of 
regional unsigned acts on 
a dedicated stage.      
            ALI PHILIPS

R&B star joins Winehouse, Williams, N.E.R.D and Posner on exciting New Year schedule

[Cont. from 9]

Usher



R&R

Rolling Stone, January 2011 • 11

fr
o

m
 t

o
p

: c
o

u
r

te
sy

 o
f 

ch
il

lo
u

t 
p

r
o

d
u

c
ti

o
n

s;
 c

o
u

r
te

sy
 o

f 
c

a
n

d
ie

’s
; r

eu
te

r
s

“We try to go 
all out,” he says. “For me, one 
of the really cool things is that I 
don’t have to get on anybody in 
the band, like ‘Hey, do this or do 
that’. Everybody takes a certain 
amount of pride in what they 
do.” Rose seems relaxed, almost 
low-key, despite the fact that the 
chanting from the fans outside is 
getting louder by the second. We 
ask if he’s surprised that Guns N’ 
Roses still generate such loyalty, 
decades after starting out. Cra-
dling his tea, he shrugs. “I think 
that it’s a lot to do with the mate-
rial from the past, it’s a lot to do 
with the heart that was put into 
it then. But if we weren’t putting 
heart into it now, if I wasn’t put-
ting my heart into it, the fans 
would not let me get away with 
it. You have a lot of people here 
tonight that probably haven’t 
seen us before, but have maybe 
read about us, or seen us on the 
web. But in a lot of other coun-

tries, people have seen us be-
fore, or have seen the old band 
and we have to live up to more. 
We have to work a bit harder, be-
cause you’re living up to the leg-
end, or the myth or whatever 
you want to call it.” Bearing in 
mind that we were warned that 
talk of the old days of GnR might 
not go down well, it’s surprising 
to hear Rose not only acknowl-
edge the distinction, but to rem-
inisce further. “I would say in the 
past, especially in our club days 
and things like that, like ’88 or 
’89, you could fall off stage and 
it was OK. Then it turned into, 
I can’t dive off but other bands 
can. I do everything I can to try 
not to fall off. I always see the 
tape on the stage, the glow-in-
the-dark tape they put on the 
edge. And I remember when 
they didn’t have it at the LA Col-
iseum when we opened for the 
Stones, and when the lights went 
down, I went down.” The anec-
dote prompts a bout of raucous 
laughter amongst the rest of the 

band which seems, in Rose’s 
mind, to signify that our brief 
meeting is drawing to a close. 
“But we’re glad to be here now, 
and it’s cool to see the venue. 
But we’d better get out there be-
fore they tear it down.” Then, 
with the first proper smile we’ve 
seen since he walked in, he adds. 
“Not like that’s ever happened 
in my history, right?” With the 
commotion outside approach-
ing deafening, McGhee suggests 
they head out. “It’s their fault!” 
someone yells, waving in our 
general direction, “blame them!” 
And just before he gets up to go 
on stage, with the sole two invit-
ed members of the press still be-
mused as to why he’s suddenly 
broken his media blackout, Rose 
offers a parting shot. “Hey, any-
thing that I can blame on roll-
ing stone…” And with that, 
he’s gone. Moments later he’s 
emerging on stage to “Chinese 
Democracy,” with a nine-min-
ute recording the only proof he 
was ever here. 

Dubai Festival Lands U.S. Acts

While a bu dh a bi 
has dominated re-
cent months with 

a series of high-profile gigs, 
Dubai will play host to a raft 
of big names as the Skywards 
Dubai International Jazz Fes-
tival 2011 marks a month-long 
celebration of jazz and main-
stream pop. “I’m sure the fes-
tival will occupy a great deal of 
the events calendars of Dubai,” 
says Anthony Younes, CEO of 
organizers Chillout Produc-
tions. “We made sure that the 
bands and shows we’ll be fea-
turing this year will attract 
music lovers of all kinds, not 
just jazz fans.” Though an-
chored by three nights of in-
ternational acts – including 
Alison Moyet, Jools Holland, 
Macy Gray, Lifehouse, Josh-
ua Radin and Train – the fes-
tival kicks off on January 20 
with a nine-day series of 18 
free concerts in Dubai’s JBR 
area. February 8 sees the start 
of Jazz World – a week-long 
program of performances 
that mixes British jazz acts 
such as Soweto Kinch and 
Down to the Bone, with in-
ternational artists like Mar-

ion Meadows and Bob Bald-
win. The closing concerts run 
from February 16-18. Add-
ing acts such as U.S. bands 
Lifehouse and Train will, or-
ganizers hope, open the en-
tire festival up to a wider au-
dience. “In order to diversify 
the festival line-up over the 
full month, featuring main-
stream pop acts is essential,” 
Younes explains. “This kind of 
music is obviously very pop-
ular amongst younger audi-
ences.” Key to the line-up has 
also been the desire to cater to 

a wide range of jazz aficiona-
dos – a difficult task in a genre 
that has spawned innumer-
able offshoots. “The general 
jazz dial has swung sharply 
towards new trends, incorpo-
rating everything from tradi-
tional blues to bebop and eth-
nic music,” Younes says. “Our 
main objective while short-
listing the bands was variety, 
quality and, of course, popu-
larity. We tried to find the best 
selection of artists that would 
fit these criteria, and I believe 
we have.”         ANTHONY McGREGOR

Jazz festival to include local musicians, U.K. showcase and international headliners

[Cont. from 9]

axl rose

TraIN TraCKs 
The U.S. band 
will close the  

Dubai festival

Flash announces 2011 
show Weekends roster
Eric clapton, Stevie Wonder, 
Thirty Seconds To Mars and 
Tiesto are all lined up to play 
Abu Dhabi as part of Flash 
Entertainment’s 
2011 Yas Island 
Show Weekends. 
Guitar virtuoso 
Clapton will play 
Yas Arena on 
February 11th. 
The promoters 
promise “a catalogue of hits” 
from one of the finest blues 
players around. On February 
17th, Dutch DJ Tiesto will play 
at the Flash Forum – a re-
scheduled date following the 
cancellation of his Septem-
ber gig in the U.A.E. capital. 
Pretty boy Jared Leto brings 
his rock three-piece Thirty 
Seconds To Mars, recently 
voted Best International 
Band at the 2010 Kerrang! 
Awards to town on March 
11th, before the season 
wraps with a March 18th gig 
from the legendary American 
singer-songwriter Stevie 
Wonder.

The Clash sign on  
to official biopic
Bandmates Mick Jones and 
Paul Simonon have signed 
on to executive-produce the 
movie, which will focus on 
the making of the band’s 1979 
classic, London Calling. “Fans 
of The Clash all over the world 
have been waiting a long time 
to see their extraordinary 
story played out properly 
and accurately on the big 
screen,” said producer Alison 
Owen. “We’re happy that 
Mick and Paul are onboard to 
help steer the ship.” It starts 
shooting next year.

Tupac biography  
coming in 2012
The first authorized biography 
of the late rapper will be 
released in 2012 by Simon & 
Schuster. Former ROLLING 
STONE contributor 
and Real World 
castmate Kevin 
Powell is writing 
the book. “I will 
present Tupac as 
the very whole 
and multilayered 
being he was,” he said. “Our 
relationship began when 
I documented his journey 
[in the 1990s]. I will never 
forget being there at that Las 
Vegas hospital when Tupac’s 
death was announced.” Afeni 
Shakur, the late rapper’s 
mother, said, “I trust him and 
his history of documenting my 
son’s life, and I know he will 
do the book from his heart.”

In the news

Tupac

Wonder




