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driving power ballad with some nice 
percussive elements and an accessible, 
if unremarkable, vocal from Wills. The 
singer charms with a down -home vocal 
style on such likable songs as "One of 
These Days," the witty "I Hate 
Chicago," and the well- meaning if sim- 
plistic "In My Heaven." A high point is 
the Skip Ewing/Donny Kees homesick 
ballad "Back on Earth," which features 
a strong, heartfelt Wills vocal. Else- 
where, production and musicianship 
outshine vocals and lyrical content on 
such forgettable ballads as "Universe," 
"Somebody," and "Lost in a Kiss "; a 
goofy Wills vocal can't save the cliché - 
ridden "I'll Be Around." Wills has al- 
ways had a knack for tear - jerkers, and 
he offers a real weeper here with "The 
Balloon Song." In sum, it's a solid 
commercial effort, but the package 
offers little that would motivate one to 
push "play" a year from now. -RW 

* BRENN HILL 
Call You Cowboy 
PRODUCERS: various 
Paras /Real West RW 6002 
Few industry archetypes have lost 
ground the way country music's hat acts 
have. From outside the mainstream, 
Brenn Hill seems up to the task of 
reclaiming and redefining the term: 
"Your daddy calls you a drifter/I call you 
cowboy," he sings on the title track, an 
inviting introduction to a collection that 
seeks to instill pride in all aspects of 
Western life. On Call You Cowboy, tunes 
that begin as love songs end with the 
guy leaving for the open road, or they 
wind up being odes to "Lady Idaho" or 
"Wyoming Wind"; although Hill's vocal 
range is limited, his honesty and charm 
are boundless. In the Gene Autry tradi- 
tion, Hill performs in a neatly acoustic, 
innately melodic vein -he lopes 
through uptempos, ballads, and camp- 
fire recitations, rarely breaking a sweat. 
That may not please fans of more emo- 
tive singers like Faith Hill and Tim 
McGraw, but it makes for a whole other 
kind of "cool" country that's undeniably 
appealing. Distributed by Four Winds 
Trading Co.-AB 

JAZZ 
ETTA JAMES 

Blue Gardenia 
PRODUCER: John Snyder 
Private Music 11580 
Etta James, whose voice is surely a 
force of nature -and whose soul -belt- 
ing R&LB style is a national treasure - 
has always had a hit -or -miss relation- 
ship with standards. For instance, her 
classic '60s hit versions of the once - 
pastel tunes "Trust In Me" and "At 
Last" gloriously clicked, bringing 
explosive vitality to the songs. Other 
times, her patented rough- and -tum- 
ble, over -the -top approach over- 
whelmed the tunes. On Blue Garde- 
nia, James and the material are a 
near -perfect fit -perhaps because she 
took the path of the sinuous readings 
first given to many of these tunes 40 
years ago by Ray Charles and the late 
Dinah Washington. Yet the spare 
(some might say too -loosely played) 
arrangements by pianist Cedar Wal- 
ton, elegantly Ellingtonian in design, 
seem designed to fit a singer with a 
less robust style. That aside, the title 
track and the minor -mode "Cry Me a 
River" are riveting. -BH 

WORLD MUSIC 

* SUSHEELA RAMAN 
Salt Rain 
PRODUCER: Sam Mills 

Narada World 72438 -50955 
This debut album made the short-list of 
nominees for the U.K.'s Mercury Prize, 
and it deserves that level of recognition. 
Raman studied with the legendary Hin- 
dustani singer Shruti Sandolikar and has 
performed with the Asian underground 
group Joi. A consummate vocalist, she 
travels effortlessly between styles as 
diverse as Camatic music and American 
folk. Raman's voice is as alluring as it is 

agile, and with the input of musical wiz 
Sam Mills, she sings against ever -shifting 
sonic backdrops that are inspired by a 
world's worth of musical ideas. From 
Raman's amazing cover of "Trust In Me" 
(from Disney's Jungle Book) to "Kamak- 
shi "-which sounds equally indebted to 
Arabic, Camatic, and ambient music - 
Salt Rain ranges far beyond the usual 
Asian categories. -PVV 

CLASSICAL 
* MARLBORO MUSIC FESTIVAL 50th 
ANNIVERSARY ALBUM 
PRODUCER: Paul Zinman 
Bridge Records 9108Á/B 
Featuring concert recordings from 1969 
to '97, this thoughtfully produced two - 
disc set complements the two -disc col- 
lection that Sony Classical issued last 
year on behalf of the Marlboro Music 
Festival's golden jubilee. Co- founded by 
pianist Rudolf Serkin with fellow Euro- 
pean emigrés, the Vermont festival has 
helped train and inspire countless top 
musicians -among them pianist Peter 
Serkin (who appeared alongside his 
father on the Sony set), as well as star 
violist Kim Kashkashian and members 
of the Emerson Quartet, who play in the 
Marlboro string orchestra led by the 
great Sándor Végh here in a rough -but- 
right take on Bartók's Divertimento. The 
Bartók appears on the second disc along 
with chamber works by Kurtág and 
Ligeti. The first disc features pieces by 
Verdi, Schubert, and Mendelssohn- 
plus, in a typically charmed Marlboro 
teaming, Beethoven's Three Marches for 
piano, four hands, with octogenarian 
Mieczyslaw Horszowski pairing with 
Cecile Licad, an artist a quarter of his 
age. Distributed by Albany Music. BB 

CHRISTIAN 
SIERRA 

The Journey 
PRODUCERS: Scott Williamson and 

Brian Green 

Pamplin 04293 
There's something uniquely soothing 
about ethereal female harmonies, and 
the trio Sierra has long been known for 
such sounds. On their fifth album, The 
Journey, Sierra's Wendi Foy Green, 
Jennifer Hendrix, and Marianne Adams 
wrap their lovely voices around such 
solid songs as "Carry Me," a gorgeous 
Celtic- flavored number with an uplift- 
ing message. Among the other high- 
lights are "I Will Exalt the One," "For 
the Rest of My Life," and the title track. 
Although the vocals are characteristi- 
cally polished, the production has an 
earthier feel than the trio's previous 
outings, which gives the ladies more 
breathing room. The quality of the 
material and the performances make 
this a journey well worth taking. -DEP 

N P R I N T 

Heavier Than Heaven: A Biography 
of Kurt Cobain 
By Charles R. Cross 
Hyperion 
400 pages; $24.95 

Our Band Could Be Your Life: 
Scenes from the American Indie 
Underground 1981 -1991 
By Michael Azerrad 
Little, Brown & Company 
522 pages; $25.95 

When Nirvana broke through to 
the U.S. mainstream charts, the 
general public -and indeed, the 
music industry itself -were 
stunned that an upstart band of 
unknown punks could dethrone the 
then -invincible Michael Jackson 

just months before Cobain's April 
1994 suicide. Both writers bring 
a real depth of understanding of 
their subjects. 

Taken from the title of an old 
Minuteman tune, Azerrad's Our 
Band Could Be Your Life is an 
exceptional look at some of the 
alt -rock nation's pioneers, though 
few of them would stay around 
long enough to cash in on the 
gold rush that followed the suc- 
cess of Nevermind. Beginning 
with the story of Southern Cali- 
fornia hardcore punk pioneers 
Black Flag (Henry Rollins and 
company), Azerrad weaves an 
extremely entertaining tale of 
bands at odds with the main- 

stream, yet able to connect 
with the pockets of kids that 
related to them the way their 
older brothers and sisters 
related to the Beatles, the 
Stones, Led Zeppelin, 
and Alice Cooper. Black 
Flag's tale is typical: 
Relentless touring, 
self -released singles 
and albums, bro- 
ken -down vehi- 
cles, and squalid 
living accom- 
modations 
were de rigeur 
for '80s indie 
bands. 

If there 
is any fault 
with Azer- 
rad's book, 

it is that the prose 
sometimes fails to 
convey to the reader 
just how good some 
of these bands were. 
The sections on the 
Replacements and Husker Dü, in 
particular, don't play up the phe- 
nomenal musical achievements of 
these two acts as much as this 
reviewer would have liked. 

Azerrad's championing of such 
historical footnotes as Big Black 
and Beat Happening seem to be 
included as personal favorites of 
the author, rather than for the 
real quality of their recorded out- 
put. This is a subjective matter, of 
course, but Azerrad's overall point 
is an objective truth -that such 
bands as Sonic Youth, Minute- 
men, Fugazi, and Mudhoney did 
the heavy lifting for bands like 
Pearl Jam and Smashing Pump- 
kin that followed in their wake. 
And this book makes the case for 
a full -length Butthole Surfers 
biography- stopping their story 
at their late -in- the -day signing to 
Capitol only leaves the reader 
wanting to know the whole story 
of rock's strangest denizens. 

Azerrad's book sets the stage 
for the arrival of Nirvana, and 
Cross is up to the task of telling 
the tale of a band cut short in its 

from the top of The Billboard 200 in 
the Jan. 11, 1992, issue. But for those 
observers of the U.S. rock under- 
ground that brewed in the late '70s 
and throughout the following 
decade, the band's success stood as a 
hard -won victory for the misfit musi- 
cians and fans who had created a net- 
work of alternative clubs, fanzines, 
and record labels that the majority 
of music lovers were either unaware 
of or outright rejected during the 
years leading up to Nevermind. 

Both of these books serve as a 
nice complement to each other. 
Charles R. Cross' biography of 
Kurt Cobain delves deep into the 
life and times of the Nirvana 
singer /guitarist -the unlikely, 
and ultimately doomed, figure- 
head for a generation. Michael 
Azerrad examines 13 acts that 
helped pave the way for the 
numerous alt -rock success sto- 
ries of the early '90s. Cross and 
Azerrad come equipped with 
first -rate credentials to tell these 
tales: As editor of Seattle's Rock- 
et, Cross was the first to do a 
cover story on Cobain and com- 
pany, while Azerrad was the 
author of the band -sanctioned 
tome Come As You Are, published 

prime. Readers will be chilled to 
learn that a teenaged Cobain 
allegedly told a friend of his plan 
to become a "superstar musi- 
cian" and then end it all by his 
own hand, a prophesy that 
would come to fruition a mere 
13 years later. 

Likewise, Cobain's years of 
drug abuse are harrowing by any- 
one's standards, and the fact that 
his heroin addiction became a 
full -time gig the very month that 
Nevermind was released illus- 
trates a fragile state of mind at 
best and an outright death wish 
at worst. Also, Cross deserves 
major kudos for his re- creation of 
the events surrounding Cobain's 
tormented final days. 

Cross takes pains to explode 
many of the myths Cobain in- 
vented about his past, but 
strangely, he seems to accept the 

claims of mysterious stom- 
ach ail- 
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ments that the artist constantly 
used as his rationale for drug abuse. 
As some have speculated, those 
pains may have been a direct result 
of his addictions (i.e., heroin with- 
drawal), so a little healthy skepti- 
cism about this particular topic 
might have yielded the definitive 
source of the problem. That said, 
Heavier Than Heaven makes a 
reader wonder yet again where a 
further evolution of Cobain's musi- 
cal gifts might have taken his fans. 

With the mooted release of a 
Nirvana boxed set to commemo- 
rate the 10th anniversary of Nev- 
ermind (widow Courtney Love's 
lawsuit permitting, of course), 
both of these books will serve as a 
vital reminder as to why this 
music still matters. And maybe, in 
some garages across America, 
young bands are learning some 
lessons from their forefathers as 
they itch to fire shots in the next 
rock'n'roll revolution. 

MIKE VILLANO 
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