Cockburn had ined playing trumpet and
clarinet, but now began taking guiar lessons
the United States, back in 1980,  and playing the puno. 1 started out plaving
i guitar because | wanted 1o play rock 'n” mll,
basically,” he said in a recent inlerview
Cockburn played in Top 40 bands in high
school and “fell in with some folkies. ™ In the

ddescription. Bul it is neverthe-  "60s he was 3 streel musician in Pans, but
gt with more than 20 vears of per-  also picked up formal training by attending
the Berklee School of Music in Boston, stu
dying composition and arranging. “The gu
tar style 've been asing ever suince devel
oped [rom all these influences,”™ he said

Al the same time, hiv musical iasies con
unued 10 expand. *| discovered other kind
of music, jazz and what-not,”™ he recalled
“and 1 thought T might want (o do that, but
when | actually got down 1o studying i, |
discovered [ didn’t really want to work that
hard, and in the meantime I'd been learming
' E mf.qﬁr 10 fingerpick, playing ragtime, country blues

and stufl.”

The major rock artists of the "60s
infMuenced Cockburn®s fyrical hemt ™1
] always loved the poetic use of words,™ he

n, Colum-  said. “When 1 first heard Bob Dwlan and

John Lennon, it was revealed 1o me that vou
could put poctic words with music,”

Alfler Berklee, Cockburn returned o
Ottawa, where he played in a succession of
rock bands, such as the Esquires and the
Children. No released recordings resulted
from these associations, though there were
some allempts made. “There were some
demos, but nothing that was ever intended
for release,” Cockburn said. “Probably all
the bands | was in, with maybe one excep-
tion, had demo tapes made, (e of them
even iried to get a gig doing a commercial
for Salada tea, without success. But we had
song called ‘Tea Freaks Blues' that we ysed

“to do that we'd sritten for this tea ad cam-
paign that was far 100 weird for Salada tea
Which iy just a5 well, ‘cause [ don’t think |
really wanted to get into the advertising
world anyway.”

At the same time, Cockburn was begin-
B0 pain a reputation as 3 songwriter,
10 at least one recording of his work
hmﬁlmﬂ. “There's an album that

Bt *Bird Without Wijp_'
s akso 3 song that's erroncously cre-

dited 1o me that Ball Hawkins wrote, which I felt, the same as a
think was ‘Cotton Candyvman.” This was "68 Cockburr

around that time, an m woild be 3

very obscure addition (o anyone’s collectior

al this stage,” now," 50, 1w

Soon enough, Cockburn himselll turned 1
the idea of recording. thougt
band format. “By "67 | had & litile bod
work !h.]l |'|| writien, some of whidh was

pecii

such performers as ™
J.!._. —_
make |
feclmg of exhauwstion in the air a
the psychedelic scene and all whe |
1391 =
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_he means, bui maybe there's some-
thing.
i "Evujbudrm things a little differently.
- Maybe [ see things a little differently than
other people do, and that looks like mysti-
'ﬁhﬂ:.lqﬂ'hﬂyhﬂea sense of the presence
_ of the spiritual in things. [ value tha sense
"%p’h toa. It's kind of a senise of inter-
that goes bevond anything
uld easily put into words or
-any way, but that is nonetheless
1%&:».1 real and comforting, in a
way, because it's 5o much deeper and bigger
an { %Mm normally do to
ier and all the rest of it.”
1 of Cockburn’s developing

inquiries before I became a Christian, which
included Buddhism, at least the sort of Bud-
dhism that the Beat generation fancied, and
the occult and that sort of stuff.

*“I"d been hanging around various spir-
itual scenes for a while, and it didn't seem as
simple (o me as people were making i, and
still doesn’(, of course. You can't look at any
one thing and say that it's all nght and all
wrong. because the divine revelations get
handed to us through an all-too-human filter
every time, and that filter is, however bril-
liant the individual person who happens 1o
be the filter might be, still the product of a
culture, and the culture determines a lot of
the language that's used and the symbols
that are used and all that, and in the end it
comes down a lot mare 1o intent.

“Only God can judge somebody's intent,
but nevertheless, somewhere in there there's
room for a lot of tolerance for other people’s
actions based on the assumption that there
are good intentions behind them and that in
the eyes of God the details of the act may be
far less imporiant than that intent.” (Hap-
pily, as we shall see, Cockburn's political
song lyncs tend 1o be far more concise and
direct than his explanations of his motives.)

At the end of 1976, Island Records
became the second ULS. label 10 1ake up the
cause of Bruce Cockburn, releasing his

_ seventh album, In The Falling Dark, A typi-

cally evocative effort, the LP included
“Lord Of The Starficlds,” still perhaps
S most moving expression of

burn 1o lrave

bl wht
Island here, which was
record. Tt was the first o

a real release here
little burz happening around i1, bu
never able to p
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album bec:
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a iombsione fc

the artisi moving

was a kind of lasi h
Cockburn. Drurns and slight
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ECmEnls
his records, but it was«

Further Adventures €, rece
spring of 1978 and released in Septen
that something like conventional folk
and rock music I‘1-_'|_'_:-.|| to become
burn's common style, albeit

prominent acoustic guita
albums, the style wou

All of this, of
inclined to play things safe mo
time,” Cockburn said. “1 mean, I d:
anything against the idea of

course, was gradual. “I'm

a sudden
step in any particular direction, but it
be very artificial. Al the time, for
when [ first discovered reggae and punk
music, when punk first came along and kind
of revitalized rock for me, it would have
been totally artificial by that time to just
suddenly pick up an electric guitar and start
playing punk music, which is kind of what |
felt like doing, because it sounded like 2 lot
of fun.

*“But by that time | had established a cer-
tain presence for myself as a singer-song-
writer in the acoustic format, and 1 had been
around long enough to know that [if] I'd
start playing punk music, | wouldn't hgve
any idea what 1 was doing because I'd bhe
coming at it as an outsider, adopting it
instead of being one of the kids that had
grown up with it. So, it was a gradual thing,
but you did start to hear, like, a guitar more
in the records at that point, or at least, dir-
tier sounding electric guitar, and more
drums and a less jazzy approach 1o the
band, less of an ECM kind of sound and

woald

instance,
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“When | wrote ‘Rocket Launcher,” I was
in San Cristobal de los Casas in Mexico,”
Cockburn said. I was id a hotel drinking a
bottle of Scotch the day after [ came out of
the refugee camps, and [ was in tears think-
ing about it and writing this song. It doesn™t
get much more direct than that. And the
songs from Micaragua were written after the
fact, but with notes; they were almost com-
plete in the notebook in Nicaragua. 'Dust
And Dhesel’ is one of those, so is the song
‘Micaragua,” although it's got a bit mare edi-
torial content. ‘Dust And Diesel’ is straight
reportage, really. All [ did was make = list of
things that happened and put il 10 music.”

The songs were included on Cockburn’s
aext album, Stealing Fire, which was
released in the summer of 1984, The album
rivaled Dancing In The Dragon’s Jaws as
Cockburn's biggest U.S. seller, reaching #74
and staying in the charts 20 weeks. Amaz-
ingly, given i1s content, ‘If | Had A Rocker
‘Launcher,” released as a single, got to 88 in
February 1985,

Though Cockburn had expressed similar
political sentiments belore, the combination
?{ﬂn forcefulness of “Rocket Launcher,”
which; after all, makes even Bob Dylan's
“Masters Of War” sound tame, Cockburn's
fenewed popularily due io the commercial

ceess of Stealing Fire, and the fierce con-

$ome negative press nolices.

“When the Central American thing was
what peaple were noticing about my songs
and 1 was called upon to talk about that a
lot, a lot of journalists, particularly the
mainsiream news varicly especially, tended

1o go, *You're just plaving to an audience of

the converted, The people who are cOming,
buying your records, they already hike those
damn Sandinistas anyway,’ or whatever,”

Cockburn recalled. *“There was this kind of

attitude and cymicism, and | thought, 1 don™t
think that's true, because, first of all, more
people bought that record than hs
mast of the previous records

“*Ifl Had A Rocket Launcher,” | s1ill hear
aboul that, "cause it had a video, 1t got
shown a lof and it was kind of noticeable as
a song. It stood out from the rest of what
was on the radio, and there's all kinds of
people that—truck drivers'll go by and rec
ognize me on the side of the road and go
[derisively] ‘Eh, where's your rocket
lsuncher? or this kind of thing. But it's in a
Eﬂﬂ"l'ﬂﬁlurcd way, |!|I.‘_'_--f|." '“-‘L"'lf. a jokc
and it's okay, and those people heard thai
SOng.

“Whether they really paid attention o
what it was about or not, they heard it, and
some of them actually liked it and some of
them wen! out and bought the record,
because | do hear from that end of the social
spectrum a lot, especially [because| where |
live now is out in the country, and that's
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wrile before live up something as pas
S1ve as S0ng B and BO join e ey |
tion. Had Cockburn been tempted, 1k
Rimbaud, 1o put down the guitar and
actually take up that rocket laucher?

“Mo, actually,” Cockburn said. “Whai-

ever iempiation [ feel 1o be

that has more to do with fi
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way 1o gel L 5 done. | m

they're inescapable, but it’s not a principle
on which to act, really, for me, especially

because 1t's not natural to me to do that. I'd

responsc 1

be just another honky trying to get in o

something, trying to give

I went and did i, and 1 don't have 1o
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that makes it like that, that sense of being on

L LB
h 1 ;
1 Lo
lirtv M W
MEF™ 51 f
Y "
i
nding
A W AL
1l 1ast 55

just realized that by doing 1

aggravating the situali




returned for a solo tour in 1988, On
dates, Cockburn would turn up on
: Miﬁkm guitars and a bevy of clec-
Of  tronic effects in performances that empha-

.oneof playing facility
al the  Cockburn’s record company supporied all
the  the touring with & two-disc compilation,
| Waiting For A Miracle, which gathered
- together his singles, as released in Canada,
dating back to 1970. The album contained
- two new tracks, the title song and a protest
| song about North American Native peoples
~ called “Stolen Land.” In the U.S., it came
~ out on Danny Goldberg's Gold Castle label.
In Canada, naturally, it went gold.
Cockburn’s next regular studio album, Big
 Circumstance, was released at the stan of
1959 It reflected the continuing expansion
~ of the artist's political and geographic con-
* cerns, containing such songs of reporiige as
 “Tibetan Side Of Town" and songs of advo-
cacy such as “Where The Death Squad

Falls™ (which concerns rainforest destru
tion) reached Billboard's “Modern Rock
chart. a measure of college radio play (it also
hil the Top 30 in Australia a4 a singhe), and

the album got to #182

In August 1989, in the midst of a tour that
lasted from February to November and
covered the world, Cockburn and two
backup musicians, bassist Fergus Marsh a
drummer Michael Sloski, recorded Cock-
burn's second live album, Live, which was
issued in the spring of 1990 and contained a
charming version of the Monty Python song,
“The Bright Side OF Life.”

After the end of the 1989 tour, Cockburn
stayed ofT the road for two years., Mean-
while, his manager, Bernie Finkelstein, and
Columbia Records president Don Ienner
were in negotiations, resulting in the new
recording deal and the release of Cockburn's
twentieth album, Nothing Bur A Burming
Lighi.

For an artist who has made a point of con-
sistency and continuity, the new album rep-
resents several departures in approach.
What clse can one say about a Bruce Coc-
burn album that was produced in Los
Angeles by T Bone Burnett? “I've tended 1o
work with one group of people for a while
and then turn that over and make a different
group,” Cockburn noted. “First of all, I've
been off the road for two years now, so the
people I was playing with had 1o find other
things o do for a living. But it was time for a
change anyway. I'd been working with those
guys for five years and, | won't say we had
done everything we could ;:np.:h-l:. do. but

years of r
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mattered where it wa
Bone as prodocer, |
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