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a Man WHo neeDs no introDuCtion is tHe Bass
BeHeMotH tony levin. ellen o’reilly Meets HiM For a

CHat aBout His ProJeCt, stiCK Men

T
ony Levin’s extensive CV with artists such as Peter Gabriel, King 
Crimson and Liquid Tension Experiment – to name but a few of the 
world-class artists and bands with whom he’s played over his career 
– speaks for itself. His recent collaboration Stick Men released its 
fourth album, Deep, last year, and we were there to talk to him when 
it appeared. In true prog-rock fashion, Deep is powerful, atmospheric 

music with a mind-boggling concept. 
“We had various different ways of writing on this album, but the intent was the same 

on each piece,” Tony explains. “The idea was to further explore where we’re headed as 
a unique band with its own sound and concept. From playing together a lot, we’ve come 
to understand what the other players can do, and to have that in mind for compositions. 
There are some pieces that Markus [Reuter, ‘touch’ guitar] composed, then had us 
add to, or showed us a part he had in mind. Others were started in my studio, with 
me putting down the basic parts, then having Pat [Mastelotto, drums] and Markus add 
their magic. Some pieces began pretty much with the three of us, recording together 
at Pat’s studio. The title Deep seemed right, to describe both the level of effort and 
concentration we put into this release, and also touches on the song ‘Whale Watch’, 
which takes us on a musical trip in the ocean.” 

Asked how Deep differs from previous Stick Men albums, Levin explains, “Each piece 
has its own life, so it’s hard to generalise about albums. I’d say the biggest difference 
is that we’ve found our style and are progressing with our technique, so we can write 
complex things and know that we can cover them live.” 

Stick Men’s music is so dense that you have to wonder how it can possibly be 
recreated live – and if so, which instrumentation is used. “That’s a good point,” Tony 
explains. “We play our usual instruments, and no extra ones: Markus plays the Touch 
Guitar, which he designed. I play the Chapman Stick, and Pat plays both acoustic drum 
kit and electronic percussion, with many kinds of drum samples and other loops and 
samples. Making the album, we have the luxury of overdubs, of course, and also 
sometimes doubling parts to make them more powerful.”

“Learning the piece live is a whole different experience,” he continues. “Sometimes 
we divide the parts differently than we recorded them, for instance with Markus playing 
a bass-line that I played on the recording. Or we share parts, back and forth. Sometimes 
it’s necessary to give Pat a note or a riff as a sample, which he can play with a drum 

pad, to help us out when all our fi ngers are occupied! Live, the pieces take on a  life of 
their own. We change them gradually as we tour – so even though they may have fewer 
parts played on them, they’re often better than the recording.” 

Deep sounds as if it could easily lend itself to a fi lm score. Have the Stick Men ever 
been approached to write a soundtrack, we ask? “We have,” comes the answer. “The 
quick explanation is that getting fi lm scoring work requires a devotion to that fi eld. It 
often means having to move to Los Angeles, so although I’d love to have our music 
used in fi lms, I choose to use my energy for bringing the music to people live in tours, 
which is my favourite thing.” 

Many musicians today seek alternative routes in order to release and expose their 
music. Through technology the world is a much smaller place; the music industry is 
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rapidly evolving and organisations such as PledgeMusic 
are allowing musicians to connect directly to their fans 
to help raise funding. Levin explains how Stick Men got 
involved: “It was Markus who suggested Pledge, having 
been involved in a project there. We were very happy 
with the whole process: I’d just started a Kickstarter 
campaign for my new e-book, and I was very impressed 
how easy Pledge was to deal with, and how the project 
came together easily. It is indeed a time of changes in 
the music industry – and funding your album seems to 
be the smart move of the day. But next year things will 
have changed again, so I’ll just keep my ears open and 
hope to be a little lucky in this ever-changing challenge of 
getting people to hear your music.” 

As Levin is such an influential player himself, we’re 
intrigued to discover who inspired him. As he tells us, 
“When I was growing up, my older brother Pete listened 
to jazz a lot, and though I don’t play jazz much, I think that 
Oscar Pettiford’s distinctive bass playing had an influence 
on me, regarding how the bass can act in a group, and 
both a rhythmic and melodic approach to playing. Now, 
there are many great bass players around, and from 
various countries too, not all in England and the US any 
more. I don’t have favourites, but always enjoy hearing 
the new work from Carles Benevent, Pino Palladino, 
Esmeralda Spalding, Hutch Hutchinson, Dan Rathbun, 
and more.” 

Think of Tony Levin and you tend to think of the 
Chapman Stick. How did he discover it in the first place, 
we wonder? “When the instrument came out back in 
the 1970s, I heard about it, and thought it would suit my 
playing. I’d been using hammer-on techniques before 

that, which made it easier. Then I found that it’s slightly 
unusual sound and texture really suited the progressive 
music I was making, notably with King Crimson, so 
it became a very useful instrument for me.” Another 
trademark of Levin’s are the Funk Fingers, which he 
describes as follows: “The Funk Fingers are drumsticks 
I adapted to play the bass with – quite different to the 
Chapman Stick, but also particularly good for me in that 
I play on some unusual music, and having different bass 
approaches is a nice thing for me.” 

Such a predominantly ‘live’ musician must have quite a 
set-up. “It’s different with different groups,” he explains. 
“On Peter Gabriel’s tour, I had quite a few basses: my 
standard Music Man five-string Stingray, the four-string 
MM Gamechanger, for ‘Sledgehammer’, the new Sledge 
MM bass, and also my NS Electric Upright, and of course 
the Chapman Stick plus a Nord Lead synth for some synth 
bass parts. I played through an Ampeg SVT Heritage, with 
an 8x15 cab – the rig I’d always use in a perfect world. 
Effects? I have quite a few, and I vary them. I always use 
Ernie Ball volume pedals going in, then the AnalogMan 
Compressor on the Stick, EBS Octaver, a few fuzz tones, 
and the prototype of Ken McKim’s Retrospec compressor, 
which I particularly like on the bass.” 

Asked about future collaborations, Levin remarks, “I 
am always open to playing good music with anyone who’s 
making it, whether they’re famous or unknown. It’s the 
music that drives and inspires me, and I feel I always have 
more to learn, and more great musical experiences awaiting 
me if I’m lucky enough to get the connections.” 

Info: www.stick-men.net


