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A Very Brief Introduction

This is a book about Don McLean. It’s also about what I’ve learned from the man and his music. I never received instruction from him directly, but it now seems clear that he was one of my most important teachers; his songs and recordings, my textbooks. The discussion presented here focuses on twelve studio albums that, when considered together, create a body of work with a unique shape and direction. As McLean himself has stated, “I am an album artist. I do not go into a recording studio with the idea of cutting a single. I come to make albums.”1

Don McLean: A Musical Tapestry combines two approaches to popular music study. The first is the more traditional academic approach in which one maintains an objective stance on the material using traditional research methods. The second can be found in various installments of the 33 1/3 book series.2 In that series, an album by a particular artist or group is explored by the author in-depth. Many of the titles in that series are written in a way that focuses on the work’s personal relevance to the author. I have tried to extend this idea by focusing on a body of work that had a profound effect on my own artistic growth.

In keeping with the strategy described above, Don McLean: A Musical Tapestry features two threads. The first concerns twelve studio albums that released by McLean between 1970 and 2024: Tapestry (1970), American Pie (1971), Don McLean (1972), Homeless Brother (1974), Prime Time (1977), Chain Lightning (1978), Believers (1981), Headroom (1991), The River of Love (1995), Addicted to Black (2009), Botanical Gardens (2018), and American Boys (2024). The second thread focuses on this writer’s initial experience with the music of Don McLean and the effects that were generated by it. This leads to accounts of pivotal private lessons, as well as key courses of study that seemed to grow out of that first listening experience. The characters presented in these vignettes are composites of actual teachers, colleagues, and friends that I’ve had the great good fortune to know throughout the years.

The book begins with a chapter in which both of the approaches described above are present. Thereafter, the two narratives appear as alternating chapters. Occasionally, these two threads overlap but are generally kept distinct from one another in order to maintain the narrative flow of each. This allows the reader a chance to access some of the more subtle connections that may emerge during the reading process. During the final chapters, the two threads begin to reconverge.

Overview

The first chapter (Songscapes) provides an account of my first deep dive into the artist’s work through the album, Don McLean (1972). Attempts are made here to describe the experience in as direct a manner as possible. As a way of better understanding the impact of that experience, an approach called Songscape is proposed. Songscape provides an opportunity to engage with a recorded work on its own terms and hopefully generate insights into the creative process. It has been in development for several years, and has been used by this writer in two previous books, a chapter contribution to another, and a journal article that focused on “American Pie.” It should be noted that, as compared with those earlier forms, the version that is presented here features a new section on synesthesia.

Chapter Two (Creative Spaces) explores Don McLean’s cultural and creative origins. It begins with a basic biography, but strives to include elements intended to provide readers with a better sense of what it felt like to be a part of the artist’s cultural world. His musical growth is described, paying particular attention to the influence of The Weavers. As noted throughout the text, that group had a significant influence on McLean’s development as an artist. The chapter concludes with his emergence as a public figure and a consideration of the songs from his first LP, Tapestry (1970). Brushstrokes (Chapter Three) is a continuation of the personal narrative that began in Chapter One. It features an account of a painter’s influence on my development, and how that influence encouraged me to think across artistic disciplines.

Painting Principles (Chapter Four) explores American Pie, the album that was Don McLean’s professional and artistic breakthrough. Drawing on Songscape, the chapter presents a discussion of the collection of songs on American Pie and the innovative processes used to create them. While the songs on Tapestry were considered in relation to a series of sketches featured in the book Songs and Sketches of the First Clearwater Crew (1970), here the various tracks are viewed as a kind of gallery of recorded sound. The chapter concludes with an exploration of two fascinating outtakes from the American Pie sessions. The first, “Mother Nature,” is a catchy pop song that showcases the artist’s considerable vocal talents. The second, “Aftermath,” is a quiet piece that seems to resonate with the works of Edward Hopper.

Putting It Together (Chapter Five) focuses on a perceived need for a more integrated approach to arts education. Inspired by the painter and the colleagues described in Chapter Three, I work with a new mentor on a curriculum designed to foster an interdisciplinary approach to creative process. My own course of study begins with private lessons in piano taught by a teacher who specializes in the imagery inherent in the interpretive process. In addition, there were private lessons in composition with the mentor, who also liked to focus on the importance of musical imagery. Finally, I worked with a writer who wanted to write fiction, but was known primarily for academic texts on the philosophy of art.

Chapter Six (Transformations) begins by exploring the book’s underlying theme of the transformational process. It then considers the song/track “American Pie” through the lens of alchemy. It takes note of the way McLean refused to explain the song’s underlying meaning, insisting that it was simply a dream. The chapter then continues with a reconsideration of Don McLean (1972), the follow-up to the American Pie LP. This discussion leads to the addition of photography, which gives rise to the notion that McLean may have been trying to reach across from music into the medium of film.

Adelaide & Hana (Chapter Seven) describes a key private piano lesson that helped change my views on music composition and artistic process. After considering the power of contrasting dynamics, I am then encouraged by my teacher to think about the nature of musical phrase. First, we acknowledge the notion of the phrase as a collection of notes strung together by rhythm. She then suggests that I might consider the phrase as being primary and the individual notes as being like leaves growing out of the branch of a tree.

Persuasive Illusions (Chapter Eight) begins with a description of this writer’s first exposure to Roberta Flack’s “Killing Me Softly with His Song.” Reportedly inspired by a Don McLean performance, the song led to a collaboration with producer Joel Dorn that resulted in the album Homeless Brother (1974). The exploration of that album considers evident connections with the medium of film in order to explore the ongoing evolution of McLean’s compositional process. McLean’s next studio album, Prime Time (1977), is a collection of songs that further develops the artist’s musical palette, while also continuing his critique of contemporary culture. The chapter concludes with a consideration of Fraternity Row (1977), a film that featured the McLean songs, “The Pattern Is Broken” and “If You Can Dream.”

Dreamscores (Chapter Nine) provides an account of a lesson in composition during which I was encouraged to use my dreams as the raw material for a new piece of music. The dream chosen concerned a mysterious encounter with a young girl in a yellow dress. Throughout the dream, I seemed to be moving through multiple historical eras in an overlapping fashion. My teacher then recommends that I might consider using the musical styles associated with these eras as a way of organizing the piece. Ultimately, it seems to me that I am creating a score for my own dream as if it were a film.

Time Traveler (Chapter Ten) finds McLean using the technology of music recording to travel into the past. It describes how he journeyed to Nashville for the creation of two new LPs. Both combine cover songs with McLean originals and suggest an attempt to move forward while also looking back. The chapter then combines the original McLean songs from these two albums into an imagined collection called Words and Music, which is then explored using Songscape as a guide. There follows a consideration of how the ideas evident in the works of artists like Don McLean seemed to be extended by a new generation of filmmakers. Three motion pictures that are considered in this regard are Roland Joffé’s The Killing Fields (1984), Jonathan Demme’s Swimming to Cambodia (1987), and John Sayles’s Matewan (1987).

November’s Way (Chapter Eleven) asserts the why of it all. During my initial meeting with a renowned author, I am struck by his commitment to his work and the obstacles one faces while trying to stay true to one’s vision. As we talk, I notice that he has a signed photo of John F. Kennedy on his wall. We then begin to discuss the humanism that has been a thread throughout this book. In addition to being a scholar, the author is also an amateur composer, and soon plays me a composition that impresses me with its mood and sensitive use of harmonic color.

Future Imperfect (Chapter Twelve) finds Don McLean retrieving the best of the past while also continuing his ongoing critique of the present. He returns with a new collection of songs called Headroom, the title of which references both a quality of the visual image and the disorientation that can result from sensory overload. He next released a retrospective collection that contained rarities as well as unreleased tracks. This material helped create a clearer sense of Don McLean’s career arc, and provided a fascinating window into the creative process. The chapter continues with The River of Love (1995), and Addicted to Black (2009), two albums that show the artist is still determined to go his own way, in spite of the trends.

A Synaesthetic Education (Chapter Thirteen) provides an account of how the various ideas presented in the text thus far came together for me through the study of media arts. It began with an introductory course designed to break down sensory bias. Soon, I studied the techniques of screenwriting, audio production, and film editing. The entire experience taught me that the themes and ideas that had been driving my work were present no matter which art form I chose. In a very real sense, I was the content.

The Weavers Revisited: During the early stages of this project, I’d gathered a great deal of material on The Weavers that was originally intended for Creative Spaces (Chapter Two). Since I had been exploring connections between different art forms, I wondered if I might adapt this material as the basis for a documentary film. The results of the process are presented here as a documentary script called The Weavers: A Prequel.

New Beginnings (Chapter Fifteen) opens with an engagement of Don McLean’s most recent studio albums, Botanical Gardens (2018), and American Boys (2024). Taken together, these reaffirm McLean’s mastery and reveal how it is possible for an artist to continue to find inspiration during challenging times. This is followed by attempts to come to terms with the continuing relevance of “American Pie.” We consider the composer’s own views, as well as those of producer Ed Freeman. The book then concludes with an account of an inspiring performance of the song that took place at a modest local venue.

Dreaming

Inspired by Don McLean’s assertion that “American Pie” was a dream, I began to review my own dream journal. There, I found seven dreams that mentioned the artist and his work. In each, I noticed that McLean seemed to be a different person. However, he did seem consistently curious as to why someone would want to write a book about him. The dreams are listed below in chronological order:

Dream 1: One evening, I meet Don McLean, who is walking his dog in the park. I take the opportunity to say how much I appreciate the way he seems to aim his songs toward the final line. He agrees, but warns me that I might be veering toward trying to “define” the song. He also seems intent on advising me on how to find a backing band, which I am definitely not interested in doing at that time. After he leaves, I regret not having a chance to tell him that the ending of “Birthday Song” seems somewhat weak, but that the transition into the contrasting section is superb.

Dream 2: I am in New York City in a small park near the Starbucks on 5th avenue. It is a sunny morning that reminds me of when I was sitting in Washington Square Park reading Erich Fromm’s book, Escape from Freedom. McLean is sitting on a bench nearby for an interview. He seems casual and relaxed. I am only an observer of the interview, which seems to somehow exist simultaneously in person and in print. It is evidently for Rolling Stone magazine.

Dream 3: I am somehow elected mayor of my town. This seems very strange since I didn’t even know that I was running. I am in a big room atop city hall with a number of politicos. During the opening ceremonies, the people forget the words to the Star Spangled Banner. Later, I ask a lady sitting next to me if she has ever heard “The Statue” by Don McLean.

Dream 4: There is a Don McLean concert in progress, and my family home seems to be the locale. I am outside at night on the front steps, and two huge hawks are sitting on either side of me. They are evidently rather protective. There is another large creature on the lawn who is also a friend. I think I find that my banjo was left outside and is now missing. Later, however, I find it behind the couch, I think. The TV is in the living room, and McLean is in the area exhibiting the casual friendliness that is his trademark.

Dream 5: The main part of the dream involved Don McLean at a large school giving a performance/lecture. There was an emphasis on songs from the Homeless Brother LP. “Did You Know” seemed to be playing in my mind as the dream unfolded. I remember walking down long stairwells whenever class was letting out. There was a section during which I actually spoke with McLean, perhaps about scheduling an interview. I seemed to be emphasizing his commitment to social and political causes because, at one point, I repeated something Pete Seeger had said to him, but he didn’t remember it.

Dream 6: I am attending/watching a concert by Don McLean in a small city in New York state. The streets seem modern but very clean. During the performance, he pauses to walk with a cameraman over to a nearby bank. The idea is to satirically remove a large sum of money from a safety deposit box in the manner of a 1970s SNL comedy sketch. The fact that he has credentials in folk music and is withdrawing money from a bank while they are closed seems significant. The deposit box is opened, and McLean moves what looks like millions of dollars into a large plastic bag.

Dream 7: I am now in regular contact with Don McLean, and seem to be helping him move some personal things near my friend Rob Donlon’s apartment behind the library branch uptown. I have also looked at his website, which seems to be an early, largely homemade affair. He has links to a number of 1960s television series. When I actually see him and am helping him move boxes into his station wagon, he claims not to know about the links. This confuses me and makes me wonder if he is putting me on.

Parallels

In the wake of creating a first draft of the book, I immediately put the material aside and tried to forget all about it. But when I was engaged in mundane tasks like washing the dishes or making the bed, I began to take note of the ways in which the





1 Howard, Alan. The Don McLean Story: Killing Us Softly with His Songs. n.p.: Lulu.com, 2007.
2 “33 1/3: Bloomsbury Publishing (US)—Bloomsbury.” 33 1/3, Bloomsbury Publishing, www.bloomsbury.com/us/series/33-13/. Accessed January 25, 2026.
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