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Jan Akkerman

BY STEVE ROSEN | MAY 1975

 


JAN AKKERMAN, LEAD GUITARIST OF FOCUS, REPRESENTS the new breed of European guitarists so long invisible under the veil of the English players. Where the islander tends to base his playing more on the American blues scene and his own contemporaries (legends such as Jeff Beck, Eric Clapton, and Jimmy Page), the continental devotee has influences as far afield as J. S. Bach and Django Reinhardt. Because the European musician tends to be a bit more eclectic in his approach to the instrument, it has taken this country longer to accept him within the ranks of the straight British and American rock guitarists. Jan Akkerman’s technique and tone quality combine the subtlety and demand of the classical guitar (on which he is highly accomplished) with the roar and tenacity of the electric instrument.

What was your first real work with a band?

I guess it was the Friendship Sextet. These guys were 21, 23, and I was 10. But this was just on the weekends, because these guys kept asking my parents, “Hey, he should play with us.” But my parents said, “No, this boy isn’t going to go anywhere.” So I started playing in nightclubs and in the first rock shows in Holland about 16 years ago. We were already playing rhythm and blues, Buddy Holly, Fats Domino—stuff like that. I started listening to the radio about this time for as much as I could, because I didn’t have a record player.

When did the band Brainbox happen?
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That was about ’68, and was a good deal after the Sextet. I had a bad name in Holland because I’d run from group to group. I went to nightclubs without my parents knowing it and sat in with the bands. Kind of a “guitarophile.” Brainbox was kind of hard rock—something like Bad Company—though the sound Bad Company gets is much better than what we got. I was using a Gretsch White Falcon, a Cordovox Leslie, and a self-made amp. I didn’t know how to make one—I just did it. It had two speakers, and I had the Leslie miked up through two Elco speakers. They were Italian speakers with the big ducts for the high tones. I miked that up stereo. You have three wheels turning around in the Cordovox—one on the bottom, one in the middle, and one on top. I was really into that, having the whole stage with cabinets like that, and the sound turning all around like a rainbow.

What was the guitar scene like in Amsterdam?

Oh, jazz, jazz. We never listened to English guitar players, except maybe the Shadows and Clapton. I was into jazz and rock and roll. When I heard somebody like Beck or Clapton playing, they just dated what I was already doing. I was doing it before them, as simple as that. The sound of Clapton was always beautiful, brilliant, but I was listening to Django Reinhardt, Tal Farlow, Bola Sete, Julian Bream, and Larry Coryell.

Do you think your playing is more jazz influenced now?

No, I’ve stayed a rock player, but with another choice of notes—European maybe. I do play different from all guitar players I’ve heard. Of course, one person always plays different from another. I’m different rhythmically, technically, and harmonically, and also mentally. I’m a technical player from what I hear around me, but just technique is not my trip. It’s musical technique. Like playing beautiful things, but also technically perfect. I’m not talking about speed, because I have that also very much—I’m talking about tone. About getting the tone out with the right amount of brilliance, the right attack of the pick, the right vibrato.

“I’m a technical player from what I hear around me, but just technique is not my trip. It’s musical technique.”


What type of guitar are you using now?

It’s an old Les Paul. I’ve had everything taken off, and I’ve had maple overlaid on the body. I think it’s a ’70 or a ’71. It’s not that old. It doesn’t have to be necessarily old for a good guitar—you just have to do your own thing with it. I put in new frets that are square against the fretboard. I don’t like the frets when they’re rounded because it’s too difficult to play the way I play. The neck has been flattened and also the action, because it was too round. With these square frets a bit high up and the neck flattened, it gives a better tone. It’s more in pitch, and it plays easier. I’ve put on those German tuning pegs, Schaller, but I like Grovers a lot. I’ve also had the pickups rewired so they get more treble. I use more treble than maybe any other guitar player I know. The strings should be pulled and not drawn down to the body, because it takes away the sustain. I use Ernie Ball—they’re the best—gauged .008, .011, .014, .022, .030, and .038. They are really thin strings, but I like it like that because you have to play very clean on it—very secure like on a violin. You have to have the perfect touch.

Have you ever tried using a Fender if you like that treble sound?

Sometimes I did, but it’s not my guitar. I still want to get that belly sound—that fat “oomph” with the brilliance on top. A real screaming sound that goes through your bones.

Why did you design your own guitar for Framus?

As a rock guitarist, I always liked to play a big hollowbody guitar, but I couldn’t, just because of the feedback. But on the Framus, since the neck runs through the entire length of the guitar, it doesn’t feed back. The shape I kept between the Les Paul model and a hollowbody. The neck is wider at the top, so bending strings in lower positions is easier. The head is shaped concisely, so the strings don’t touch each other, and they can ring without interference.

You use a unique setup for amplification.

I’m developing now a new kind of approach in using amps. I’m using Crowns as slave amps and a preamp—totally studio equipment. I also use six Leslies with high-powered JBL speakers, two big Fender solid-state amps, and Fender cabinets loaded with four 10” JBLs. On the Leslies, I’ve switched systems. I’ve taken the amps out and driven them directly into the speakers for better sound quality. The Crowns are really powerful. I use two, stereo, so that’s four times 600 watts. I like having that much power.

Do you feel you’re able to achieve all you want to through Focus?

Yes, I do. Focus is, for me, one of the few groups who know how to catalyze love for music and voice. We get into the theatrics strictly through the music—like with “Hocus Pocus.” I wouldn’t take my guitar off or anything like that, but for the people that do, it’s okay. I don’t know what that has to do with guitar playing, but everybody has to make his own way up to heaven, I guess.

Geographically, the guitar is a very difficult instrument. A piano is all before you. On guitar, you have these strange scales, and you have this one hand to make bass and melody and accompany, and that’s really difficult.

I’ve got my own hangups about the guitar. If people didn’t like my playing, that wouldn’t be an excuse to quit. That would be alright. That’s not what I’m looking for. I want to reach the people with pure beauty. I want to make pure music. I may be the only one looking in that direction. I’m not sure. There’s no one else I can think of. I told you I’m an ego-tripper, but for the people. I feel I’ve got responsibility to the instrument in the first place. If you have a gift, you have to do something with it or for it. I work. I’m a laborer. What more can I tell you?—Excerpted from the May 1975 issue of Guitar Player
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Davie Allan

BY ART THOMPSON | JANUARY 1996

 


“I’VE BEEN TOLD I SOUND LIKE DUANE EDDY WITH DIRTY fingernails,” says B-movie 6-stringer Davie Allan. “I’m the mellowest person around, but when I put on a guitar, I become a wild man.”

Throughout the late ‘60s, Davie Allan and the Arrows’ garage-surf instrumentals set the beat for dozens of late-’60s motorcycle-gang-terror films, such as Born Losers, Devil’s Angels, Wild in the Streets, Thunder Alley, and The Glory Stompers. Though the Arrows were America’s number-one instrumental rock band in ’67, their success fizzled by the end of the decade. Thanks in part to the recent Iloki release of Loud, Loose, and Savage, however, Allan’s tough, rangy, fuzz-soaked guitarwork is getting some long-overdue respect.

“Seeing Elvis on TV as a kid inspired me to get into music, but Nokie Edwards of the Ventures, Duane Eddy, and Link Wray were my main influences,” says Davie. “In high school in ‘65, I met a guy named Mike Curb [later to become California’s lieutenant governor], who got the Arrows going with a song called ’‘Blue’s Theme.’ Roger Corman used it in his ’67 movie The Wild Angels, and it became a single. From then until ’69, we did about two dozen nicks—mostly biker and marijuana-type things.”

Allan played in Top 40 and oldies bands throughout the ‘70s and ’80s, worked in a radio station, and briefly re-formed the Arrows in‘82. The band’s full recovery came in ’93. Though he originally twanged his Mosrite guitar through a Mosrite fuzz, a Vox wah, and a Fender Concert amp, Davie’s current weapons of choice include a ’65 Fender Jazzmaster feeding a Roland GP-8 effects processor and a Music Man RD-100 amp.

“I’ve been told I sound like Duane Eddy with dirty fingernails.”


“I put Duncan pickups in the Jazzmaster and changed the bridge, and I’m also using a ProCo Rat pedal,” he details. “With my amp cranked and the fuzz on 10, the noise is as loud as the notes.”

With newest Arrows Dave Provost on bass and David Winogrond on drums, Allan says he’s ready to rock.

“We’ve recorded three new songs for an upcoming album, and Roger Corman recently used ‘Invasion of the Body Surfers’ for a TV movie called Not Like Us. It has been almost 30 years since he last used us—now we’re a bunch of old men playing nasty punk music.”
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Jennifer Batten

BY JOE GORE | JULY 1989

 


“WOMEN ARE THE WEAKER SEX. A WOMAN’S PLACE IS IN the home. Women can’t be president because they’re too emotional. It’s a man’s world. I remember hearing phrases like these when I was growing up,” recalls Jennifer Batten. “But when I was a teenager, my sister told me that there were no differences between men and women apart from the physical, and I held that statement in the back of my mind whenever self-doubt would arise.”

Listen up, guys—and, most likely, you are a guy. Ninety-eight percent of Guitar Player subscribers are male, a higher figure than for Playboy or Penthouse. You may be less likely to hear blanket statements about women’s aptitude for guitar playing than in the past—although such Cro-Magnon attitudes persist in some quarters—but there are still “No Girls Allowed” signs posted outside the rock-guitar clubhouse. Record labels that can’t comprehend female musicians unless they fall into one of a few permissible categories, rock videos that are more likely to feature men who look like women than actual women, music ads designed to cater to the sex and power fantasies of teenage boys—they’re all part of the cockeyed world of rock guitar.

Sure, the music business is tough for everybody. But for a female instrumentalist to succeed, she must have all the requisite talent and persistence, plus the strength to go against the thousands of little signals that mediate against that success. Jennifer Batten is just such a musician.

As a lead guitarist for Michael Jackson’s latest world tour, Batten performed before literally millions of listeners. She has taught at Hollywood’s Guitar Institute of Technology (GIT) and authored a number of instructional books and columns. Her unique approach to two-handed tapping technique integrates elements of blues, metal, classical, and jazz, but she’s no slouch at conventional-style playing, either.

Born in upstate New York, Batten took up the guitar at eight.

“I remember seeing the Beatles on The Ed Sullivan Show and thinking they were the coolest thing in the world,” she says. “My dad played a little, so there was already a guitar in the house. My sister got a guitar before I did, and I was jealous. I was determined to get one real quick.”

“I wouldn’t consider myself a shredder, but I think that’s something important to have in your playing.”


A year later, her family moved to California. Jennifer has played continuously since then, but she didn’t start working with bands until she graduated from GIT in 1979.

“My mother wouldn’t let me go to strange places at night,” she recalls, “so I had to play along with records at home.”

She soon made up for lost time, however, playing for dozens of musical projects in an unlikely array of styles and administering guitar lessons to a small army of would-be shredding machines.

You’ve done quite a bit of genre jumping in your career.

Yeah, I guess you could say I’m pretty schizophrenic. But a lot of it had to do with my teachers. I had lessons since I started. At first, I was into pop, like the Monkees and the Dave Clark Five. Then I hooked up with a folk teacher, so that’s what I learned. Later, he went on tour, so I ended up studying with a guy who was into blues, so I got into that bag—Howlin’ Wolf, B. B. King, and John Lee Hooker. When I was 12 or 13, my father took me to see Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee, and it was great. And my dad played some guitar, so he turned me on to Django Reinhardt and Charlie Christian. I thought it was great stuff. When I enrolled in GIT, my favorite guitarists were Duane Allman and B. B. King. But then I started studying with Joe Diorio and Ron Eschete, and I turned into a little jazz Nazi. I got to the point where I hated rock. I thought it was really moronic. I put on records that I used to love, and I just hated them. It was really a strange space to be in. Later, I joined my first full-time band, Purl. They had been doing a fusion thing, but right after I joined, they decided to go rock. So I eventually got back into it and put my jazz Nazi days behind me.

How did you get involved in two-handed tapping?

Steve Lynch was in my class at GIT in ’79. After he saw an Emmett Chapman seminar on the Stick, he started experimenting with the same technique on standard guitar. It sounded great to me. I had to follow him at the graduation performance, which was a drag, because he whipped out all this stuff that just fried people’s minds. It was so fresh and new then, and nobody had seen it before. Eddie Van Halen was just coming on the scene, and I don’t think people in the class were even aware of what he was doing at the time.
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I corresponded with Steve after school, and he gave me a demo tape of his two-handed stuff. I had trouble picking things out because I was using only the index finger of my right hand. But when his book, The Right Touch, came out, I tore through it and learned everything in it. Later, I started experimenting on my own, and eventually I took a completely different direction. But that book really helped me understand some of the things that could be done with the technique. By that point, I was studying Eddie Van Halen’s stuff, and I was into everyone who was using the technique, so I learned solos by Eddie, Randy Rhoads, JeffWatson, and even Adrian Vandenberg—who played some twohanded background parts on one of his first solo albums.

Fairly or unfairly, tapping technique came to be identified with Eddie Van Halen. Did you ever feel that there were certain Eddie-isms that you had to avoid in order to develop your own sound?

Yeah. A lot of people started doing those repeated triplet figures like Eddie plays on “Eruption,” so I tried to stay away from that. One way I avoided it was by experimenting with using all four right-hand fingers.

You often generate unusual harmonies by tapping with two or three fingers simultaneously.

Tapping lets you get chord clusters that you couldn’t get otherwise. It’s like Allan Holdsworth for short fingers! You can play all those chords that hurt.

What are the relative merits of tapping technique and conventional technique for improvising?

For me, it’s a bit easier to pick over changes than to tap. But a lot of rock stuff is based in one key, anyway.

Can being perceived as a “two-handed player” be a limitation?

I’m sure people do categorize me like that, but I don’t think of it as a limitation. For me, two-handed playing is like going to another instrument. Some guitar players write at the piano because it’s a fresh approach. I think of the two-handed stuff the same way. It lets you see the neck differently, and you can come up with fresh ideas that you might not have otherwise.

You’ve done quite a bit of teaching yourself. What did that bring to your playing?

It paid the rent! But teaching can enhance what you know and make it more solid in your mind. I’ve had students who would really push me or force me to get into bags that I might otherwise not have gotten into.

Did you work on reading with all your students?

I tried. Guitar players are probably the worst readers in the world. Most of them didn’t start out by reading, and guitar is just a tough instrument to read on, unlike, say, a saxophone, which only has one middle C. I’m not a Tommy Tedesco-type reader, but reading was always a part of my education since I was eight. But if a student really didn’t want to do it, that was cool, too. Some great players don’t read at all. Warren Di Martini says he plays completely by ear, but he sounds great. Same with Jeff Beck. Allan Holdsworth can’t read, and most guitarists would die for his chops. Art can’t be a regimented thing.

In general, are there some areas that students focus on too heavily?

Well, all the teenage boys who came in wanted one thing—to shred. They weren’t interested in getting the foundations together. I’d try to present it in little doses, so it wouldn’t hurt. Music teaching is totally a giving profession, and sometimes you don’t get anything back. With some students, I would give, give, give, and they would come back next week without using anything that I had shown them. But with some students, it’s very exciting to see how they progress and to think that maybe someday they’ll be sharing a bill with you.

You’ve also played for a lot of musical projects, including some fairly weird ones.

I played with a gospel singer named Ella Ruth Piggee—that was her real name. I played in [singer] Lydia Van Houston’s heavy metal band. I never had to use a clean sound all night—it was just full-out blasting on 10. I think I damaged some ears. I played in Girlfriend, a straight-ahead R&B band put together by Narada Michael Walden. In Doc Tahri, we did some pretty fun experimental things, like playing random arpeggios over a stupid unison groove while the drummer sang “Roxanne.” We lost a few people, but at least I was entertained. And I toured the South Pacific with a hairdresser/Elvis impersonator. But that’s all history, as they say. Now I’m concentrating on preparing my record.

What will it be like?

It will be a mostly instrumental rock guitar album. You know, 24 tracks, 19 of them guitar [laughs]. There will be a minimum of vocals. It will be kind of a metallish thing. I wouldn’t want to do any lightweight Jacuzzi jazz. Michael Sembello is producing. A lot of people only know him from his hit song, “Maniac,” but he’s a very good guitarist. He played with Stevie Wonder for seven years. He has produced mainly R&B artists, like George Benson
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