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Praise for STRANGE BEAUTIFUL MUSIC

“I have known Joe since I was 12 years old, and every time Joe puts his fingers on a guitar what comes out sounds like inspired music, even if it’s just a finger exercise. He created and branded a niche with his own voice and in so doing he wielded an entire genre, and he continues to do so with no excuses. He paved the way for many others!”

—STEVE VAI

“Joe Satriani’s my favorite guitar player.”

—SAMMY HAGAR

“Joe Satriani is in and surf’s up, y’all! It’s all about the wickedness of the wave and when the sand is shakin’, you know Satch be earthquakin’, makin’ loud of his superbly satisfying signature sound. And when I say surf, think, ‘The Silver Surfer’ who stands out . . . shiny and showy . . . instant connectivity with Satch when his chome-plated silver 6-string thing is strap’d up, ready to slang, bang, and tang-the-tang. Ya’ gotta dig on some Joe, now. A pleasantry in the purest with performance and power to please the most particularly picky of palates. Jang on with Joe Satch, Brothers and Sisters. Surf’s up.”

—BILLY F. GIBBONS

“After all the times I had been on stages with Joe, been on the side of stages watching and listening to Joe, and all the times I have been in the audience cheering for Joe, I continue to have no idea how Joe does what he does. How does he do it? In 52 years of playing with others in public, very few have given me the personal and professional support that Joe has. It is exceptionally rare that a player of this standard is also this generous.”

—ROBERT FRIPP
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I would like to dedicate this book to the visitor from outer space who saw fit one night so many years ago, out on a distant lonely road, to beam me up to his spaceship, teach me how to play electric guitar, and return me to Earth, just to see what would happen next. Seriously now . . . This book is dedicated to all my wonderful fans around the world.

—JOE SATRIANI

This book is dedicated to my beautiful wife, Carrie Brown, for being so patient with my creative process and so loving to me personally throughout the journey that was writing this book.

—JAKE BROWN
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Foreword

Queen used to work in Munich a lot, in a studio called Musicland, well known for its output of rock recordings. Our producer/engineer was called Mack—who notably made a song called “Crazy Little Thing Called Love” into a record in a matter of hours (with a little help from Freddie and us boys). One day Mack phoned me up and said, “I’m working with a young lad called Joe Satriani, who is an admirer of your playing. He wants me to send you the material we’re working on so you can hear it.” Just a young lad. Well, that first Satriani album arrived in the form of a cassette tape, and it’s now one of my most treasured possessions. The content, as you all know, was spectacular, and the Man Who Surfed with the Alien has never looked back since.

A few years later, I was the musical director of a one-night stand in a set of shows in Seville, Spain, called Guitar Legends. Ours was the Rock Night. It was an amazing opportunity to put a set of brilliant guitarists together on one stage—including Steve Vai, Joe Walsh, Nuno Bettencourt, and, of course, Joe. I asked Paul Rodgers to come and galvanize us all—a smart choice, as it worked out; no matter how technically adept a guitarist is, I have never met one who didn’t rate playing “All Right Now” with Paul as one of the great moments of his life! We all turned up for early rehearsals, so we were actually able to work together to make some unique collaborations. Joe was already a mighty star by that time, but he and his band jumped at the offer of going on first. I remember wondering if I was mad allowing this to happen, but I was backstage watching a TV monitor when Joe hit the stage smack on the dot of showtime, live on Spanish national TV. It was one of the most spine-chilling moments I can ever remember. It was as if the TV screen caught fire.

I’m proud to say that Joe became a great friend and we have played together a few times over the years. He’s one of the most modest men I have ever met, and always makes me feel like I’m special, but I never get over the feeling of awe standing next to him on a stage. Joe has refined his own style of playing to a point where he’s forever up there in the stratosphere of excellence that is reached by very few musicians. His technique is flawless, dazzling, and peppered with so many special bits of magic that few can even try to emulate. But over and above his technical skills, Joe has a burning passion in his playing that clinches his mastery and makes him one of the great guitar heroes of all time.

Among all the fireworks, Joe never lost his earthy edge. One of my great delights recently was playing the debut Chickenfoot album for the first time. I just couldn’t stop smiling all the way through—especially in “Sexy Little Thing”; hearing Joe get back to ground level and lay down a riff as part of a great big hard-rock band outing was, to me, the greatest joy. I keep it in my car as the best pick-me-up I know for when I feel down. Yeeeeouch!

—BRIAN MAY

June 2013


CHAPTER 1 ∗ ∗

The Hendrix Experience

Jimi Hendrix was my biggest influence growing up, and on September 18, 1970, the day that Jimi died, I was crushed, for reasons I can’t fully explain. It’s impossible to go back in my mind to that moment as a teenager. Even now I can’t quite say what happened in my head, but I know that because he died, I decided to become a guitar player. That moment of decision was immediate and profound. It changed my life and everything about me.

That same day, I quit the football team and announced to my coach that I was going to become a musician. At home that night, I told my family I had decided what I was going to do with my life: be a Professional Guitar Player.

After all the dust settled at the dinner table, my sister Carol offered to donate her first paycheck from working as an art teacher at the local high school to buy me an electric guitar, which speaks to the extremely supportive and musically inclined family I came from.

When I was growing up, my mom would spin classical music records as we played, with the intent of educating us, but the music she and my dad listened to was jazz. Mom would play the most popular classics, so we heard Mozart, Beethoven, Wagner, Puccini—all the usual suspects. Then we would hear Miles Davis and John Coltrane, all the way to Dave Brubeck and, later on, Stanley Turrentine and Freddie Hubbard when the seventies began. She was also a big Wes Montgomery fan (I think she had all his records), so we listened to him, too. My dad was a bit more big band–ish, but he listened to all styles of music throughout his life. He would tell me great stories about going to see all the great swing bands for a nickel as a kid growing up in New York City. He said he’d walk into these places, and it would be free half the time—you could get a beer for a nickel and watch the greatest big bands of all time. When my parents hosted parties they would spin all kinds of music and dance to all of it. They were both very open-minded and progressive in their appreciation of music.
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Me at 15 with my first electric, a Hagstrom III
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Being the youngest kid in the house, I grew up listening to what my older sisters and brother listened to, so that’s how I heard early rock ’n’ roll, Motown, and all the pop music that was around. Then, during the mid-sixties, when rock really started to become a thing, they brought that home, and as a little kid I was exposed to all of it. In 1966, when the first straight-ahead rock albums were being released by the bands who used to play pop, I was on the verge of turning ten, and being ten years old in the mid-sixties was a lot younger than being ten years old today. There was no Internet or anything like it, so my only new-music influences were what was on the radio and the music my siblings were bringing home.

I think the first time I connected with music was when we were on a summer vacation up in Vermont, and my sisters were going to a dance. So they let me stand inside the door of the dance hall for, like, half a minute, and I’m maybe eight or nine years old, and when I heard this band playing “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction,” by the Rolling Stones, it was a life-changing moment. It was the best-feeling and best-sounding thing I’d ever experienced in my life. That feeling never left me.

I think when I started to see the Beatles and the Stones on The Ed Sullivan Show, that sort of awakened my desire to play drums, so that’s how I started out on drums. There was a piano in the house that my mom played jazz standards on. My three sisters struggled unsuccessfully with piano lessons, but my brother and I were somehow given a free pass—we never had to suffer through that. I think they had just given up on forcing us to take music lessons. Once I started playing drums at nine, I took lessons for a year or so, but that was really my whole musical education at that point. I was basically left to my own devices.

I remember quite clearly the first time I heard Jimi Hendrix, the Who, Led Zeppelin—these were the bands that my sisters were listening to. Their boyfriends would bring albums over, and they would get a kick out of the fact that I, just this little kid, had an appetite for this new music. I guess they thought it was cool, so they would say, “Hey, look at this, Jimi Hendrix, when he plays this part”—I think it was on Electric Ladyland—“no one knows how he does it.” I’d listen to it obsessively. As my sisters would stop listening to their old 45s and LPs, they would pass them on to me. I also inherited a portable record player, the little suitcase kind. I would go to a quiet corner of the house, plug it into an outlet, put on the records, and listen to them constantly. So I assume my family witnessed this—me, just hanging out with the record player, listening to records over and over again and not playing with my toys while the music was on. I would just sit there staring at the record player and the LP jackets.

The conflict early on with that was that every time I would try to participate in making my own music, it was a bit of a failure. I couldn’t play the piano as well as my mother; I could never get my brain around the left-hand/right-hand thing. Then I had my year of drum lessons, but I reached a wall where I recognized that I wasn’t really progressing. So then I moved on to guitar, which was also a struggle, but I saw hope because I made these small, incremental steps forward every time I would play. I’d love to say that in 1970 I knew I was going to be an amazing guitar player, but I think it was more of a desire than a confirmation of any talent I recognized in myself.

My older sister Marian was a folk guitarist, so as a kid I got to hear her play, write songs, and even perform at her high school. Her acoustic guitar was the first one I started playing—she told me that I could play it whenever I wanted. She also showed me the chord chart she had in her guitar case, and explained it to me by telling me to just put my fingers where the dots were and to follow the numbers. That was it. She was very encouraging and just left me alone with the guitar, so I taught myself the first basic ten or twenty chords based on that chart. The next step came when a friend of mine told me about a guy he knew who could teach me barre chords. So I went over to this kid’s house and he wrote them out on a piece of loose-leaf paper. I took them home and taught myself how to play those chords.

By that point, my parents had decided that if I was determined to play the guitar, I was going to have to take lessons. They were not adverse to one of their kids becoming a musician, because they knew that it could be done, that not everyone needed to go the conservative route of getting a college degree in order to survive. But they did have a hard-knock attitude toward it, sort of like, “If you’re gonna do it, you’re gonna do it.” So I took three lessons from a guy in town. He was the epitome of what you would call a square guy who was quickly being left behind by the current generation. He looked square, he played square, and he was teaching guitar as a secondary thing while he studied to become a chiropractor. So after three lessons where he tried to teach me to read the sheet music to “Jingle Bells” while I was bringing him Jimi Hendrix’s first album, asking to learn “Purple Haze,” we parted ways.

For the next three years, I just taught myself. My parents had no interest in spending a lot of money on a guitar (especially since I’d just washed out on the drums!), so, with my sister Carol’s offer to buy me my first electric, I was on my way. There was this white Hagstrom guitar at a local music store that looked like Jimi’s—I was so naïve at the time that I didn’t even really know what a Fender Stratocaster was!—and it was only $125, so I thought it would do. Once I got home and sat down with it for the first time, I quickly realized it was a completely different animal from my sister’s acoustic. The art of electric rock guitar is really learning how to play all over the neck. I quickly started to realize how difficult it was to get the sound right, too, because I didn’t have an amp back then. This was due to the understandable fact that there was no way my parents were going to buy me an amplifier just yet, because they were waiting to see if I was going to progress musically and stick with the guitar.

As a substitute, I managed to fashion my first guitar amp out of this old Wollensak reel-to-reel tape recorder my parents had at home. I don’t know how I figured out that I could plug my guitar into it, but it made a cool little amp. I also found the only way I could hear the sound come out of its small, built-in speaker was to put on a reel of tape and push the RECORD button. So by the nature of the process, after I would play for fifteen minutes, I could listen back to what I had just played.

This discovery had a very big impact on me. It was really funny how it worked out, because once I started listening to myself play, I remember thinking how horrible I sounded, so I started to work on trying to “sound” good. The tape recorder also had a function that allowed you to play on top of what you had just recorded, essentially giving me my first exposure to multitrack recording. Once I discovered that, it also helped me work out this idea of playing solos on top of a rhythm, so that was what I did for about six months or so. After listening to me work like that for a few months, my dad broke down and bought me a small Univox amplifier. I’d turn it up to 10 and it sounded all distorted and I remember feeling like I was in heaven! My first effects pedal was an Electro-Harmonix Big Muff Pie fuzz box that I bought through the mail after seeing an advertisement in Circus magazine, and it was the biggest, fattest fuzz ever created. This was the first of many pedals to come.

It was very confusing when I first played with these pedals because I had no idea how to use them, or how to make myself sound like Hendrix! There was no YouTube back then to instantly instruct you on how to set things up, or on what sounds you could get out of a new piece of gear—you were pretty much on your own. After starting with the Big Muff, the next thing I got was a Maestro Phaser unit with the three buttons on it, and then the MXR, another phaser unit, and then a wah-wah pedal showed up eventually. I really didn’t have a whole bunch of pedals back then. I was still trying to get my amps—which were small—to sound really big, and so I would turn them all the way up. Besides the Univox, I eventually used a few small Fender amps that I would borrow from friends. I wish I still had those amps from the early days . . .


CHAPTER 2 ∗ ∗

High School Confidential

Almost as soon as I got that Univox amp and my electric guitar, I started playing with some older guys in school. I was in a few no-name, no-gig bands before I joined a group called Mihchuacan. This was a band of guys who were a year or two ahead of me in high school. I’m not even sure how I got in the band, but somehow I wound up playing with these guys.

I learned A LOT from the guitar player, John Riccio, who could not only play a lot of different styles of music, jam, and improvise, but he could also play rock very well, either with a pick or by Travis picking. He was a very versatile player, and I was not; I was just a straight-ahead electric guitar player who used a pick. We had a lot of great times playing together, just the two of us, as he would instruct me with the band’s material before we got together with the whole band for practice.

I remember the first show I ever did was a high school dance in the gym. I had extreme butterflies, so to help with that, I brought my Hendrix candle to the show. It was a very small, empty bottle of cheap champagne with a multicolored candle stuck in it. I would burn this candle and several candles like it every time I practiced. It was like a confidence booster to get me in touch with the spirit of Hendrix, to increase my talent, I guess. I don’t know what I was thinking at the time—I just wanted some Hendrix mojo. So I brought it to the gig, and we played on these little risers that the school had provided for us. I was kind of in the middle by the drums. I remember feeling exhilarated the first time I stepped onstage to perform before a real rock ’n’ roll crowd, but at the same time, I had my back turned to the audience, and I was petrified. I remember thinking it was the greatest thing ever, even though I don’t think I really faced the audience throughout the whole performance!

After that, I went from being a kid on the football team to being a kid who just wanted to play music all the time. At the time I must have been responding to Jimi’s pure genius, tempered with his sound, which was completely unconventional. In other words, he sounded like a virtuoso who never practiced a day in his life. He just sounded like a totally natural guitar player. Of course, years later, I’d learn that wasn’t the case. I toured with Billy Cox, Hendrix’s bass player, who told me that Hendrix practiced all day long. He said, “You hear those silly stories about someone sleeping with a guitar, that’s the way he did it. He always had the guitar on, he was always working on his rhythm-and-blues guitar playing. That was his love, and he would practice it over and over again. He wouldn’t practice scales; he would practice rhythm.”

Once I’d caught the fever, I became obsessed with practicing, to the point that I was relentless about it: I had to do it every weekday, and then on the weekends. When I got to be sixteen and seventeen, I would stretch it longer when the summers came. I would just stay in and practice all day long. My friends would always call me on a Saturday night, asking, “Where are you?” or saying, “We’re going to this big party,” and I would say, “I’ll meet you there after eleven. I’m busy practicing.” I had to prove to myself that I could play as well as I had the day before, as well or better.

As I continued to grow more and more into myself as a guitar player, I started playing with a group called Tarsus, which featured Tom Garr on drums, Steve Muller on bass, and Danny Calvagna on vocals. Pete Maher replaced Tom on drums when Tom went to college, and we added a second vocalist, Paul Lancaster. It was a lot of fun. I did a lot of growing up through crazy rock ’n’ roll experiences, the kind you have when you’re young and in a band!

          Steve Vai: Joe and I went to high school together. He was three or four years older than me, so his social group was very different from mine. He was part of the older cool kids. When you’re twelve years old, a sixteen-year-old that plays the guitar can seem like a god. But there was no mistaking that he was very well known in our school and town as a great guitar player. He was the only one in our town, or many surrounding towns, who could really play. He was in a very cool band called Tarsus and they did rock covers from Led Zeppelin. I was in a band with the younger brother of the singer who was in Joe’s band. We tried to emulate them in every way—we even named our band “Susrat,” which is Tarsus backward.

                  Joe was different from anyone else in our school. He exuded a cool that permeated the vicinity he was in. He had the longest hair of anyone and everything he did or said just seemed cool to us. We all looked up to him and talked about him all the time. We would wait in the hallways that we knew he was going to pass through just to say hi to him. My standard presentation was a nervous smile, a little wave of my hand, and a “Hi, Joe.” Any elicited response from him was fetishized and discussed among our group.

                  It was really great having someone like that in our fold that we could worship. I mean, this was a guy who could actually play the solo to Led Zeppelin’s “Heartbreaker”! Although I was listening to guys like Jimmy Page, Jimi Hendrix, and Ritchie Blackmore while growing up, in all honesty, I thought Joe was better than any of them. I couldn’t figure out how someone who was living in my town, who was sitting in front of me, could be so good. Better than my so-called heroes. Joe was my hero. Even when I was becoming successful with folks like Zappa and Roth, I would talk to the press about this guy who was leagues above us all. I thought that if the idea of a person becoming successful was based on their talent, then Joe would be an icon one day. I discovered this to be true because I can count on one crippled hand the number of people I have felt this way about, and Joe is one of them.

As soon as I started playing high school dances, kids started to ask me to give them guitar lessons. So when I was still fifteen, I started giving guitar lessons in my bedroom! My parents thought it was the greatest thing ever, mostly because it gave me money to buy my own guitar strings. It was mostly kids, but I had a few grown-up students as well. That’s where I wound up teaching Steve Vai, and that’s how we started our long friendship.

          Steve Vai: There’s no way to quantify the importance my lessons with Joe had for me. From the first time I ever laid eyes on a guitar I was enamored with it. I never felt I was good enough to own one or play it, perhaps because of self-esteem issues. Finally, when I was thirteen years old, I got ahold of a guitar but never told anyone I played it. A friend of mine who lived a few houses down was taking lessons from Joe and he gave me Joe’s number. Joe’s a great teacher for many reasons, firstly because he could really play! He knew all the cool songs that I wanted to learn and his rock playing sounded authentic. Every time he touched the guitar something musical came out. He had a vast understanding of music theory and how it could apply to the guitar, and was very strict and demanded that I understand and memorize any theory he taught me.

When you’re a teacher, you realize that you have to clearly encapsulate some unrelated technical ideas that you take for granted and understand and put them into words so someone else will understand them. That process crystallizes the lesson not only for the student, but for the teacher as well. So, I found the process of having to organize my thoughts about music helped me crystallize them for myself, and maybe understand them just a little more.

I got a kick out of sitting across from a thirteen-year-old Steve Vai and realizing, “This kid is going to be playing better than me.” I knew it, I just instinctively knew it. One thing was for sure: When I suddenly saw talent in front of me, like I did with Steve just innocently playing, it instantly made sense to me that there was no other way to be a teacher than to simply surrender everything that you knew. It was amazing to watch him take something that I figured out maybe just months ago, and watch him learn it and come back and play it better than I could. I thought, “Well then, if you’re a teacher, you have to do it, surrender everything you know.” You’re bound by some sort of moral compass to do it that way.

          Steve Vai: He set an amazingly high standard and pulled me up to it. I’m sure he gave freely to all of his students. He was a selfless teacher, meaning he gave you everything he had. But most importantly he inspired you to find yourself within it. He taught me to think independently and to find my own voice on the instrument. He always seemed to have a warehouse of information that never stopped flowing. He was very effective when teaching things such as form, style, exercises, scales, chords, theory, and so forth, because he was an example. I was able to see with my own eyes that what he was teaching he had mastered. That’s the richest kind of inspiration. Along with that, he did not skimp on the academics. I was a subpar student in school and struggled terribly to comprehend and retain anything I learned in academic studies, but when Joe told me to learn something I committed it to memory unconditionally. It’s amazing what you are capable of doing when someone you deeply respect has great expectations of you.

                  There was no time more exciting than 4:00.P.M. Thursday afternoons when I would walk across town to his house and sit in his room for my lesson. Even his room was the coolest. He had rock ’n’ roll posters covering every wall, a stack of exceptional records, amplifiers, guitars—the works. My lessons were the most important thing in my life. They were treasures. They were my escape from some of the personal challenges I was going through. My lessons were my sanctuary and were all I cared about and focused on. My entire goal in life at the time was to make sure that Joe would approve of how I learned and grew from the previous week’s lesson. Just being in his room was glorious. There’s a psychological exercise that people do if they are experiencing a difficult time in their life. They focus on a “happy place,” a time or place in their life where they felt safe, content, happy, and secure. For me, one of those places is Joe’s teenage bedroom and my guitar lessons.


CHAPTER 3 ∗ ∗

Learning Curves

During this time, when I was sixteen and seventeen, I would turn on the radio and be mesmerized by what I was hearing. But every time I played the guitar, even though I loved it, there was always that frustration of wishing I could play better. I think for every musician, that’s a daily reality where, if you’re lucky, you can say, “Wow, I am a little better today than yesterday. I do remember this. I’m not in the dark with this concept.” Even with that, I always ended every session thinking, “I wish I was better—maybe tomorrow.”

Back then, influences were flying at me from all sides of the music spectrum. Growing up in the seventies exposed me to a crazy variety of musical styles. The radio was playing the Beatles; Led Zeppelin; America; Steve Miller; Steely Dan; Crosby, Stills & Nash; the Stones; Queen; Humble Pie; all that classic rock. So from 1970 to 1974, my formative years of learning how to play electric guitar while in high school, I heard all that music, everything from James Taylor through Black Sabbath, and I loved all of it. So I kept thinking, “I want to be able to play acoustic like James Taylor; I want to be able to make this dark, incredible music like Tony Iommi.” I was still chasing Hendrix, but I was curious about all these other artists like John McLaughlin and Allan Holdsworth, and what they were doing. To me, it seemed like I needed time to stand still, so I could have another couple decades to work this all out. That’s why I was staying in on Friday and Saturday nights practicing: because I was overwhelmed by the amount of talent out there. I would ask myself, “How do I get to the point where I sound as good as Jimmy Page and Jeff Beck? How do I play this Black Sabbath song and really sound like I’m where Tony Iommi is?” I was totally driven at that early age, from fourteen on through my later teens.

In high school, I had this brilliant music theory teacher, Bill Westcott, who really unlocked the power of the musical brain to me. His message was, “Your fingers may fail you, you may not turn out to be as physically talented as you think, but your mind can keep going, and the musician in your head is the one who’s going to instruct your body how to best use your physical talent or lack thereof.” This was a very important lesson to learn, and a very tough one when you’re a punky teenager playing Black Sabbath and Led Zeppelin in a band and getting the adulation of your peers. To have some guy say, “Hey, you may suck when you turn twenty-two, and it may turn out everybody’s better than you.” So teaching me music theory, music history, ear training, learning how to sight-read better—all those things were invaluable. I really count that as the most important instruction of my whole life, those two years taking advanced music theory at Carle Place High School.
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Me and high school music teacher Bill Westcott at Carle Place High School in ’73
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I remember very clearly back in New York—when I was already playing guitar at a point where I thought I was pretty good—sitting on my bed and turning on the radio, and on came a song by Yes. I remember sitting there listening to it, thinking, “I don’t know what they’re doing—what is that? How does a band create a piece of music so easy to listen to, and yet it’s made up of parts I can’t even recognize. How are they building that? How are they putting that together? How do they understand music rhythmically and harmonically and melodically, and make it all fit together?” And then of course the sound was fantastic as well. That’s when I realized that I wasn’t really that good after all, and that I could benefit from some music theory.

As a beginner, I would learn some chords, I would hit one chord I really liked, and then play another chord. I started playing them back and forth, and I would think to myself, “That sounds like a song,” like I could hear somebody singing on top of that. So I would write the names of the chords down, and then I would say, “What does it sound like?” So I’d come up with a name for the song, and maybe write a description, like, “This song is about a bluebird.” So every time that I would pick up the guitar to practice, that’s what I would do, play my made-up little two- or three-chord song. This was before I took lessons, before I started playing with any other friends who played guitar. So I was left to my own compositional devices for material to play. As time went on, what I found was that it was more interesting, more compelling, and more artistically satisfying for me when I would play or work on music that came from an inner vision. Every time I went back to a song like that, I said, “This is where it’s at; this is what makes the world go ’round for me. Not playing this other song that’s popular in my school at the moment.”

Early on, I experienced the emptiness of simply playing other people’s music, even when it went over well. I realized that it wasn’t like playing my own music, that I didn’t have that insight into the composition process like I did with my own music. I learned in my music theory classes how conductors would really have to learn and understand a piece of music. They’d have to get into the heart and soul of the composer to properly direct the orchestra. And I thought, that’s what it is—when I’m in a band playing a Black Sabbath song for a high school dance, I don’t know why the guys in Black Sabbath wrote it. Well, no wonder I liked playing my own music, because this is a very long, accepted tradition in music, to be emotionally connected to what you’re playing. That’s the mark of a true artist.

What I started to understand was that the whole thing was a musical statement, that I couldn’t just break it down and listen to the guitar part and say, “He’s not doing much.” That’s when I started to understand that “technical perfection” had very little to do with it. So, for instance, when you hear John Lee Hooker singing “I’m in the Mood,” you really can’t find any way to dissect it, because what he’s playing is such a beautiful, unique, and original statement that you have to figure out how to classify it in a way that doesn’t break it down to its technical elements. It’s selling the music short to say, “Well, he’s playing the E chord, and then he’s singing this note on top of it . . .” Because that’s really not what’s happening. If that’s what was happening, then everybody who knew how to play a guitar could do it.

As I felt myself continuing to develop as a player, I applied my new listening lesson to Hendrix, and from there, I applied it to other players. Jeff Beck is so different from Hendrix; as players they’re two different people. That’s what we hear when we hear these guys: we hear them. Music gets filtered through their fingers and the technique they’ve picked up along the way, but their talent is really getting their unique personalities to come through their music. And that to me was the most important musical quest. I knew that’s what I should be practicing at that age. I learned theory and fingering; I learned how to Travis pick, the details. But those are just little things in comparison to the real lesson: how to bring “yourself” out and represent it musically.

Jimi remained my greatest teacher throughout it all, directly influencing my use of feedback within melodies, solos, and even as harmonic beds. All that probably comes from him directly, from his recordings, both in the studio and live. He could use feedback to be musical—in other words, he would play with the notes melodically, just the way a horn player would. Before Jimi, people didn’t really do that. They would use the noise simply to be a noise. I picked up on what Jimi did and it became part of my style. My blues style of playing is really based on his blues style; I know that his style is based on Buddy Guy and Albert King and a host of others, but I started with him. Then, as I got better at playing blues, I looked to Jimi’s influences and educated myself all the way back. Today I know that every time I play blues, I’m pacing myself and looking for the same end result that I heard when I was listening to Hendrix’s “Red House” back as a teenager.

By the time I was seventeen, I was so focused on mastering my craft and pursuing my dream that I actually graduated high school half a year early. I was a disruptive element and the school was happy to see me go. Hard to believe now, but back then, a rock ’n’ roll playing, long-haired guy was just someone they didn’t want in the school. It was a public high school in a small town on Long Island, and in retrospect, it’s laughable, because that group of us who were musicians were actually the good guys, the harmless ones. The real troublemakers were the ones who didn’t look like it, but society back then still did not like long-haired rock musicians, so we were vilified for wanting to do what we wanted to do. So they didn’t want those of us who were good students but looked like rockers around. Maybe by getting a few of us who were musicians out of there, they were thinking, “They may not be playing at the high school dances anymore, but they won’t be influencing the other kids to grow their hair,” or whatever. They also probably thought we were doing drugs all the time, which we weren’t. What I was doing all the time was practicing music.

When you’re young, you don’t realize you’re being observed every day by your parents, and they’re worrying about you. But that’s what was happening with mine, and they must have thought that I was really crazy about music, but I just needed a little bit of help. My parents let us rehearse in our basement, which was crazy, and I don’t know what possessed them to let us do that. I remember being very proud of them when they would talk down the police, who would come over to try to stop us for making too much noise. Once in a while, my mother would be concerned about the kind of songs we were singing, if she heard sexual connotations or demonic verses or something. We were just acting out, I suppose, trying to be like the bands that inspired us. But the neighbors hated us, and they would call the police, and I’d see my parents arguing our case and think they were really cool. They earned the respect of all my friends as well because they would stand up to the square neighborhood.

I still felt like I was going nowhere, mostly because the musical ambitions of the other guys in the band were different from mine. I still felt like I needed to understand the secrets of music, and I wasn’t getting it from being in a rock ’n’ roll band, and I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know how I was going to understand what Mozart understood, or Miles Davis, or Jimi Hendrix, and no one was offering up any hints to me. The other big problem our band had was the lack of money. It was very difficult to make enough, and I didn’t want to have to get a regular job. I was trying to figure out how musicians really made a living so they could take care of themselves.

Back on the academic front, I didn’t get into Juilliard, which broke my heart. After that, I was accepted to the Berklee College of Music and went up to Boston to check it out, and I was horrified that it really was more like Animal House! I wanted the secrets of the musical universe unveiled to me, but it was so disappointing. My parents helped me look for a college, and we found this place on Long Island just starting up in their first year, Five Towns College. I attended that college for one semester, and that did not go well, because to me it was a joke being in classes with kids who knew one-sixteenth of what I knew. It was just a waste of time. So after a while, I told my dad I was ready to drop out and go pro. He said, “Go for it.”

During this transition, I was fortunate to take two months of intense music lessons from bebop genius and father of cool jazz Lennie Tristano. He taught me what true musical discipline was. His ideas on improvisation as a way of life were eye-opening to me. However, his most important lesson was this: Don’t live in the “subjunctive mood.” Never worry about what you should have, would have, or could have played. Only play what you want to play. That’s a lesson I still work on to this day.

I soon wound up in this disco band before it was called disco—they called it “progressive dance” back then, but it was really disco. For almost a year, I was in this band, and it was like being in hell, but I was working, playing music, and making money. The band was like this little corporation: The guys in the band were much older than I was, and they had it all worked out. Although I thought the music was horrible and didn’t want to do it for the rest of my life, I really admired these guys who had figured out a way to be musicians and make a living. One guy was a music teacher but he played sax in the band. Another guy, all he did was this: He was the band leader, wrote the charts, and figured out how to get a loan to buy a van we could use to travel on these short tours around the East Coast. That was the first time I went on tour, the summer of 1975, and the whole thing was pretty interesting. Ultimately, that’s also when I learned that I would never do that again, and that I should avoid it if at all possible, as if my survival depended upon it. It was a soul killer, something where you would slowly die as you stood on a bandstand playing popular music for people who didn’t really care about you or what you had to say.


CHAPTER 4 ∗ ∗

Satch Goes West

In the winter of 1976, when I was nineteen, I made my way out west and moved into an apartment with one of my sisters in Berkeley. When I arrived in the Bay Area, I realized that everybody out here was an oddball, so I figured I’d fit in, too! It seemed like there was very little conformity going on. Even the number of famous artists who lived here did nothing to try to be like one another, and that was just something I liked.

To be honest, when I think back on what drew me out to the Bay Area, I have to say the weather was an obvious factor, because in Berkeley it was mild and gorgeous, compared to where I grew up in New York! No more suffering through freezing winters and humid 100-degree summers. It was also a lot cheaper to live out on the West Coast if you were at the bottom of the financial ladder. Since I was young and penniless, it seemed like a lot of fun.

I wound up renting a house in Berkeley right across from a music store called Second Hand Guitars, right next to Fat Albert’s restaurant. I’d go across the street and play guitar all day long. One day the owner, Jim Larson, asked me, “Hey, you’re not going to buy anything, are you?” I told him I wasn’t, so he offered me a deal. I could come in and play as often as I wanted, so long as I also gave guitar lessons. I said straight out, “I don’t want to get into that again,” but he ended up convincing me.

“Let’s just try it,” he said. “I’ll put an ad in the paper, and you can teach in the back room or during off-hours.”

We worked out a deal where he got something like $2 off the top of what I was charging per lesson. It was very equitable, and it was fun to teach in a store that had fantastic vintage guitars on the wall and an overall cool environment.

          Larry LaLonde, Primus lead guitarist: Within my age group around town, which was thirteen to fifteen, some of the other guitar players I knew had guitar teachers they were taking lessons from around the Bay Area, and it turned out in a short time we all learned that, ironically, OUR guitar teachers were all taking lessons from this guy Joe Satriani. And we were like, “Whoa, who’s this guy?” And the buzz on Joe at that time, just locally, was that “this guy is better than Eddie Van Halen.” As far as kids my age who played guitar were concerned, there was Eddie Van Halen and Randy Rhoads. So when we heard about this guy Joe, who at the time was also in this new band called the Squares, the question among my peers was, “How can we hear this guy?” because most of us were still too young to get in the clubs where his band played. So as fate would have it, I had around that time saved up enough money to go in and buy this Marshall cabinet at a place in Berkeley called Second Hand Guitars. And the day I went in to buy it, I saw this advertisement on the wall for “Guitar Lessons with Joe Satriani”! I couldn’t believe it was him, so I immediately signed up for a lesson and he wound up becoming my teacher.

My teaching had to be flexible, because each student was so different. In one day, I might see Alex Skolnick, Larry LaLonde, David Bryson, and Charlie Hunter. Everyone who took lessons from me had to know the name of every note on the guitar and of every chord. I insisted on it, because otherwise we’d have no basis from which to move in whatever direction a particular student wanted to head.

          Larry LaLonde: Joe was very good at assessing what your level as a player was right off, which for me at that time was still very low. The way it worked was: He would give you an assignment to learn over the next week, which was some form of exercise, a scale, for instance. When you came back in for the next lesson, he would also have you bring in a song you really wanted to learn, which he would figure out in two seconds. And the deal was, if you could pull off whatever technical lesson he’d given you to learn the week before, he would show you how to play whatever Van Halen or Randy Rhoads riff. So it was kind of a motivation to practice and learn the things he wanted you to, and it really made me want to practice, practice, practice whatever the technical lesson was that week. It would often be something repetitive and not that exciting from a playing point of view, but it was really fundamental exercise as far as getting your fingers together. It was the kind of routine where you would go up and down the neck of the guitar and if you’d miss even one note, he’d make you start over. So I would sit there and do these things that were hard exercises week after week, so even when I was practicing on my own, he had ingrained a discipline into me in which if I missed even one note, I would have to go back and start over. That turned out to be a really good method of practicing, and it helped when he started teaching me theory and how notes, scales, and chords went together, which at the time made no sense to me. So, for the first couple of months, he would explain these things to me, and I’d nod my head, secretly confused. Then I remember one day it all clicked and I was like, “Oh my God.” It was a pretty amazing moment for me as a player.

Along with Larry, I was also teaching guys like Kirk Hammett and Alex Skolnick, who had gigs already where people were depending on them not only to write music, but also to shred. So part of the lesson always had to be about lead guitar, which would always involve more hard-core practicing. They had a real desire to get some work done fast. So if a guitar player like Alex came in and wanted to know how Allan Holdsworth, Hendrix, and Michael Schenker did what they did, then I’d tell them, and that’s what we’d work on. That was our deal, and they happily took abuse from me because they said they wanted to be the greatest, and I’d always be very up front with them: “You want to be the greatest, and you want to be the greatest by next week? Then this is what it takes . . .”

          Kirk Hammett, Metallica lead guitarist: Even back then he sounded like he does now. I mean, all the components of his guitar style were in place back then. I was just so totally blown away by his technique and his style. The first thing he said to me is, “Okay, if you’re going to take lessons from me I expect you to learn your lessons. If you come in next week without learning the lessons, you’re just going to be wasting our time and there’s no real reason for you to be taking lessons.” So he basically told me to have my act together when I came in the next week. So I had the lesson, learned everything over the week, and came back the next week. It just totally grew from there . . . I learned a lot of things from Joe, a lot of things about technique especially. I also learned that feel is better than anything and everything. So I’ve always strived be a player with a lot of feeling rather than a player with a lot of technique. I was always aware of the fact that you can say just as much with five notes as you can with five thousand notes. Learning that was very, very important to me.1

As I got more popular, I wound up with sixty students, and I could teach seven days a week, eight hours a day. I had a long waiting list, so that’s how I made my living while I was playing with my band.

The Squares, my West Coast band, got together in late ’79. When I first moved out to California, I had hung out with my sister’s soon-to-be ex-husband, Neil Sheehan, a guy I’d written music with back when I was fourteen years old. He was a very smart guy and an engineer, but he’d also had a short stint playing with a pop band called the Critters that had some marginal success before my time on the East Coast. He was also a creative songwriter. He and I decided to try to put a band together where he could be a manager and a songwriter, and we both could find really cool guys to play with. He knew a little bit more about the local scene than I did; I was still quite young and not old enough to go to a lot of the clubs. So the Squares were born one night after my brother-in-law and I went down to the Old Waldorf club to see a local performer, Jane Dornacker, play. Her backup band was these two guys, Jeff Campitelli on drums and Andy Milton on bass. After the show, we went up to them and said, “You know, we’re thinking of putting a band together from scratch, and want it to be this kind of a band. Would you be interested in doing it?”
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The Squares playing in Sproul Plaza at UC Berkeley circa ’80
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          Jeff Campitelli, drummer: I remember Joe had come down to one of our shows to check out the band I happened to be playing in with one of his students, and we just hit it off backstage. We started talking and quickly found we had very similar interests in music, and he said he was putting together something, and he really liked my drumming and our bass player. So we got together at Joe’s apartment the very next night and he started playing some demo ideas he had, and, of course, just listening to his playing, I immediately thought, “Wow, this guy’s really good. He can actually play!” And at that time, I was coming from more of a school of playing with a lot of punk-type bands, just real fast three-chord stuff, and I remember being impressed by the fact that Joe could rock, but that he also had this incredible technical ability. So it struck me right away that it was pretty amazing. We all decided that night to get together and play. Within a couple days after that, we got together in my parents’ garage—I was still living at home at the time—and played some Beatles tunes and a couple of Joe’s tunes he’d been writing with his brother-in-law, and we just hit it off musically. It was one of those things you don’t question; it just felt right. So we just started the band right there—we all said, “Hey, this is pretty cool,” and started rehearsing. Andy had star quality without a doubt, and was one of those very strong yet extremely vulnerable, beautifully gifted singers. He was a fun bass player; he wasn’t a guy who would ever consider trying toward any kind of virtuosity. He just wanted to rock ’n’ roll; that was his thing. He had a beautiful voice, and the combination of being big, tall, and handsome and really sensitive was just this thing that made you want to watch him.

I could sense that Jeff liked the same drummers that I did, and although he was a lot younger than I was, he had elements of Ringo Starr, Charlie Watts, Mitch Mitchell, John Bonham, and Keith Moon. These were drummers who were all part of my foundation—they played in the bands that I thought wrote and played the greatest music, yet they were all different from each other. So it turned out that Jeff and I had this mutual appreciation for how different these drummers were and how they were at the core of the bands’ ways of expressing themselves. If you had tried to switch their drummers out, they would kind of fall flat, so we knew it was more than just the technical ability: It was their feel, and that’s what attracted me to Jeff’s playing. I just thought he had a great feel on his own, and then when you presented him with music, he would seek out what he thought was the best feel for that piece of music, as compared to other drummers, who might simply take whatever you had and filter it through their “thing.”

          Jeff Campitelli: I remember Joe had a really great Marshallamp rock tone, and at that time, he came into the group playing what was—and I don’t want to pigeonhole him—a style that was a little more Van Halen–esque, because at the time they were huge. Back then, Joe was also playing through
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