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Ben Harper and the Innocent Criminals, Red Rocks, Morrison, August 23, 2006. 

 

By Tim Van Schmidt 

 

By the time rock/soul/folk dynamo Ben Harper and his band the Innocent Criminals got to the 

joyful and uplifting “Better Way” at the end of their long show at Red Rocks on August 23, I 

believed. Thanks to Ben Harper’s serious attempt to give real SUBSTANCE to pop music, I 

believed that there really is hope in troubled political and economic times. That hope comes from 

not just an ability to speak up publicly, but also from the attempt to appreciate the personal trials 

that affect all of our lives- like love, loneliness and just trying to stay alive. Ben Harper, it seems, 

sees the value in all of it, and an artist like that gives me hope. 

 

Now, I would call Harper a serious artist. What I mean by that is that no matter what the guy 

does on stage, he seems to get downright serious about making something happen. That goes for 

his slide guitar work, featured several times throughout the evening, Harper just as willing to dig 

in with the bar to find some wiry solo combination as to whang the thing fully and try to get 

some feedback going. He was no slouch on electric guitar either. It also goes for Harper’s vocal 

style. Here’s a guy who doesn’t just perform a song, but breathes it, shouts it, makes it howl a 

little bit. 

 

But being serious is also reflected fully in Harper’s songwriting. Whether questioning authority 

in the aggressively confrontive “Excuse Me Mr.” or musing about the soul in the wistful acoustic 

number “Another Lonely Day,” you get the sense that Harper is really focusing- intently- on 

whatever issue is at hand. And maybe that’s the key, is that Harper seems to see plenty of 

ISSUES to talk about in life. 

 

Of course, the most dramatic of the new stuff from the recent release, “Both Sides of the Gun,” 

including “Please Don’t Talk About Murder While I’m Eating” and “Black Rain,” had a 

decidedly revolutionary feel to it- against the culture and the government. When an artist sums 

up his reaction to federal response to the Hurricane Katrina devastation in New Orleans like this: 

“This government business/is straight up sadistic,” there is more than just wordplay involved. 

“Black Rain” was perhaps the most stunning piece of the evening at Red Rocks for its 

outpouring of serious emotion. 

 

Other highlights were plentiful, like the more positive exhortations of the new “Get It Like You 

Like It”: “Throw your hands up to the sky/and scream out loud I’m free”. Another rousing 

moment was when opener Damian Marley came on stage and joined Harper and the Innocent 

Criminals for a version of the political reggae rallying cry “Get Up, Stand Up.” Towards the end 

of the set, Harper also threw in a couple of covers- Neil Young’s “Heart of Gold” and the Marvin 

Gaye hit “Sexual Healing”- performed with vigor and purpose. 

 

My favorite part of the show, however, was when Harper came back on stage by himself after 

the first set and performed several solo acoustic pieces. With things toned way down, you could 

hear just how good of a vocalist Harper is and also that all of his considerations are not political, 



but can be personal too- and the acoustic pieces allowed that to come through. That section 

included the very new piece “Lifeline.” 

 

Harper was even serious about acknowledging the crowd, taking several moments throughout the 

evening to step back and appreciate the beauty of the venue and the roar of the adoring crowd. At 

one point, Harper stepped to the front of the stage sans microphone and attempted to call up to 

the people at the top of the amphitheatre- and you could hear him too. 

 

The opening band- Damian Marley- also offered some musical inspiration. Marley’s mix of 

dancehall reggae and his own father’s more “traditional” approach worked fine, the words 

flowing while the rhythm remained up tempo. His version of “Exodus”- laying down that great 

infectious groove, then rapping profusely on top of it- was indeed fun to hear. 

 

But what really made me go away smiling from Red Rocks that night was the final tune of the 

night, “Better Way.” It was an uplifting, perhaps Gospel inspired, triumph and real proof that 

Harper, as serious as he is about everything, knows what it is people need the most: hope. 


