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Chris Smither, Avogadro’s Number, Fort Collins. March 18, 2005 

 

By Tim Van Schmidt 

 

When Chris Smither took the stage at Avogadro’s Number on March 18, he had to wind his way 

carefully through the room. That’s because the standing room only crowd that had assembled to 

hear his bluesy acoustic music was packed in tight. But once Smither got settled onto the little 

stage, he got to work picking out lively melodies on the guitar, tapping his shoes on a chunk of 

board for a rhythm section and applying a weathered voice to wise words. 

 

Smither’s songs, steeped in the blues, were full of colorful characters and wry turns of phrases. 

“No Love Today” echoed a vegetable street vendor Smither remembered from his childhood in 

New Orleans. “Let It Go” was a humorous but surly talking blues tune about a guy whose car has 

just been stolen. But the rhythm of the jaunty guitar parts and the infectious slapping of 

Smither’s feet on the board were also colorful musically. 

 

Whether playing his own tunes, like the “nostalgia piece” “I Can Love You Like a Man,” 

(covered by Bonnie Raitt and recently, Diana Krall,) or “Hey Hey Hey,” or others by Jesse 

Winchester or Bob Dylan, Smither’s approach was direct and effective. After finishing his set 

with a song he “learned from Mississippi John Hurt,” “Frankie and Albert,” the audience gave 

him an enthusiastic standing ovation- which meant that Smither basically COULDN’T leave the 

stage. So he played another one and completed the evening. 

 

Opening the show was singer-songwriter Jeffrey Foucault. Foucault’s serious and contemplative 

music also maintained a strain of blues. His set was perhaps too short- an unusual complaint 

about an opener- but he was still able to showcase a mature lyrical depth while stirring up a 

passionate sound.  

 

Earlier in the afternoon, after an exacting sound check, Smither took a break in a back booth for 

a King Koncert interview. He was ready and willing to talk about songwriting, performing and 

the perception of “roots” music. Here are some excerpts:  

 

News: 

 

Right now I’m still writing songs for the next CD. I was hoping to have everything done and be 

in the studio by June but everything’s taking longer than I’d hoped plus we’re in the middle of a 

whole process of going to China to adopt a daughter. It’s a big project. It takes precedence over a 

lot of things and it’s got me occupied. But I expect sometime early next year there will be a new 

recording. 

 

Songwriting process: 

 

I usually have all the tunes ready and finished for a long time before the words happen, then I 

just start working at it. I start singing nonsense stuff. Usually it starts with a chord progression 



and then I just scat sing and improvise a melody over that. It’s all scat singing for a while, just 

nonsense syllables. Scat singing can rhyme, nonsense syllables can rhyme and that helps you 

figure out where the rhymes should fall to emphasize certain aspects of the rhythm, then all of a 

sudden lines just start popping. Now what are we talking about? I’ve often said this, it’s almost a 

process of trying to communicate with a part of your brain that you’re not on speaking terms 

with. You try to let it go its own way and you try not to pay too much attention to it so you don’t 

scare it off. It’s best to just to keep scribbling and try not to make too much sense out of it until 

you’ve got a good bunch of stuff and then you can look at it and say oh I see what I was trying to 

say. 

 

…It’s just a very organic process. It takes a lot of thinking- for me. A lot of people who write 

songs don’t have to think very hard at all, at least that’s the impression I get, not to say from the 

songs, but just from listening to them talk about writing. It doesn’t require a lot of conscious 

thought. With me it does. I come up with complex ideas, observations about human nature and 

human relationships and then how do I distill that into three lines in such a way that somebody 

says oh he’s talking about me? I don’t want to be up there talking about myself. I want to give 

them something that approaches universality. 

 

New songs on stage: 

 

As soon as they’re finished and it’s like okay that’s comprehensible then I start playing them in 

front of people and then I start figuring out why they don’t work the way I think they should. 

You just sit there and you play it for people and see that they’re not understanding this line. For 

some reason, that line, it’s a killer line you say to yourself, why don’t they get that? And then 

you realize it could be something as simple as just giving a pause between two words so they 

don’t confuse two concepts. Things like that, it’s all in phrasing. Phrasing. That’s why Dylan’s 

so good. Dylan is brilliant at phrasing. Everyone says he’s a terrible singer. He’s an effective 

singer. He’s very effective. He gets the message across. 

 

“Roots” music: 

 

That’s a way to avoid calling it folk. Roots music most basically is a term like Americana, like 

AAA, like all those terms that come and go to avoid using the F word, folk, which the industry 

feels rightly or wrongly is a turn off for any kind of commercial success. And it really doesn’t 

matter the slightest bit to me. All music is roots music. It all traces its way back to elemental 

sounds. I mean in a sense what I do is closer to being some kind of original polyphonic music in 

a sense that I use a lot of pentatonic scales and that’s something that shows up all over the world 

very early in almost any kind of music. …It’s another way of saying homemade music…Folk 

has a real definite meaning in certain circles as well so that doing songs you wrote yourself isn’t 

really folk music, but if you write songs in a way that sound as though they might have been 

written a long time ago by somebody, what is that, roots music?  

 

Why play this kind of music: 

 

Partly because I can, partly because I just like the music. If I were better schooled, I might be 

playing a different kind of music, but I was going to be an anthropologist. It never occurred to 



me to study music the way I studied any other subject, but it’s this kind of music that I could 

understand and become competent at without having to refer to a lot of restraints. It’s the kind of 

music you can make and nobody can tell you you’re doing it wrong. In classical music, 

everything’s wrong. The idea is to minimize what’s wrong. It’s never perfect. Also, you’re not 

free to improvise in classical music. You play the notes that are there and dealing in classical 

composition there are certain rules in composition that you violate at your own risk. And nobody 

will allow you to attempt it until you’ve proved you know what all the rules are and you know 

you’re violating the rules. In this kind of music, if it sounds good, if it pleases you, you do it and 

if you can please other people by doing it so much the better and nobody is allowed to tell you 

that you’re doing it wrong. 

 

Teaching others: 

 

Most of the time when I’m teaching, they just want to know how to do what I do. I show them 

what I do and then I try to show them in such a way that they’re going to apply it to their own 

stuff because most of the people that are interested in learning to play the way I do are writing 

their own stuff. We talk some about songwriting and some of the approaches to it. Basically, you 

can teach somebody to play the guitar and it’s very difficult to teach somebody how to write a 

song. You can suggest directions once they’ve written a song. You can say, okay if this were my 

song, I would make some adjustments here and here and here in this way and the reason I would 

do it is such and such and such and such, but that’s not to say you have to do that, it’s just 

another way of looking at it. I really don’t think you can teach somebody who has never written 

a song how to write a song. You’ve got to have something to say, that’s the hardest part right 

there, you know, to have something to say. 

 

Changes: 

 

Technology wise I have recording equipment nobody could have dreamed of in a big studio 

when I started making records. It was untouchable. That’s a big difference. Anybody can make a 

record. Now it isn’t a big deal. What’s a big deal is can you sell it. That’s the problem. That’s 

where the rub is, but the Internet helps a lot in that respect too. It used to be when I was first 

making records and make no mistake it’s always been a marginal genre that I’m in- very few 

people sell large quantities of records in this field. One of the most frustrating things used to be 

you’d go to places, I’d come to Colorado and the people would say Chris, we love your music 

but we can’t find your records anywhere. These days, usually I have them with me and I say, 

here I’ll sell you one…You can go to smither.com or Amazon or you can go anywhere and 

there’s no excuse to not buy a record if you want one of a given artist. It’s just too easy to find. 

It’s simplicity itself. As soon as somebody lands on my web site, bingo I’m as big as Warner 

Brothers.  

 

Others covering your songs: 

 

It’s what every musician hopes for is that other people will do your stuff. I mean that’s apart 

from being pennies from heaven. It’s like free money, just all of a sudden the checks show up 

twice a year like clockwork. But it’s also validation and puts the emphasis on the song; that this 

is a real song I don’t need to hold its hand or tell it when to cross the street anymore. It knows 



how to go out and make its way in the world. It’s the most wonderful thing in the world. And it 

doesn’t even matter to an extent if somebody butchers the song, the fact that they wanted to do it 

in the first place is a nice little testimonial. 

 

Advice for performers: 

 

For performance, the most important thing that takes a long time to discover is that it’s not about 

me. If the performer can remember that it’s not about them, that it’s about the music, then you’re 

half way home. All you’ve got to do is remember its about the music and if you succeed in that 

then the artist as a person will get all the attention he or she requires. But turning a performance 

into being about oneself instead of about one’s music is almost a sure road to disaster. It won’t 

make you happy if you’re trying to make yourself look good instead of trying to make the music 

sound good. Am I cool? If I do this right I will be cool. People may not think I’m cool if I don’t 

get this exactly right. But the question should be are they going to like the music, can I make it 

so they like the music? If they like the music their gaze will drift over to you, you don’t have to 

worry about that. The focus is on music not on oneself. 


