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Originally released in 1996 JWH's much loved first foray into Gangsta Folk has been remastered with

additional tracks. 18 MP3 Songs FOLK: Folk Pop, ROCK: Folk Rock Details: Originally released in 1996

JWH's much loved first foray into Gangsta Folk has been remastered with additional tracks. ALL MUSIC

GUIDE REVIEW: "Four years passed since John Wesley Harding's previous long-player and it seems he

spent the time "growing up" a bit, shaking once and for all the image of Elvis Costello's smart-ass kid

brother. John Wesley Harding's New Deal (the title presumably refering to his parting of ways with Sire

and his new signing to Forward Records) finds a gentler Harding doing some soul searching on his most

introspective outing to date. Continuing in the trend set by 1992's Why We Fight, the album's warmer

production -- bare-boned arrangements consisting mainly of acoustic guitar with subtle use of violin, cello,

hammond organ, and pedal steel -- create the appropriate intimate setting for the subject matter.

Thankfully the new John Wesley Harding's songs are still as clever as ever and, in a different way, just as

catchy and memorable." George Graham reviews for WVIA-FM: "American and British pop music have a

lot in common besides a language. There are some styles, notably straight-ahead rock and roll where it's

hard to tell from which side of the Atlantic the artist hails. Other genres can have a distinctly American or

British flavor. There are endless numbers of trendy British pop styles going back to the Beatles, and over

the decades also including varieties like art-rock and peculiarly British dance crazes. Although it can be

argued that the British got all their rock  roll influences from the US in the first place, there are some

styles which have remained distinctly American, such as R&B and the folk-based singer-songwriter

genre. The English have tried both, but the results come out with a distinctly UK accent. As far as folkies

go, the Brits developed a unique style back in the late 1960s through groups like Fairport Convention, that

continues to this day. This week's album is by a British folkie who has developed a very American style
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and sound. He is John Wesley Harding, and his latest recording is entitled John Wesley Harding's New

Deal. Wesley Harding Stace assumed the name of the famous American outlaw immortalized in Bob

Dylan's song when he began performing. Interestingly one of his early influences was another British Isles

performer with an American sound, Elvis Costello, and early in Harding's career, many observed the

similarity between his and Costello's vocal sounds. Also inviting comparison was the presence of two of

Costello's band members on two of Harding's albums. Despite Costello's shadow, Harding began to

distinguish himself in the late 1980s with a somewhat folkier sound and lyrics that occasionally tended

toward the more political, also in the American folkie tradition. Since then, Harding has been developing a

reputation for his insightful songs that are full of great wordcraft and attractive pop melodies. Now as he is

approaching his thirtieth birthday, Harding has come to America for his new album, and ends up sounding

even more like a folksinger from this side of the Atlantic. There's a mainly acoustic backing, largely absent

drums, and full of the kind of articulate and introspective lyrics that singer-songwriters from Jackson

Browne to John Gorka have made their stock-in-trade. On the other hand, this album is rather less

political than some of Harding's more recent works, such as his outstanding 1993 release Why We Fight.

There are a few love songs, but much of this album consists of little vignettes about characters, in varying

degrees of haplessness. New Deal was recorded in the San Francisco Bay area, and was co-produced

by Chris von Snidern, who himself is an adroit singer-songwriter with a pop disposition. It's a generous

collection of thirteen compositions that run from personal relationships with a twist to songs that do

attempt to take on the state of the world. The accompaniment is exceptionally tasteful and understated.

There is occasionally a drummer heard, but the rockiest tunes often lack percussion and convey their

musical energy because of the song itself and the presence of some electric guitar. But just as often you'll

hear a cello or violin, or a little steel guitar adding a hint of country. One can also occasionally hear a little

Beatles influence in some of the arrangements. The opening track reflects that mix of stylistic imprints. To

Whom It May Concern is a song in the form of a letter, apparently sent by someone rather lonely. Toward

the end of the piece, the hints at Beatle-style arrangements become apparent. One of the more appealing

track, both musically and lyrically, is Other People's Failure, whose lyric refrain is typical of the intelligent

writing that marks Harding's work. One of Harding's musical vignettes about a lonely character comes on

a song called God Lives Upstairs. It's another fine piece of writing, with its slightly forlorn country

arrangement hinting at the quiet desperation of the song's protagonist. A piece typical of Harding's past



work is The King Is Dead Boring. The lyrics take a general slap at authority figures, while the tune rocks

without the aid of a drummer. Another love song turned into narrative vignette with worthy results is the

track entitled Cupid and Psycho, presumably about two people, or maybe about two emotions

personified. John Wesley Harding, the introspective folkie, is epitomized on Infinite Combinations. The

track is a textbook example of making the best of the singer-songwriter format -- a song about

relationships turns into a profound observation about the world in general, in a quiet acoustic guitar and

harmonica-dominated setting. My favorite track on the album if for nothing more than its very appropriate

lyrical commentary on the state of popular media culture in the 1990s, is called The Triumph of Trash.

Harding usually manages to include some social commentary on each of his albums, and he succeeds

brilliantly on this track, whose musical setting would have fit in with among the Sixties protest singers. For

my own taste about the only slight disappointment is a piece called Still Photo. While the lyrics are up to

Harding's standards, the tune and musical arrangement come up a bit a short. Here, Harding plays all

instruments himself. The album ends with another of its lyrical gems. The Speed of Normal makes some

telling observations about how the changing state of the world is leaving a lot of people behind. Harding

does it in a attractive, gentle acoustic setting. The new release entitled John Wesley Harding's New Deal

is another outstanding recording from the British-born singer-songwriter whose voice sounds a bit like

Elvis Costello, and who occasionally borrows bits of Beatles influence in his musical arrangements, but

who is sounding more and more like an American folk-style singer-songwriter. New Deal continues

Harding's tradition of exceptionally fine lyric writing, both in terms of the way he puts words together, and

the way he treats his subjects, which he can often turn into telling observations about the world in

general. He is an appealing vocalist and this album features a scaled-back, mostly acoustic instrumental

setting that contrasts with his previous, more electric work. He is also a bit less political this time around.

The result makes for exceptionally fine listening. One thing I miss is a printed lyric sheet in the CD

booklet, but Harding is quite intelligible, and repeated listenings to his music will engender a greater

appreciation for his wordcraft. From a technical standpoint, the album is competently done with a clean

mix, unencumbered by excessive studio effects. The sound, like the album's contents is fairly

understated, and comes to be appreciated more with time. John Wesley Harding is one of the best

singer-songwriters to come out of England in the past several years, and his New Deal, with its American

recording venue and musical style, underscores that position. After several releases for major labels, now



Harding has gone the independent route at least here in America, perhaps explaining this album's lack of

commercial concessions. It is one of the finest recordings from a performer who continues to win more

fans, but still, I think, deserves wider recognition." Wesley Stace was born in Hastings, Sussex in 1965,

and educated at The King's School, Canterbury, and Jesus College, Cambridge. Under the name, John

Wesley Harding, he has released 15 albums, ranging from traditional folk to full on pop music. His most

recent pop release Adam's Apple (2004) was called "the finest album of his career" (All Music Guide),

"one of his best, a sharp collection of pop that cleverly weds sunny melodies to dark matters" (The New

Yorker) and "a dazzling piece of popcraft that shows wide range and real heart" (No Depression.) John

Wesley Harding has been joined onstage by Lou Reed, Iggy Pop, John Prine, Bruce Springsteen (with

whom he recorded a duet on his album Awake), Joan Baez, Peter Buck, Evan Dando, David Baddiel,

Rick Moody, Scott MacCaughey and Robyn Hitchcock amongst others. He has appeared on Late Night

with Conan O'Brien, The Late Show with David Letterman, and The Tonight Show with Jay Leno. His

songs have been featured in films (including High Fidelity) and covered by other artists. His most recent

record was "Songs of Misfortune", a (mostly) a capella recording by The Love Hall Tryst, featuring the

ballads from his first novel, Misfortune. The recently released DVD "A Bloody Show" documents an epic

show filmed at Bumbershoot in Seattle, featuring songs from Misfortune, on which JWH is accompanied

by a rock band, a string quartet and The Love Hall Tryst, and readings from the novel, with Robyn

Hitchcock as the narrator. His next record is to be recorded later this year with The Minus Five.

Misfortune, under his real name Wesley Stace, was published to great acclaim in 2004 by Little, Brown

(USA) and Jonathan Cape (UK) - translations followed in Italy, France (where it has become a bestseller),

Holland, Taiwan, Japan, Israel etc. It was nominated for The Guardian First Book Award, The

Commonwealth Writers' Prize, The James Tiptree, Jr. Award, listed as one of the books of the year in The

Washington Post and The Boston Phoenix, and was one of Amazon's Top Ten Novels of the Year. His

second novel, BY GEORGE, will be published in August 2007.
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