Sunday, March 17, 2002

The following is a transcript of a lengthy conversation between John Paul Jones and The Toronto Sun's John Kryk. The interview was conducted at Toronto's Royal York Hotel on Dec. 5, 2001, while Jones was on tour with King Crimson, and prior to the release of his new solo album, "The Thunderthief". 

ON HIS FALL 2001 TOUR, AND NEW CD 

SUN: On your current tour, you're in the middle of a pretty grueling stretch it would seem, a five-concert-a-week stretch. How's it been going? 

JPJ: Very well. Very well. It's been very interesting playing for somebody else's audience again. The last time we opened -- uh, I opened -- for another band was 19... 1969. I think it was Vanilla Fudge. 

SUN: It's been that long for you? 

JPJ: It has really been that long, yeah. But it's good. The reaction has been very good, as far as I think people have been overheard saying, you know, "Ah, I really didn't expect a) the opening band to be any good at all," and b) "Oh, I didn't really know anything about this guy," and then became fans. My last record has been on sale at the venues, and people who have simply never heard of me before have been going, "Oh, I'll get a copy of this one." 

SUN: Gobbling them up afterward? 

JPJ: Yeah, so I'm very pleased with that. 

SUN: I remember there were lineups at the Toronto show in 2000. 

JPJ: Well they knew what they were going to see. Well, nobody really knows what they're going to see, but they had some idea at least. But people have been coming up to see us who have no idea what I do, and very little idea about Led Zeppelin. 

SUN: What's the official title of the new CD? 

JPJ: The Thunderthief. And it's one word, Thunderthief ... I tried to announce that on stage last night, actually (in Buffalo): "The Thunderthief on February the fifth." (laughs) I nearly lost all my teeth. (Note: The official release date in Canada is now Tuesday, March 19.) 

SUN: Is it similar-sounding to Zooma? 

JPJ: In some ways. I didn't want to just rewrite Zooma, which would have been very easy to do. And so, I mean musically -- how in-depth do you want to go? 

SUN: You can go as in-depth as you'd like. 

JPJ: Musically, I wanted to change from Zooma where in the hard riff, the songs -- the riffs -- were the melodies, and I decided I wanted to put melodies over them. But that didn't last very long. I got bored with that. About halfway through the record I just kind of changed directions and decided that I was restricting myself by not using voice ... And so I experimented with some, uh, I got hold of some lyrics and set them to music and started singing. I sing on four songs. 

SUN: Now, I remember two years ago on that radio interview you did that you said you basically didn't have any interest in singing yourself. 

JPJ: That's right! (laughs) 

SUN: What changed?

.JPJ: I did. Um, that was it. I just suddenly thought, working on a song, that this really needs something else. I know what it needs. It needs a voice. And then I thought, "Oh, dear" again. So then a friend of mine, Peter Blegvad, who is a singer-songwriter and also a cartoonist, a very fine cartoonist who does the Leviathan cartoon used in The Independent, and he has a book out -- great stuff, very surreal. And he did the artwork for the album. And I asked if he had any lyrics that he hadn't put to music, and he brought me up a few and I picked two songs out of that and put them to music one's called Ice Fishing At Night ... And then I tried singing those and I decided that it was, like, it wasn't going to work. So then I thought, well, I need some more songs. So then I started writing lyrics as well, which is another first for this album. So I wrote two sets of lyrics. 

SUN: That's the first time you've ever written lyrics? 

JPJ: Yeah. Yeah. 

SUN: And the CD is already released in Japan, is that correct? 

JPJ: Yes, yes. (shakes his head in apparent disgust). It was my mistake. Basically, they always come out, so you either need an extra track for Japan or you have to come out a week or two early, because of their import scene. Basically, if it all comes out at the same time, by the time it gets to Japan everybody has bought the imports. So they want something different ... And so what happened was they geared up for the release in Japan and I missed the deadline for America. Because once you get into Christmas, that's it -- gone for small artists. And I do all the record myself -- I engineer it, mix it, everything -- and I just took too long. I missed the deadline. I had some equipment breakdowns as well, which is hard always, but I just took too long. And so we couldn't pull the Japanese release, is what happened. We'd done all the work on it. I couldn't say, "I'm terribly sorry, you're not getting it." And so we've got this long delay. 

SUN: Now on the tour that means people haven't heard these songs; they're hearing them all for the first time at the shows. Are they getting a good reception? 

JPJ: Well, yes, yes. I announce everything, so that people kind of know where it all comes from. But to be honest, it still wouldn't have been the tour to promote the album, as it were, because the idea for the tour came up quite late. Robert Fripp invited me on the tour. And I just thought, "This is too good a chance to pass up." It's a chance to play to more people, which is what it's about. 

SUN: Is that what started the whole thing -- that interview that I'd heard a couple of years ago, where you were interviewed and I think you said that that was the genesis of it all when you were with -- 

JPJ: Diamanda Galas. And we even played here. 

SUN: That's right. So that's what spawned the CD, because you needed something --? 

JPJ: -- to play, exactly. Exactly that. 

SUN: How long had you gone without touring? 

JPJ: Diamanda was the first time in, whatever it was -- 25 years? ... It was 1980... Fifteen years. 

SUN: By 1980 were you kind of tired of it? Did you have any great desire -- 

JPJ: I needed a rest. But having said that, you know I'd given up the road before then. When I was 18 I'd had enough of the road. 

SUN: And you went in the studio. 

JPJ: And I went in the studio. 

SUN: Did you sing any backup on the early Zeppelin songs...? 

JPJ: Yeah, yeah. 

SUN: ... like Thank You? 

JPJ: Yeah, yeah. Yeah, yeah, yeah. We did backup vocals......SUN: But that was just on the first two albums, right, and then after that it was pretty much Robert? 

JPJ: Yeah, pretty much (looks unsure). I can't remember these things (laughs). You never listen to your own records. There are two types of musicians: people that do, and people that don't. I'm one of the ones who don't. Record's finished? (Motions with his hands to denote 'that's it'). Oh, I play it live. But I never actually go back -- 

SUN: So, say, on a quiet day in 1984 when you had nothing going on, you wouldn't have just said, "Oh, let's put on Zep III and see if I can still play the bass lines." 

JPJ: No, not at all. I knew I could play those bass lines in my sleep. However, if I heard it on the radio, I'd listen to it and go, "Yeah, I was really good." You know? So it's not for any reason. It's just you don't play your own music. When you're done recording an album, you've heard quite enough of it. And that's the way it is. 

SUN: What song off The Thunderthief do you think might have a chance of getting some extended radio play, and is that one of the reasons you put some vocals on? 

JPJ: Not really. (laughs) I thought it might be a by-product, but I have no real hopes. The Thunderthief itself might get some airplay. But there is a song that I like very much, which I wrote. It MAY get airplay, but it's so unusual, it would get airplay because it's so unusual, I think, or (laughs) it won't get any airplay because it's unusual ... so it's not a planned thing. It's a thing called Freedom Song, which I do in the show. The reason why it might get airplay is because it's a great song, even though I wrote it myself. I really like it. And the reason why it might NOT get airplay is because it's voice and ukulele ... so I don't think I could be accused of doing it for commercial reasons (laughs). 

SUN: Are you kicking yourself, now that you're having so much fun on the road and doing CDs, that you hadn't started this, say, 10 or 15 years ago? 

JPJ: Not really. I was a different person 10, 15 years ago musically, and I really didn't know what to do, or what to present. I mean, every day I pick up an instrument and play I know what I like. But how to present it to people and put a show together, I really didn't have a point of view in that respect. 

SUN: In terms of direction, you mean as far as the kind of sound? 

JPJ: Yeah, yeah. 

SUN: Were you struggling to try to find it? 

JPJ: Not really. I'd do some experiments, and I could go in a lot of directions. I wanted to wait until it came together a bit more. Maturity helps (laughs). 

SUN: But with some musicians, as they get older, that creativity kind of goes away. But obviously you haven't had any problem with that at all. 

JPJ: No, quite the reverse. It's a shame, really. For a rock 'n' roll musician, you're considered to be at your peak when you're 20 and then it's downhill from there. For every other musician, it's entirely the reverse: you're a student when you're 20, and by the time you get to 40 or 50 you refine your art. It's such a shame. 

SUN: Sort of like visual artists. 

JPJ: Yeah, that's right. You just learn more. I think it's all to do with the fact that rock 'n' roll is a music, a lifestyle and an attitude. 

SUN: And you still have the attitude. 

JPJ: Yes, well.....SUN: When I first heard Zooma, I was a little bit surprised at the intensity of the music. 

JPJ: People think you just slow down. 

SUN: But it wasn't even that conscious. Maybe the sub-conscious kind of expects that. But then you hear it, and it's like, "Whoa, this thing really moves." I think that's part of the reaction of that crowd a year ago here, and what you're experiencing everywhere. 

JPJ: Yeah. That's how I like to play -- that sort of music. But then I like quiet, soft things. The Thunderthief actually has got something with two grand pianos [Ice Fishing At Night] -- a classical piece in a late 19th century way (laughs), or early 20th century, actually. 

SUN: A little bit of ragtime? 

JPJ: No, actually. I can't play ragtime. 

SUN: So what's next after this? Will you tour again in the spring once the CD's out? 

JPJ: Yes. Yeah, I'd like to promote the CD and play more. And again, try to increase the audience, because then I should double my expenses (laughs). Everyone says, "Oh, you do all this for the money?" What money? (laughs). You don't get paid for doing this. But, yeah, obviously I want to promote the album. But I'm already thinking about the next album. This one's done as far as I'm concerned. When it got mastered, that was it. That's over. I'm already thinking about the next. And the direction is coming together now. 

SUN: That was my next question. So after the tour, it's on to the third CD? 

JPJ: Yeah, definitely. Something I learned from Diamanda, because she's worked with a lot of people as well -- a lot of classical composers like Berrio and Xenakis, those people -- and she was saying that people were asking her, "Well, who would you like to collaborate with?" or these sorts of things. She came to the conclusion that if she was going to expend that much effort on music, it was going to be her own music, and I now subscribe to that. I decided, "I've been on everybody else's records. I've played everything, I've produced everything. I've arranged for them. And, you know [laughs] now's the time I'm gonna spend on my own stuff for a while." 

SUN: Because it's almost like you've gone full-circle twice, isn't it? 

JPJ: Well, yeah. 

SUN: You did the session work, doing everybody else's music. Then you did your own all through the '70s. Then it was doing everybody else's again. Do you feel that way? 

JPJ: Yeah, pretty much. My career has been cyclic. That's good. It keeps you awake, ya know. By the time it gets -- not boring -- but more on automatic, then that's the time to break away and take a few chances. It's like walking on stage ... which is nice, because I can walk on stage and, it being my band, I can do anything I like. I know that sounds totally indulgent in a way, but it's quite fun. If the mood takes you -- it's like last night. When I walked out I just fiddled around on the mandolin for a while, and then I apologized -- "Oh, sorry, lads (laughs). Now we'll get on with the show." But it's quite fun. I can do that, and it makes it quite interesting for me, and the audience likes it too. I think it's interesting for them. 

SUN: Definitely. There are a lot of people I know who are looking forward to hearing that CD, and I hope it goes well. 

JPJ: Thank you..ON HIS LACK OF INDIVIDUAL FAME 

SUN: We were talking about this in the office the other day. As far as fame, if you look at the top-selling music acts of all time, you've got The Beatles, Led Zeppelin, Garth Brooks, Michael Jackson, and on down the list. Just about everybody, including everybody from those groups, could walk down the street and be mobbed. How is life for you? Do you have freedom of anonymity? 

JPJ: Pretty much, yes. I've read this once before, and I think it was in a Beatles interview, that on their first tour of America they didn't leave their hotel rooms. They couldn't leave their hotel rooms. And I remember saying, "This is not going to happen to me. I want to see this country. I want to see the States and Canada, too. Wherever I go, I want to see it. It wasn't too difficult in a way, because Robert's very recognizable and Jimmy ... fairly so. People always want to talk to the singer or the guitar player -- there's this sort of guitar hero sort of thing. 

SUN: Especially in America. 

JPJ: Yeah. So people come for interviews and I'd go, "Oh, yeah -- talk to him. Talk to the blond guy." 

SUN: Did you prefer that? 

JPJ: Yeah, especially with the sort of questions that you often would get. It's easy to have somebody else there. 

SUN: But you're the front man now. 

JPJ: Well, yes. 

SUN: That's why we're sitting here. 

JPJ: That's why we're sitting here. But that's okay now. Again, this is for my thing. But I still don't get recognized on the street. 

SUN: I imagine it must be even less now, right? 

JPJ: Yeah. Well, I'd always look different on every (Zeppelin) tour, as well. I'd have a beard, or a moustache, or short hair, or long hair. 

SUN: And that was by design for that reason? 

JPJ: It helped. I remember coming out of the premiere for The Song Remains The Same. At the end of it, I came out of the wrong door at the cinema, and there's suddenly just this crowd of Zeppelin fans coming toward me. And I could see some recognition in the first guy's eyes, [laughs], and I pointed and said, "They went that way." Everybody said, "Oh, thanks, man!" And took off. I went, "Whew! Faked them out again!" So, you know, (the ever-changing look) was useful. And, again, I used to get to a city, check in, get to the room, and then I'd just get out -- get out on the streets, go walking, or get out to a restaurant. I hated room service, I hated hotels. It's somewhere to sleep, to take a shower. I'd like to just get out on the streets -- in the days when downtowns were something. That's the scary thing about this tour. I stay in downtown hotels, and you walk out and everything's closed up. Everything's dead. Everyone has moved to the suburbs. It's such a shame, because Europe is just the opposite. All of the cities are vibrant. 

SUN: Well, it's the first time you've probably been in a lot of these cities since the '70s, right? 

JPJ: Yeah, some of them. I was in St. Paul and, gosh, there was nobody there. I stopped someone on the street and said, "Can you tell me where there's a record store or a Barnes and Noble?" And the guy went, "Nope," and walked on ... It's such a shame. 

SUN: Toronto's downtown is the opposite. It's still vibrant. 

JPJ: Yeah, Toronto is nice. 

SUN: Where exactly do you live? 

JPJ: London. 

SUN: Okay. I didn't know if you were out somewhere in the country. 

JPJ: I used to live in the country, when the children were growing up......ON ALL THE EXOTIC INSTRUMENTS HE PLAYS 

SUN: Why have you played so many exotic instruments over the years. The more exotic, it seems, the more you like it and the more you want to play it. 

JPJ: Well, I can't really play any real ones. I have this theory about composers, that the reason why they're composers is that you soon get to -- you want to play everything. There seem to be two types of musicians. Some musicians will pick an instrument, love that instrument, and devote their lives to that instrument. I'm not like that. I started off playing piano, then I heard the organ and said, "Oh, that's nice." And then the harpsichord and, "Oooh, that's nice too." And then bass, I like bass. And then I picked up a bit of guitar. And you realize that whoever you are that there's no way you're going to play all these instruments, to learn them to the point that you master them. And I think that's what composers do -- that's why they're composers. They realize that they can't play these instruments so they write for them, and then hire people who can play them. Any exotic instruments you want, just write a part for it -- book the guy, you know? So I am kind of halfway in the middle. I like picking up instruments, and I'll just get enough out of each instrument for the purposes in mind. I play pretty good bass -- 

SUN: Uhhh, yeah. 

JPJ: -- yeah, but technique-wise there are a load of people I can name who I just sit there slack-jawed listening to. I mean, wow. I used to say, "I wish I could play like that." Now I go, "They play like that and it's great. I play like this and, you know, that's how I play." And Miles Davis came to the same conclusion, in that he knew he was never going to be Dizzy Gillespie technique-wise. He said, "Well I know what I do. He doesn't play like I do, and so I would just develop my individuality rather than my trumpet technique." Of course as it turned out, he didn't need (Gillespie's) trumpet technique. 

SUN: You were the first in Zeppelin, before Jimmy, to play the triple-neck, right? Only you played the triple-neck. 

JPJ: Right. 

SUN: Jimmy just brought out one for that tour he did with Robert a few years ago? 

JPJ: I believe so, yes. 

SUN: What was the impetus behind that? I've always been curious. 

JPJ: The triple-neck? 

SUN: Yeah. 

JPJ: Well there are two brothers: Andy Manson and Hugh Manson. Hugh Manson makes all my electrics, and he's my tech guy (on tour). He's a grrrreat guy. Andy makes all the acoustics. He made that mandolin [points to his mandolin in the room]. Andy was the first one I met -- a very fine acoustic instrument-maker. The two brothers are just so talented. And one day, oh, around '73 or something, he turned up at my door and said, "I hear you're in a pop group. Do you need any instruments repaired?" ... And then one day he saw the show and he said, "I noticed you were getting up -- by then I was using mandolin, 12-string guitar and six-string acoustic, and I was always, "okay, here's the next number," and there was all this running about the stage, changing instruments. And he said, "If I make you a guitar with all the things you need on it, would you use it?" And I said, "Well, I don't know. It sounds bizarre to me." He said, "Well, I'll do it." And he just turned up with it, with this ... "thing." 

SUN: What do you call it? 

JPJ: It's just the triple-neck guitar and, yeah, it was great. It did the job really well. Plus it, you know, it guaranteed I got a round of applause when I brought it up (laughs). It always went down really well, no matter how well I managed. In fact for the next tour, on this album, he's made me a new instrument, which is a triple-neck mandolin, which is a similar idea. 

SUN: How does it --? 

JPJ: It's an F5-style mandolin with a regular mandolin on the top ... and a bass mandolin at the bottom. 

SUN: Is it all double-strings? 

JPJ: Oh yeah. But it's carved back and front. It's like the back of that [points to his mandolin] with these beautiful scrolls and everything. It's fabulous. I use it with a computer, a Kymsa, by doing loops. I did a live tape with about eight different loops on a tune called Down To The River To Pray, which actually came from the movie, O Brother, Where Art Thou? Which Alison Krauss had arranged. So I do that with loops and it turned out quite nicely. So I can do that on stage again, and that will replace the big one (triple-neck) that I had on tour last time. 
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....SUN: Are there any instruments that you have been unable to master that you wanted to? 

JPJ: Oh, hundreds. Bass, for a start (laughs). Yes ... anything. My ambitions for instruments are endless, and they'll never be realized. You know, I'd like to play all of them. 

SUN: Have you ever counted how many you've played? 

JPJ: Oh, there's not really that many. I play instruments in families, rather than ... To the layperson it seems, "Wow, you play mandolin and, oh, you play guitar and this and that." But actually they're all pretty much alike. Just different tunings and such. 

SUN: Like adding an extra string on a bass so you have a wider range? 

JPJ: Precisely. Just string instruments and keyboards is basically what I do. I don't really blow anything, much. I had a stint where I tried to learn the soprano saxophone because I liked the sound of it. And the alto saxophone. And the clarinet. I wanted to be an oboist at school. I really liked the sound of an oboe, but they said, "Well we can't afford an oboe. You can play the clarinet instead." And I thought, "No, no, it doesn't sound right." So I never blew -- although I've played recorders. That was my blowing fix. 

SUN: And that was four parts, right? 

JPJ: Yes, yes. On Stairway To Heaven. I came across that music. I'd sketched out the parts of that, and I came across it the other day. That's an interesting bit of history. 

SUN: I was going to ask you about that later, but I might as well ask now. Is that one of the bits you are most proud of? 

JPJ: No (he says matter-of-factly). 

SUN: Do you have one? 

JPJ: What? 

SUN: Do you have any particular songs, whether it be parts of songs -- ? 

JPJ: There's lots of things I'm proud of. But to name them is difficult. I mean I could think (long pause). Uhhh. I mean there was something I'd completely forgotten about when I was listening to one of the compilation CDs. And this huge church organ starts -- Thank You, is it? And I'd completely forgotten about this intro, and I thought, "Wow, what is that? Where did that come from?" 

SUN: Your Time Is Gonna Come, maybe? 

JPJ: Your Time Is Gonna Come! That's the one, yeah. And I'd completely forgotten about it and I thought, "Actually, that sounds pretty good." And, well, all the mellotron and string parts in Kashmir I'm quite proud of. There's a ton of stuff, a ton of stuff..ON SESSION WORK IN THE SIXTIES 

SUN: As far as all your session work -- your Web site lists all your various jobs. It must have been endless work. 

JPJ: It was endless work. Good training, though. Good discipline. 

SUN: Because there were so many genres of music you were playing, right? 

JPJ: Yeah, yeah. And you've got to get it together really quickly, you know. You sit down, they put the music in front of you, they pretty much count you in for a run-through, and then they go for a take, and that's it. 

SUN: So a lot of the time there wasn't any ad-libbing, or you wouldn't be coming up with the parts. It'd just be, "Here, play that." 

JPJ: Well, in a lot of them, yeah. One of the reasons I got a lot of work in the '60s was because I was just one generation younger than most session musicians. I really was. But at that time there were a lot of covers of Motown records and Stax records. The older players simply didn't know how the bass parts went. And the bass parts were so stylized, especially for Motown, covering James Jamerson. He had this very, very stylized way of playing. And so whenever anybody -- you see, the arrangers couldn't write it because they really didn't listen to the records. And bass players didn't either. Anybody that wanted a Motown-sounding record really needed a James Jamerson-sounding part, otherwise your record simply wouldn't even come close. And so I could improvise in that style, and in the style of Duck Dunn as well, who was at Stax. So for any time that they needed a Stax or Motown cover, they would have to call me, because nobody could write the parts, and only I could sound authentic enough. So I got a ton of work just on those styles. And of course they're great fun to play, because they would just give you chord sheets, and I could just improvise. That was enjoyable. 

SUN: Tom Jones, Burt Bacharach, Sammy Davis Jr., Paul Anka and ... Pearl Bailey? 

JPJ: Great session, yeah. It was a jazz session. Yeah, great. Oh, she was a lovely lady,too. 

SUN: For instance with Tom Jones, were there any songs that most people would know -- say, It's Not Unusual? 

JPJ: No I didn't do that one. I did Green Grass of Home, Delilah ... albums. 

SUN: What about Sammy Davis or Paul Anka? 

JPJ: Paul Anka did a load of sessions in London. He was always in London recording. He must have liked it over there. I think it was cheaper as well. Again, a really charming man. We had time to talk music. 

SUN: You had mentioned earlier about playing as a child. You started on piano, right? 

JPJ: And a ukulele. My father had a ukulele, a banjo-ukulele, which is where I got my start in strings interest from. And I suppose, thinking about it, that's probably what gave rise to my exotic instruments, because the first thing I did was get the ukulele and tune it like a bass. 

SUN: Is that right? 

JPJ: (Laughs) Well when I realized there was a bass out there and I couldn't afford one, I just tuned anything I could in fourths. So immediately it wasn't a ukulele anymore. So, that's probably -- yeah, that's probably where it all started. I took a telephone apart and jammed the mouthpiece underneath the tone bar underneath the strings, so I had an electric ukulele real soon, and it ran through my parents' radio. 

SUN: And you're still doing that today. 

JPJ: I'm still doing it...SUN: I once read somewhere, and I don't think it's true from other things I've read, that not only you and Jimmy Page. but John Bonham also played on Donovan's Hurdy Gurdy Man? 

JPJ: That's not true. 

SUN: What is it just you and Jimmy? 

JPJ: No it wasn't Jimmy. It was me, Alan Parker on guitar, and Clem Cattini on drums. Donovan played acoustic guitar. I booked the session. 

SUN: Did Jimmy play on any Donovan songs? 

JPJ: Yeah. I think he was on Sunshine Superman. I remember seeing him in the rhythm section on stuff that I was booked for. But when I was arranging for Donovan -- ummm, no he wasn't on Mellow Yellow. Or he might? No, I don't think he was ... He certainly wasn't on Hurdy Gurdy Man. I know that's popular mythology, but no. The only actual Zeppelin precursor record was Three Week Hero by P.J. Proby, because we all (in Zeppelin) had started rehearsing together. I had the arrangements to do, by previous commitment. So I put them all on that session! 

SUN: All the Zeppelin guys? 

JPJ: Yeah, they were all on the session. Robert was even on tambourine, because someone said, "Oh, you need a percussionist." I said, "Oh, I've got this guy." Someone said, "Oh, he doesn't look like a session tambourine player," and I was like, "Oh, no, don't worry. He's great. He's really good." (Laughs) That's what we did. 

ON LED ZEPPELIN'S LEGACY 

SUN: The perception is gradually and rightfully changing, but how much does it bother you that the average adult in the Western World still equates Led Zeppelin only with heavy-metal music, the group that spawned the genre that gave the world Megadeth and the like? 

JPJ: I don't know if they do. We didn't. Black Sabbath did that. 

SUN: Oh, I know. But the perception out there -- 

JPJ: (Sighs) Well, that's their perception, you know. I mean, people have their perceptions and they'll stick with them or they'll change them. It's no concern of mine, really. 

SUN: I didn't know if that would bother you, because with all the diverse -- 

JPJ: Yes, I mean, somebody did ask me that in an open-question session at South By Southwest: "Do you feel at all responsible for the amount of Spandex that adorned the stages in the '70s?" And I said, "Well, I'm afraid, you know, guilty as charged to a certain degree." But, you know, hey, it's all fun, isn't it. I don't take it too seriously. 

SUN: Now that I've heard you question your own abilities on bass, I was going to say that the supreme musicianship and mastery of your instruments in Zeppelin --..JPJ: Right, but if you ask any musician who actually knows what they're doing and they'll always tell you, "Awww, there are whole areas that I can't even reach." And the day that you find someone who says, "Oh, yes, I've got it all," you know that they're fooling themselves. It is relative, of course. I know what I do. I know I could go into any session and play the music. But, still, if I had a tenth of Jaco Pastorius's technique or musicality. People like that are just WAY up there. 

SUN: But in terms of rock musicians, and rock musicians in the '70s, you guys were as up there as anybody. 

JPJ: Yeah, yeah. Oh yeah. We weren't modest, I have to say. Relatively, you know. But I know what I do and I know what my limitations are. 

SUN: Because you all had command of your instruments, let's say, was it that that gave you the flexibility in terms of your compositional styles, or was it the personal interests you had, or a combination? 

JPJ: It was a combination. We didn't pick up styles and say, "Well, let's do a number in this style. Let's do a folk song." Things would just happen. You would come in with ideas that interested you and say, "I've got this great idea here, what do you think?" And you'd either get, "Yeah" or "You're joking." And if they went, "Yeah," then we'd all work on it, and it'd turn into a Zeppelin number. But, yes of course, you've got to be familiar with the styles. I don't know whether that's -- I was gonna say that that may have been easier in England because we were less specialized, but probably not, actually. It's more difficult for musicians who come up in the group scene and have only played rock and roll. But I know, I mean, Bonzo -- he was working with (folk singer) Tim Rose when we found him. In fact we had to offer him more money (laughs) because he wasn't going to leave. But we'd all done it all. In the early days I played in traditional bands, in jazz bands. I've played Lithuanian music, polkas ... I've played for weddings, Bar Mitzvahs, bell dancers strippers -- you name it. I know it's called paying your dues, but it's basically a great learning curve on all styles, and they all relate. It's all music. You learn it. 

SUN: And it comes out when you start to write. 

JPJ: Yeah, because it's all what life's all about, the music. And they're all alike in their way ... Even in the popular music and the narrow field of rock and roll, we still had the influences. Bonzo and I were always listening to rhythm and blues records -- BIG James Brown fans. Like a lot of drummers, funny enough, he always knew the lyrics to things. There's something about drums and songs. Bonzo would sit there and play songs and sing Chi-Lites songs [laughs] or Smokey Robinson. He was a BIG Smokey Robinson fan. 

SUN: He was big on Motown, right? 

JPJ: Yeah, and so we all knew that stuff. And of course Motown drew all its musical influences from Latin music, it was a Latin thing. My father pointed that out to me. He spotted it immediately, because he was a musician. And he went, "It's a cha-cha. Most Motown is a cha-cha." And I said, "You're joking. What are you talking about?" And he went, "Da, da, da, da-da-da, da, da da-da-da." I said, "Oh yeah. You're right." So you know, it was that whole Latin influence. And so, we got the blues influences from Robert and Jimmy, and I had some blues background - again with my father, who was a great Bill Broonzy fan. And then there was the classical jazz from my side. Jimmy liked classical music too. Then the whole Arabic, Celtic, folk-music side that we all liked. So it was really easy to modify. Now, I always said it was the areas between us that was Led Zeppelin. 

SUN: The overlaps. 

JPJ: Yeah, the overlaps -- the coming together. A lot of people can't understand it. You know, "They say you like bluegrass." And I say, "I'm a big bluegrass fan." And they're like, "What do you mean you like bluegrass?" So at first they think, "How can you like bluegrass if you like hard rock?" And then they think about it and go that one little stage further and say, "Oh, so you're going to give up hard rock now and you're going to be a bluegrass player." "Uh, nooooooooo! Sit down. How long do we have?" 

SUN: Now, because like you said, especially you and Bonzo liked the Motown and R&B feel, did you ever talk among yourselves and say, "Ya know, with all our tastes and talents for composition, if we ever wanted to be a Top 40 band and write Motown stylings," could you have? 

JPJ: Bonzo and I had an alternative act, which we worked out at soundcheck: "The Bonham-Jones Duo, organ and drums." We always said, "We'd make a great band. We can play Vegas!" (laughs) Actually, that was just stupid stuff, really. No, we kind of knew what we did but we didn't really talk about it. We never really discussed music in terms of what might sell, or what we should do. It's funny. We actually knew what the recipe for success was, as it were. We soon discovered that the best plan -- was no plan. We found that it worked. So it was, "Right, still no plan. Don't let's think about this stuff, otherwise we may ruin it." 

SUN: And it went all the way through that way? That's why every album sounded different? 

JPJ: Yeah, that's right. And after every album, everybody was, "Oh god, they've gone folk. Oh God, they've gone this. Oh God, they've gone that." And then you knew that soon they'd be saying, "Oh you know what, this is a good album. There's good stuff. We like this, we like that." And we were like, "Yeah, yeah. We could have told you." 

SUN: They were too up in arms about the change, right, like with III? 

JPJ: Yeah, exactly.....SUN: How much do you miss playing with John Bonham? Do you ever think about that much? 

JPJ: Yeah ... yeah. But ... we did some great stuff together, which is always there. So if I miss him I can put it on. As I said, I don't actually put on records. But when I hear, I remember. If I hear something like Over The Hills And Far Away -- the rhythm section on that is exceptional. There are a lot of very, very tight, exciting moments. And I can remember in detail how we arrived there, and the feeling I had, we had, for what we were doing. So he's never really left, in that respect. 

SUN: Do you have any favourite bass lines, like Ramble On? 

JPJ: Yeah, I like all those. 

SUN: Another song that sticks out to me is your bass line on In The Light, in that section where you alternated between the descending riff and the ad-libbed part. Were they actually all ad-libbed? 

JPJ: They were usually ad-libbed, or sometimes you'd remember what you liked and tried to repeat that. Again, we used every method. 

SUN: Your mandolin part on Going To California is a particular favourite of mine. Jimmy wrote that song and then you came up with your part afterward, is that how that worked? 

JPJ: Yeah. 

SUN: And the key he wrote it in just happened to make it easier to come up with your part on a mandolin? 

JPJ: No. It happened to be in G. It could have been in D or F, and I would have worked out a part in those. If that's the key of the song, that's the key you do it in. 

SUN: Why was it that you took on a great songwriting role on In Through The Out Door? 

JPJ: I always say, and it's the truth, that I got to rehearsals first and nobody had any songs. 

SUN: There was no plan, right? 

JPJ: There was no plan! So I was there first with Robert, and we were just sitting there looking at each other, and we said it's silly just sitting here. We might as well do something. And we had most of the album before anybody else turned up. It was as simple as that. Everybody reads so much into this stuff. It's really a lot simpler. 

SUN: Now Stairway To Heaven, we've talked about that. It's really become a cultural cliche. It has done so many things. It was the song, they say, that really launched FM rock radio in America and Canada. It was 30 years ago this year, the release. So it's done that. 

JPJ: You could say, in some ways, it actually spoiled FM radio, actually, because before, underground FM radio was really exciting stuff. I'm not saying before it was that and then no more, but it was part of the trend where it became more and more popular ... But in the early days, they'd put on an Otis Redding record, followed by a Willie Nelson record, followed by Turkish music or something. They'd play an entire album and back-announce it: "Oh, that was Led Zeppelin".....SUN: And then at the end of the millennium, the greatest-rock-song-of-the-millennium polls had Stairway at or near the top. Then there's the other side of the cultural phenomenon -- people who don't ever want to hear it again, coming out of that Gilligan's Island parody, to even the cliched sign in the guitar store: "No playing Stairway To Heaven." So it's had these two personas. What do you make of that? 

JPJ: I don't think about it at all. I mean, it was a helluva good song, and it has a lot of the elements that we were known for, and that we enjoyed. It has the whole long dynamic. Different strains, different segments. It starts a bit Bohemian, and then it's a slight jazz influence in the whole early section, and then to the sort of harder rock stuff. And I think it's just a good song. A good record. I read something the other day which was quite funny. Somebody said, I think it was in a bass magazine, that "people don't realize that on Stairway To Heaven is one of the greatest rock bass parts ever recorded. Unfortunately, it was happening underneath one of the greatest guitar parts ever recorded." But all that was in there, ya know. Yeah, it was a really good Zeppelin song. 

SUN: I can't think of any other song that has as much cultural impact. 

JPJ: It does have that strange cultural "guitar-shop" thing. 

SUN: Does Robert hate that song now? 

JPJ: I have no idea. I don't know that he hates it. He might just hate singing it. Somebody shouted it out yesterday [in Buffalo]. And I'm standing there with a 10-string bass guitar around my neck. Oh no, it wasn't that song, it was No Quarter. I said, "No Quarter? Do you see what this is? You're just not paying attention." 

SUN: Jimmy and Robert. If they would have asked you to join their No Quarter project in '94 would you have? 

JPJ: Dunno. In '94? [long pause] Originally, if they'd asked, I suppose. I don't know. If it was gonna be going out and doing old songs, no. 

SUN: Like the way it turned out. 

JPJ: Yeah, but I don't know whether that was the intention even for them. But, it's academic. They didn't, so ... 

SUN: I would think that it would have had to make you chuckle at least a little bit, because to my ears the Moroccan orchestra that Robert and Jimmy hired to play on Kashmir didn't sound nearly as authentic or as interesting as the arrangements that you scored for the studio version -- 

JPJ: Oh, thank you. 

SUN: -- which was intended to mimic, I presume -- 

JPJ: ... a Moroccan orchestra! Yeah. 

SUN: Did you chuckle a bit? 

JPJ: I just thought about how much fun getting a Moroccan orchestra around the States was going to be. 

SUN: But they did it. 

JPJ: Yes, well. I mean it's all ... It's all past, all that stuff. 

SUN: I know you have said that there can't be a Led Zeppelin reunion without John Bonham, but do you ever see yourself doing a one-off project or album/tour with either just Jimmy or just Robert? 

JPJ: What, doing Led --? 
SUN: No, just doing an original CD. 

JPJ: I don't think so, no. No. 

SUN: Is it because the expectations would go beyond -- 

JPJ: I just don't have any interest. I'm enjoying being my own boss. It's a good time. And those things always just get hundreds of personnel, and it all just gets too big and complicated. I like things really simple. A nice little family on the road. You know, they're really good musicians that I have with me, and a good crew. And that's what's important -- just enjoying yourself and not getting into anything that gets complicated. But I'd like to play to more people, certainly. I don't think I ever want to do stadiums again. 

SUN: Massey Hall is a nice place. 

JPJ: Yeah, but they're all sitting down. I think from experience I like the ones where they're standing in front and all around. That's kind of more fun for the type of show I do. But having said that, we've had some really good gigs on this tour, and it's all been seats. 

SUN: Let's talk about Almost Famous. That movie had a few Zeppelin songs in it, and it came out last year. I understand now the Zeppelin catalogue is opening up to soundtracks. I presume that was a mutual decision? 

JPJ: Yes. 

SUN: Were you turning down requests over the years, left, right and centre? 

JPJ: No, not that many. It's like, people used to say to me: "Well after Zeppelin were you just turning down offers from other bands for you to join them, right?" Well, no. Not one -- because nobody would ask you. And it was similar with Zeppelin songs, I suppose. Nobody ever thought they would get anywhere, and so they never asked. I think there were some, there were a few. They'd want Stairway To Heaven for some horrible little product. But it's a way now to maybe get some new fans. 

SUN: Jimmy seems, in some of the comments I've seen from him recently, and I might be wrong on this, but he seems determined to raise the profile of Zeppelin. Almost like he's trying to ensure Led Zeppelin's place in history, musically. And it's helped, I think. Is that part of your motivation at all? 

JPJ: Well, no, because as you said, Jimmy's taking care of it (laughs). That's not really a motivation at all for me. 

SUN: How often do the three of you chat about business matters and things? 

JPJ: Two, three times a year. 

SUN: That's it? It just takes care of itself? 

JPJ: Well, I don't know if it's that. Decision-making with the two of them is just hell on Earth. 

SUN: Is that part of the reason you can't see a collaboration with one of them working? 
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...JPJ: Yeah. It is. It really is. Talk about complicated. Oh, man. You know one of them goes, "Oh, yeah, yeah. I'll get back to you in a week, get back to you in a week." I go, "Okay." And then two months later, one of them goes, "Mmm, didn't we decide on something?" The other says, "Oh, I don't know, we gotta call somebody ..." And I'm like, "No, no, no. We worked all this out before." Everything is, like, always undecided. Well, life is too short to get through that all the time. But, you know, stuff does come out eventually. Stuff does get decided ... Things like the BBC Sessions (CD). That was good, that all worked wonderfully. That was interesting hearing Bonzo well-recorded, without standing next to him. 

SUN: Are there any plans for Led Zeppelin to come out with a definitive biography on video, much like the Beatles did years ago, or the Stones did with 25x5? 

JPJ: No. I mean there's always talk about, ya know, maybe we should round up all the film we can find, or are there any outtakes. But as I said, it's the decision-making process that's JUST [pauses in frustration] ... And it's never changed, I have to say. 

SUN: Oh, is that right. So this isn't anything new? 

JPJ: No, it's always been like this. 

SUN: But that's having no plan, as you said! 

JPJ: Yeah, but there are some times when you really do need a plan! As long as you don't apply it to music, but for everything else you need a plan. 

SUN: Last question. It's about Led Zeppelin's legacy, and your legacy before, during, and afterward. Would "limitless thirst for creativity within music" be a good way to describe it? 

JPJ: Yeah. Curiosity, I think, too. 

SUN: Whether about instruments or composition ...? 

JPJ: Whatever works. I mean, we were craftsman. It wasn't by accident, but the influences were by accident. But then they were crafted into good stuff. Everything comes from the musical idea. You don't sit down and plan what you're going to do and how you're going to do it, and then try to find some music to fit. It all comes from the musical idea, and then you can work out, "Okay, how's it gonna go here, and how's it going to end?" So it all stems from that. 

