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SA?I ’flA CRUZ — Guitarist and ethnomusicologist Bob Brozman
(éne of the most internationally prominent musicians to come out of
o gnta Cruz County, was found dead Tuesday in his home. He was
Brozman had built a career as a guitari i i
; reet guitarist and ethnomusicol
moving from an early fascination with the delta blues of the Sogt(l)lgtlg g
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Tuesday at 59.
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of the world’s leading author-
ities on the National steel

guitar.

THE EARLY YEARS

Brozman emerged in
Santa Cruz in the 1970s as
a street musician, playing
a decidedly uncontempo-
rary American roots style
of music. Known for playing
anything from obscure jazz
tunes to Hawaiian chanties,
often dressed in a white suit,
Brozman was one of Santa
Cruz’s most familiar faces
in clubs before launching a
recording career that took
him around the world.

In recent years, Brozman
traveled extensively, per-
forming in Europe, Asia,
the Americas and the South
Pacific. He often said that
his work as a musician was
a form of anthropology. His
love for early jazz, blues and
Hawaiian, as well as Carib-
bean, Okinawan and Afro-
Latin forms, may have been
seen as a form of eclecticism,
but, he said, each musical
tradition was linked.

“T play music that is the
accidental result of colonial
exploitation,” he once saidin
an interview.

Brozman discovered the
National steel guitar at the
age of 13. It was, he said, a
turning point in his life.

“At the very beginning,”
said his longtime friend, col-
laborator and producer Dan-
iel Thomas, “Bob was fasci-
nated with the bottle-neck.
He told me once that to find
a style, you have to find all
the things you don’t like. He
didn’t like things plugged in.
So that led him to the acous-
tic guitar. But he didn’t think
it was loud enough, so that
led him to the lap steel, then
the bottle-neck.”

From there, Brozman
developed an obsession with
78-rpm recordings of early
American music, which led
him to his first exposure to
Hawaiian and Calypso. He
studied ethnomusicology at

Washington University in
St. Louis, and, while in col-
lege, he would often travel
throughout the South to play
with and learn from jazz and
blues musicians who start-
e% playing in the 1920s and
"30s.

MIXED WITH CULTURE

Anthropological under-
standing was always a fea-
ture of Brozman’s music.
While he was popular in
Europe early in his career
for his rakish image, often
interpreted by the media
as part Leon Redbone, part
Frank Zappa, he never pur-
sued wide commercial suc-
cess inthe U.S. He was intent
on documenting and eventu-
ally actively participating in
all the ways the guitar inter-
acted with local cultural tra-
ditions.

“He was always interest-
ed,” said Thomas, “in what
happens when a guitar isleft
behind in some culture or on
some island with no instruc-
tions on how to use it, and
how it adapts to what that
culture feels is consonant.

DAN COYRO/SENTINEL FILE

Bob Brozman at home in July
1992. Brozman died Tuesday
at 59.

He told me, I just feel like
I’'m here to follow the gui-
tar to all the places it finds
ahome’”

Brozman was one of
American music’s great-
est collaborators, having
recorded albums with musi-
cians in a dizzying number
of cultures, including Indian
master Debashish Bhat-
tacharya, American mando-
lin master David Grisman
and even local string bands
from Papua New Guinea in
a release designed to benefit
local music in that nation.

TOUR MEMORIES

Thomas remembered
a Canadian tour in which
Brozman led a huge collab-
oration between musicians
from India, South America,
Europe and Japan.

“We had 16 musicians
who had mostly never met,”
he said. “We had a Greek
speaker with no translator,
a Japanese musician with no
translator, and others from
India, South America, all
over the place. We had one
day to rehearse, and without
exception every one of these
virtuoso musicians were ter-
ror-struck, except for Bob.
He just said, ‘Don’t worry,
I’m the hub here, plug your
spokes in and here’s what
we're going to do.

“The very next day we
were in front of 20,000 peo-
ple at the Winnipeg Folk
Festival, with a 16-man band,
and one day of rehearsal. I
don’t know any other musi-
cians who had cajones like

that”

The secret to his collab-
orative success, he told the
Sentinel in 2000, was a deep-
ly thought-out approach that
involved educating himself
about a given culture, under-
standing music’s place in
that culture, figuring out the
body language of how musi-
cians communicate comfort
or discomfort, and anthro-
pological cues — “observing
pupil diameter, facial move-
ment, respiration and fine
muscle movement so that
I'm as empathetic as pos-
sible toward how a person
approaches their music and
their instrument.”

Brozman was severely
injured in a car accident in
1980, and carried pain with
him the rest of his life. Still,
he kept up a prodigious trav-
eling schedule that brought
him to almost every corner
of the globe.

He had been popular in
Germany, France and the
U.K. for years, and had
played to sold-out audiences
in Spain, Italy and Australia.
He played widely in Japan,
and was known to perform
in unusual places such as

Singapore.

NEWS TRAVELS FAST

Thomas, who has been
Brozman’s closest musical
ally for the past 20 years, said
he spent much of the day on
Thursday calling people all
over the world with the news
of Brozman’s passing. Soon,
his email folders began fill-
ing up.

“It’s astonishing to me,”
said Thomas, “how many
people I don’t know who
know Bob’s work and who
managed to find me online
to express their grief. I've
received about a thousand
messages in the past six
hours, from people I don’t
even know who have the
albums and getting the
albums out and thinking,
“Who can I say this to? Who
can I tell how important he
was to me, even though I
never knew him.’”

Contact Wallace Baine at
whaine@santacruzsentinel.com.




