For Bonamassa, that means fanning the
flames of the blues. So after recording his
new Different Shades of Blue, he headed to
Colorado’s famed Red Rocks Amphitheater
in late August to build a bonfire—playing a
sold-out concert with a set list culled from

the catalogs of genre giants Muddy Waters
and Howlin’ Wolf that was shot for DVD.

“We had 10,000 people,” he says. “That’s
what I call ‘proof of life.” There’s always talk
about the blues dying out, but it won’t. You
just have to make it a little different. That’s
where the Black Keys and Jack White have
succeeded and I’ve failed. They’ve actually
convinced college kids that they’re listen-
ing to hip music—but it’s just blues twisted a
new way—while 'm playlng for the college
kid’s parents.”

That’s not entirely true. Bonamassa’s
broadsword tone, conflagrant licks, dusted-
soul singing and cinematic songs have sliced
through the striations of demography with
an efficiency unseen by any roots-based
guitar slinger since Stevie Ray Vaughan.

He’s a social-media darling who sells out
auditoriums and amphitheaters in a flash.
And despite putting out his own albums and
DVDs, he’s hit Number One on the Billboard
blues chart arecord dozen times, sells more
music than most major-label artists and was
nominated for a Grammy in 2013. No wonder
the guy owns one of every Gibson Les Paul
made between 1952 and 1961, including the

two 1959s—his beloved “Spot” and “Principal

Skinner” Les Paul Standards—that he played
on Different Shades of Blue.

Bonamassa’s fortunes turned north when
he kicked the beer-and-barbecue circuit in

favor of partnering with his producer, Kevin
Shirley, a decade ago. Their alchemical mix
of music and marketing smarts has resulted
in gold. But Different Shades of Blue has a
slightly different sheen, raising the already
high bar of their studio craftsmanship a few
more clicks.

There’s even an overture, signaling that
something special is afoot, to set up the 10
original tunes. It’s an instrumental excerpt
of Jimi Hendrix’s “Hey Baby (New Rising
Sun)” that does justice to the original’s
sharp-tooted Strat tones. Bonamassa keeps
moving like a single-coil shark into “Oh
Beautiful,” tastefully coloring his howling
expressionist solo with a patina of phase
shifter. The intro to “Never Give All Your
Heart” recalls Pete Townshend’s Who’s
Next-era high-wattage humbucker clangor
as it takes Bonamassa back to his beloved
Les Pauls. By the time the 37-year-old
guitar slinger steps up to solo in that tune,
his tone has shifted to a sophisticated-
but-brass-knuckled distillation of British
blues blasters, ranging from Jimmy Page
to David Gilmour, yet his phrasing is the
unique blend of elongated melody and
textural grit that has become Bonamassa’s
own trademark. As Different Shades of Blue
ends with the ballad “So, What Would I
Do,” it’s clear that in the two years since his
previous studio recording Driving Toward
the Daylight Bonamassa has revised his
sound and refined his songwriting and vocal
delivery to land on a new and very high
creative plateau.

After 20-something studio recordings,
live albums and DVDs, Bonamassa and Shir-
ley went searching for new fuel for Different
Shades of Blue. They found it in Nashville,
where Bonamassa traveled five times in the
past year for marathon songwriting sessions
with ace tunesmiths James House, Jerry
Flowers, Jonathan Cain, Jeffrey Steele and
Gary Nicholson.

“Kevin suggested that I write all original
songs for this album,” Bonamassa recounts.
“I can write a decent song, but ’'m also a
touring musician and have alot of other
projects, so I needed help. These guys were
brilliant, patient and inspiring, and, like it
says in the title, they helped me make a dif-
ferentkind of blues album.

“Most blues guitar players don’t
concentrate on singing and melodies. And
forget about the bridge—the bridge doesn’t
exist. They go straight for the solo. This
was all about writing great songs and then
playing solos that I believe in and that really
speak for the songs, and putting it all on
analog tape, which is great for warm lower
and upper-midrange guitar tones and still
has the right brightness and articulation.”



