‘ havetoremind myselftoalways be on the
lockout for good stuff, so that T don’t get
consumed by bad stuff, mumbles Mark
Linkous, in his barely audible southern
drawvl. *And that's certainly a better pay-off. It's
better than waking up in the morning and going,
\Wall, Foi not dead!”™ A gentle smile spreads
acrosshis face—Linkoushashad more than his fair
share of ‘had stull’ and come much, much closer
thanmost tonotwakingupatall.

I's almost five years since we last spoke.
Linkouswas inScattle, on tour promoting hisband
Sparklchorse’s  debut  album, ‘Vivadixiesub-
marineransmissionplot’ and — showing astonish-
mg physical and spiritual’ determination — was
perfomming from a wheelchair, calves bound with
straps tokeephis leel straight, euitareradled inhis
lap. After a show m Londen in January 1996,
knocked out by tranquillisers and his vegular pre-
seription anti-depressant. Linkous fell awkawvardly
i his hotel room. where he lay unconscious for 11
hours, legs pinned beneath him. He subsequently
spent three months in hospital and had nine opera-
lions on his legs, which have some permanent
damage. He's long sinee out of the wheelchair and

has moved way beyond that dark and doubt-filled
time, but the trauma did jump-start Linkous's pos-
itivity. In Seattle, e ruefully admitted to having
alwaysbeena glass-half-enipty guy. Iwonder how
his glass looks now, five yearson.

‘Tthink it's slowly getting fuller,” Linkous says.
‘Or at least, staying where it 1s. This might sound
corny, but that's part of what the new album is
about—trymgevery day toseesomething good, no
matter how nucroscopic, o that at the end of the
day voucansay, ‘I mgladIsaw thatantbhuldinga
nest; I'm glad I saw that little Spanish gicl smile at
meonthestreet.” Itry and remind myselfthatmost
ofthe time, it'sa good day to be around.’

Sparklehorse’s latest (third)albumis called ‘It'sa
Wonderful Life and Linkous means it. Here are 12
touchingly hopeful songs somehow cocooned from
therudeness of twenty-first-century life, creating a

separate reality of ‘fiery pianos washed up ona

foggy coast’ and'the toothless kiss of skeletons and
summer hail’, a dozen knock-vou-sideways, sensu-
ally organic tunes whose phantasmagoric other-
nessisrooted in Linkous'srural existence.
Hegrewupinthehillsofsouth-west Virginia, the
product of an nth-generation ceal mining family

Becoming mates with Tom Waits or overcoming a crippling
injury —whichever way you look at it, Mark Linkous of

Sparklehorse has a lot to be happy about, including the
alt.country pioneers’ latest album ‘It’s a Wonderful Life’.
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and now lives 456 minutes outsice Richmond, on
seven acreswithhiswife, astudioand a lead olani-
mals’. Linkous happily admits that the world of
Sparklchorse 1s a sancluary fron the hrutalities of
contemporary lifeand that he'sarvomantical heart.

Tm not veally very happy with the way thines
are now,” he says simply, liehting the first of sev-
eralrollies. ‘Some comedianwas jokingabout how
back in the Civit War, when guys used towritle
their sweethearts, their letters would be really
poetic: “My darlin’, the morning fog rises on you
breasts”, orwhatever, whereas in the Gulf War the
letters would have said, “Hey, Stella, don'l [uck
anybody while Fm gone!™ I know thal in America
everyone’s so desensilised — toevervihing - andil
seemsmore full-onandviolent there. And erude, iny
away. 'msometimesamazedat the bratality of the
language that's used, not m the Marlin Scorses
sense, but mthe "Clerks” sense. | found that movic
really violent and offensive, because | guess I'n
justnotused toblatant, sexual discussions. Mayb
itsbecause I srewupina small, rural community
but people never really spoke that way.

Linkous &5 Sparklehorse, essentially, bul ‘105 ¢
Wonderful Life’ sees him inviting guests en bosie
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forthefirsttime. Andtheyreastellar bunch—Tom
Waits, Polly Harvey, The Cardigans’ Nina
Persson, -Adrian Utley from Portishead, John

2arish, plus Joan Wasser of Those Bastard Souls
add to the cracked fragility of songs or help kick
ass, accordingtotheirtalents, Nene of itwasreally
planned,” Linkous claims. Joan came down to the
studio in Brooklynone day and said, “T've justseen
Nina on the street and she says to say hello. Why
don’t you call her?” So, [ .called her straight away
and said, “Why don’t you come on down here and
sing?’ She turnedupa halfhour laterand wasright
in there. Her voice is just great; on “Apple Bed” she
sounds like EmmylouHarris.

So, what was it that made you invite Polly
Flarvey on board? ‘She’s just so. .. ballsy," Linkous
struggles to find the nght word. ““To Bring You
My Love” is such a great record and at the time [
was listening to it a lot, it seemed like all the girl
singers Twashearing were just whispery and frail.’

And Tom Waits, who does his inimitable thing
on Lhe groovily gritty ‘Dog Deor’? ‘T heard that he
had the first album,’ Linkous explains, ‘and his
kidstool it —either because they were sick of hear-
ing it or because they liked it, I never found out —

and so I sent him another copy, with a little letter:
Andthen, sometimelater westarted talking onthe
telephone. He was famiiliar with all these southem
writers [ was intoand I'd run out of swriters toread.
sohe'drecommenda book and itwasalways great.
Y'know, Sparklehorse probably wouldn't exist
if itweren't for him," Linkous continues. ‘When the
hand moved to Los Angeles at the end of the ‘80s,
evervthing fell apart. Iendedupliving ina fucking
van by the beach, listening to theradioand one day
I heard this music. Tom Waits was doing a guest
spot for Radio KCRW and was playing “Jesus’
Blood Never Failed Me Yet”, the tune he did with
Gavin Bryars. Atthat point, [wasready to give up
on musicand walk into the fucking ecean and that
song literally saved me. So, sitting next to him on
the couch, eating home-made pizza with him,
doing somerecording and having him say, “How'd
youlike that, Mark?” —it waslikea movie.”
Listeners whoslung Sparklehorse in the drawer
marked ‘alt.country’ from the off maybe surprised
to hear that Linkous longs to record an album of
ambientelectronica. Butit'sreallynot thatsurpris-
ing — alongside the sweet, back-porch swing, the

tangy, southern twang and pine-scented melan-
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cholia. Linkous's: tunes have always been pep:
pered with lizz, crackle and buzz, theambient sta-
tic that s the urhan ceuivalent of hindsong.

Tlike the clicky. electronie stufl that sounds like
it's coming {vom satellites,” ponders Linkous. '[t's
like baby computers talking to cach other. Fdidn’t
know there were so many speeific genres in that
kind of music and so 1 asked Scotl [Minor,
Sparklehorse member]whatall that particularshil
is calledand he tells me it's called “eliteh”. Su, [m
into gliteh! Istill listen topop music,” Linkous has-
tens toadd, ‘and Hove bands like Grandaddy, but 1
would alse love to have a platinum laptop and just
siton the couchand make electronic records.”

It's aniceidea, but Linkous won't get the chance
toput hisfeetup fora whileyet. Tomorrow he's off
to Bristol, to lend a hand on Beth Gibbons of
Portishead'’s solo project. And back home, a cable
channel hasjusteivenhimandabunchofindepen-
dent film-makers an hour’s air time to match
images with each of the tracks from the new
album. Loolss like Linkous might need to keep a
close eyeon the brimofthat glass. @

It'sa Wonderful Life' is out on Parloplone
onjunell.
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