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T H E  B R O W N  A L U M N I  M O N T H L Y
Telling the Truth As it Suits Her
Deb Talan joins the ranks of folk musicians writing and producing their own songs.
Reviewed by JEFFREY PEPPER ROGERS ’86

SE P T E M B E R/OC TO B E R 2003

[ M U S I C ] A Bird Flies Out by Deb Talan ’90 (available at 
debtalan.com, cdbaby.com, and other on-line music stores).

Brown has made a striking contribution to the large and ever-
growing sisterhood of singer-songwriters, from Mary Chapin
Carpenter ’81 through Catie Curtis ’87, Lisa Loeb ’90 and Liz
Mitchell ’90, and Erin McKeown ’00. Add to this list Deb Talan,
who made her mark on the Boston coffeehouse circuit in the late
1990s and now lives in the Northampton, Massachusetts, area.

Talan’s third CD, A Bird Flies Out, reveals a polished, literate song-
writer working the porous border between pop and fold with a
distinctive curl in her voice.The CD starts strongly with the

Shawn Colvin-esque “Unraveling,” followed by “Tell Your Story Walking,” inspired by Jonathan Lethem’s novel
Motherless Brooklyn (the song was chosen for a benefit CD put out by the Songs Inspired by Literature Project—siblpro-
ject.org). “Tell it to the judge, man,”Talan sing over a melancholy descending keyboard line. “Tell it to your mother-
less reflection. In a sock and one shoe after the great defection, he said, ‘Tell a lie sometimes, tell the truth when it
suits you, and when you’ve lost your way tell a story.’”

Further into the CD,Talan blends in more with the pack of guitar strumming troubadours,
especially in straightforward folky expressions like “How Will He Find Me” and
“Comfort.” A little rock edge, both in the harmonies and in the studio arrangements,
brings out the best in her writing and her singing.

A Bird Flies Out was largely recorded at home by Talan and her partner, Steve Tannen, with
limited overdubs of drums and other supportinginstruments in the studio. More and
more CDs are beng made in this homegrown fashion. It’s economical for artists like Talan
who release CDs via their own dot-com domains, and the setting lends a relaxed intimacy
to the performances.The do-it-yourself working method offers another significant advan-
tage: relieved of the bottom-line pressures of record companies, artists have the space to
develop their voices and their audiences from album to album and year to year. A Bird Flies
Out sounds like a prologue to many more good songs.

JEFFREY PEPPER RODGERS (jeffreypepperrodgers.com) is a contributor to All Things Considered and author of The Complete Singer-Songwriter.

Deb Talan
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Deb Talan seems like the rare folk-pop singer who would
have record label executives reaching for their check-

books:

• Her music is both fresh and familiar. She has been widely
compared to Shawn Colvin and, vocally, the tag fits snugly.

• She recently has won a whole slew of songwriter contests,
and her songs have been heard on TV and at the movies.

• And, no small matter, the fair haired Talan is as beautiful as
anyone plying her musical wared on today’s coffeehouse
circuit. Even better, her all-American looks aren’t intimidat-
ing. Boys and girls like her equally.

Yet, so far,Talan is a totally D. I.Y. (Do It Yourself) folk babe.
Her new album, “A Bird Flies Out,” is not only self-produced
and manufactured, it was recorded mostly in the home studio
Talan shares with her boyfriend, singer-songwriter Steve
Tannen, in Northampton.

Even more audacious,Talan and Tannen are producing her CD-
release concert at the Somerville Theatre on Friday without the
help of any promoter.

“We rented the theater, hired the crew and did publicity. Our
friends are postering the city. We wanted to have th control,”
Talan said. “It’s an experiment.”

Have record labels been immune to Talan’s charms? Not com-
pletely. “But it’s not where I’m putting my energies now,” she
said. “In the course of the life of this record, I’d like to find a
label. But for now, I want to get it out of the gate and hope
more buzz gets generated.

“The framework of this industry is in flux. Steve and I are
functioning as our own small label now, so when I look for a
label, I’d want a bigger one.Yet a really big label isn’t that
appealing, because I’ve gotten a degree of control. And I really
like it,” she said.

Talan was born in Western Massachusetts, and attended Brown
University before heading out to Oregon, where she was part
of a Portland band, Hummingfish, for six years.

Arriving in Cambridge five years ago,
she soon got a weekly Monday evening
gig at Starbucks in Harvard Square, per-
forming for casual listeners and lots of
caffeine addicts waiting in line.

“I did it for a year and a half. I think if it as my boot camp. I
was having trouble getting gigs at the time, and it was a really
important thing to do,” she said.

Since that time,Talan’s career has progressed in remarkably
steady fashion. While she graduated from opening act to head-
lining status at coffeehouses and clubs,Talan’s music has been
heard on the WB (“Dawson’s Creek” “Felicity”) and under the
closing credits of the popular indie film “Lovely and Amazing.”
Her song “Tell Your Story Walking,” a highlight of the new
album, was a winner of the “Songs Inspired by Literature
Songwriting Competition,” appearing on a benefit album
alongside songs by Bruce Springsteen and Suzanne Vega.

The new CD has unusually bright textures and lively dynamics
for such introspective material. They’re basically relationship
songs, tackling the inner progress an emotional missteps of
life. Though the lyrics aren’t linear, they aren’t frustratingly
mysterious either.

Though she appears to be in her 20s,Talan is 35, a fact she
mentions with charming hesitation. “The industry wisdom is:
Keep your age nebulous.The fear is that young people won’t
buy your records if they’re not your age,” she said.

She’s both shy about the age question and proud of her years.
“It takes time to develop your craft, and I feel I’m getting bet-
ter with age,” she said.

Talan is. “A Bird Flies Out” is a huge step beyond her previous
studio album, “Something Burning.”

And does she feel she fits that Shawn Colvin mold? “I haven’t
fit myself into a mold. But I’m not a trailblazer. Others did the
work to make room for me,” she said.

T H E  B O S T O N  H E R A L D
T H E  E D G E : E N T E R T A I N M E N T  •  A R T S  •  L I F E  •  S T Y L E

Deb Talan’s do-it-yourself Success
By Daniel Gewertz

MO N DAY, JU N E 23, 2003
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T H E  B O S T O N  G L O B E
S O U N D  B I T E S

The Migrations of a pop songbird 
By Jim Sulivan

JU N E 26, 2003

Life is complicated. Most pop songs
are not.

Singer-songwriter Deb Talan does
not write songs that are complicated
in the sense that they’re difficult or
disjointed.The western
Massachusetts-based, classically
trained Talan is nothing if not mel-
lifluous, easy on the ears. But on “A
Bird Flies Out,” her third album,
she’s drawing from a pretty deep
well of mixed emotions.

I get bored with one emotion,”Talan
says from the home she shares with
her partner/manager Steve Tannen. “I
do see most of the songs as having
some sort of tension. If there’s no
tension at all, if a song is purely
sweet or purely angry, it doesn’t hold
my interest very long. (the song)

‘Sincerely’ is about being at the end of your rope and having a
really dark outlook, but having certain things that keep you in
the world, sticking around.” (The song is dedicated to Talan’s
parents.) “It sounds upbeat, bluegrassy and happy, but with
dark ruminations going on in it.

Talan, who celebrates the release of her new disc tomorrow
night with a show at the Somerville Theater, grew up in
Amherst, studied music, composed the music to a  high school
production of Shakespeare’s “Twelfth Night,” majored in reli-
gious studies at Brown University and spent most of the ’90s
in Portland, OR, playing in the jangle-pop band Hummingfish.
In 1999, she moved to Boston and two years after that to
Northampton. She and Tannen built a home studio with “the
money we saved from not getting parking tickets in Boston.”

Asked to explain her migratory habits, Talan says, “Part of the
western movement was wanting to see different parts of the
country, and Portland turned up being a great spot for a while.

I was interested in teaching and got my master’s in elementary
education while at the same time I got in this band. Over the
course of six years, I became more and more serious about
music — it had been a big part of my growing up, too — but
I felt I was suppoed to do something more serious, and I gravi-
tated back to music as being something more central in my life.

“One very powerful theme” on her new album, she says “was
looking for love and wondering where, and if, it was going to
turn up. Searching, seeking feeling — I can tap into that place.
A lot of this album has to do with relationships, which is the
source for a lot of people, about needing to connect with other
people, needing to be heard, understood.”Talan began playing
open-mike nights at Club Passim and in coffee shops when she
moved back to Boston. Over the past three years, she was nom-
inated for three Boston Music Awards. She says the 12 songs
included on “A Bird Flies Out” were weeded out from a larger
pack; she chose the ones that tended to hang together in
groups of three or four.

For Talan, a song is a way to discover how you really feel about
something. “It’s almost like mapping things after the fact,” she
says, “to see more clearly where you are. I keep having this
vision and I’m trying to resonate into depths that allow me to
live more fully, and I hope I can touch those places in other
people too.”

She says her religious studies at Brown have helped her in
songwriting, not as they pertain to religion — she was raised
Jewish and ended up, she says “in no religion” — but in terms
of thinking things through. “Those things still are a part of
me,” she says, “a kind of spiritual, psychological inquisitive-
ness. Not based in any faith.”

Her folk-based, richly layered songs should appeal to fans of
Beth Orton, Shawn Colvin, and Suzanne Vega.Talan’s song “Tell
Your Story Walking” (inspired by Jonathan Lethem’s novel
“Motherless Brooklyn”) was included on the multi-artist
“Songs Inspired by Literature: Chapter One” album. She has not
held a day job in a couple of years. “Forgiven” was played dur-
ing the closing credits of the film “Lovely and Amazing.” Her
other songs were used in the WB series “Felicity” and
“Dawson’s Creek.”

Talan’s backing band Friday will include guitarist Megan
Toohey, keyboardist/harmonica player Jabe, dobro, mandolin,
guitar player Jim Henry, drummer Jeff Berlin, bassist Richard
Gates, and backing vocalists Meg Hutchinson and Kris
Delmhorst. Tannen will also join the band, and she will join his
(which is Gates and Henry) for the opening set.

mailto:debtalan@msn.com
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D A I L Y  H A M P S H I R E  G A Z E T T E
Songwriters head for Iron Horse 
By JOHN STIFLER, Staff Writer 

Thursday, January 10, 2002 — In the middle of one of the
countless shopping strips in the sprawling Green Hills section of
Nashville sits the Bluebird Cafe, Music City’s premier songwrit-
ers’ hangout. Practically every night of the week, the Bluebird
presents at least two sessions of music.

The later show features writers familiar to audiences across the
country.The earlier show, typically free or charging a minimal
cover, is a showcase of new talent. Next Wednesday and Thursday
at the Iron Horse, the calendar looks a lot like the Bluebird’s early
evening.

These two nights, the Horse is presenting 18 songwriters,
including two sets of four performers in a group each night and,
in between, a 30-minute set by two of them, Bob Hillman on

Wednesday and Amherst native Deb Talan on Thursday…

…Deb Talan overlapped a couple of years at Amherst Regional High School with noise rocker J. Mascis, and they
probably played together in one of the high school’s bands at some point. Talan’s first instrument was the clarinet,
and at A.R.H.S. she sang in choral groups conducted by former Amherst music teacher John Maggs.

She also started writing songs at 14. “Those traditional, really horrible pop songs I wrote those,” she said. Graduating
from Amherst Regional in 1986, she went on to Brown University, where she majored in religious studies. “In col-
lege I thought I needed to do something more serious. I stopped (working on music) for a few years.” Of her liberal
arts education she added, “I think that inquisitive way of thinking fits naturally into my lens as a songwriter.”

Talan has recorded two CDs so far, a live one in Somerville and a studio disc recorded with fellow Amherst Regional
alum Ben Arons. Arons, who plays drums, will be part of Talan’s band at the Horse on Thursday, along with key-
boardist Jordan Holt.Valley songwriter/instrumentalist Jim Henry may join them on guitar, mandolin or dobro.…

Shows start at 7 p.m. each night, with Hillman and Talan taking the stage at 8:30 and the final set beginning at 9.
Admission is $7 per night or $10 for both. Advance tickets: 586-8686.

Deb Talan
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S O N G S  I N S P I R E D  B Y
L I T E R A T U R E :
C H A P T E R  O N E  B E N E F I T  C D
Chapter One features 10 winning songs from our international songwriting competition
as well as several songs donated by world-class songwriters: Bruce Springsteen, Suzanne
Vega, Ray Manzarek, Grace Slick and Aimee Mann.The true featured stars of Chapter One

are the books, plays and poems that inspired those songs.The CD booklet features those literary works, highlighting
the unique connection that those works share with the songs they’ve inspired.

Chapter One promotes great works of literature through the universal language of song. It also raises money for pro-
grams that teach and/or promote reading. Above all, it builds awareness about the growing rate of illiteracy in this
country and around the world.The more this problem is discussed, the more opportunities will be created to curtail
its growth.

T R AC K  L I S T
1 Jill Tracy - Evil Night Together 

Inspired by Luc Sante’s historical account Low Life 
2 Deb Talan - Tell Your Story Walking 

Inspired by Jonathan Lethem’s novel Motherless
Brooklyn 

3 Aimee Mann - Ghost World 
Inspired by Dan Clowes’ graphic novel Ghost
World 

4 Bob Hillman - Tolstoy
Inspired by Leo Tolstoy’s novel War and Peace 

5 Lynn Harrison - Einstein’s Brain 
Inspired by Michael Paterniti’s memoir Driving Mr.
Albert 

6 Grace Slick - ReJoyce
Inspired by James Joyces’ novel Ulysses 

7 Justin Wells - The Last Temptation of Odysseus 
Inspired by Homer’s epic poem “The Odyssey”

8 Essence - Still Crying 
Inspired by Mark Levine’s poem “Work Song”

9 Suzanne Vega - Calypso
Inspired by Homer’s epic poem “The Odyssey”

10 Deborah Pardes - 7th Step 
Inspired by Frank McCourt’s memoir Angela’s
Ashes 

11 Scarth Locke - Bucking Bronco 
Inspired by Shel Silverstein’s children’s poem
“Bucking Bronco”

12 Ray Manzarek - He Can’t Come Today 
Inspired by Samuel Beckett’s play Waiting for
Godot 

13 Anny Celsi - T’was Her Hunger Brought Me
Down 
Inspired by Theodore Dreiser’s novel Sister Carrie 

14 David LaMotte - Dark and Deep 
Inspired by Robert Frost’s poem “Stopping by
Woods on a Snowy Evening”

15 Diane Zeigler - The Legend of Enoch Arden 
Inspired by Alfred Lord Tennyson’s poem “Legend
of Enoch Arden”

16 Bruce Springsteen - The Ghost of Tom Joad 
Inspired by John Steinbeck’s novel The Grapes of
Wrath 

mailto:debtalan@msn.com
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D E B  T A L A N
S O M E T H I N G
B U R N I N G

Posted on Wednesday, December 19 @ 21:42:40 EST 
Topic: Reviews
Artist: Deb Talan 
CD: Something Burning
Home: Boston
Quote:“Her lyrics should be required reading in col-
lege poetry classes”.
By Jennifer Layton

Deb Talan strums her guitar and sings like she’s lost in
thought, choosing her words carefully, reliving moments
and memories. It’s captivating. Her lyrics should be
required reading in college poetry classes. This Boston
singer/songwriter writes moments I can feel, especially
when she compares her hunger for someone to an ani-
mal in “Wild Horse”:

I keep thinking about your eyes and the shape of your lips,
I keep tasting your kiss, and the touch of your hand is still on my hip....
It’s a wild horse and I can’t break it alone.
Tosses its head like it knows me, been waiting...

Something Burning,Talan’s second solo CD, is a collec-
tion of living memories sung to quiet folk music.
Reviews in her press kit keep comparing her to Suzanne
Vega and Shawn Colvin, and I hear shades of Janis Ian in
the music.Talan is another one of those songwriters that
you want to be careful around. Anything you say and do 

could wind up in one of her songs. She’s an earnest and
sensual poet, watching peoples’ mouths and movements
and always thinking.

Every song has a unique character. There’s something
childlike and simple about writing a whole song about a
coat (“My Favorite Coat”). On the other hand, there’s
something eerie and sad in the opening track “Thinking
Amelia.” Her voice is recorded in echo through the
swaying folk/rock tempo, making it sound like it’s com-
ing through a dream. I wrote in my notes that it sound-
ed like a girl falling to her death and later read in the
press kit that the song is about Amelia Earhart.

I think Amelia had it okay,
She had a one in a million bad day
With her eyes in the clouds, the clouds in her eyes
In a big, wide sky, expecting to fly.
Doesn’t sound so bad to me.

The music gets more uptempo in places, like in
“Whetstones.” “Gladdest Thing,” a quiet prayer of grati-
tude, features beautiful cello playing by guest artist
Rebecca Arons. My favorite music moments are the
funkier rock tracks, like the title song. Her rootsy, earthy
voice is full of spirit and life. Each song sounds new, like
they’re emerging from her heart perfect and finished.

Talan is attracting a lot of attention lately. For starters, her
CD was sent to me by a singer/songwriter from NYC
who added a note to me that said, “I think you will
totally dig this.” On a national level, this CD won her the
Homegrown CD Award from Acoustic Guitar Magazine.
She also received two Boston Music Award nominations
and won the Songwriters Showcase Competition at the
2001 Rocky Mountain Folks Festival. She has continued
to write since the release of this CD and hopes to record
a new one before spring of 2002. I hope she’ll send it
my way.

www.debtalan.com
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Cheap Beats
09/21/01

Deb Talan was a singer-songwriter for the ‘90s Portland band
Hummingfish, which received quite a bit of attention for its infec-
tious, jangly pop tunes. Since moving clear across the country to
Boston a couple of years ago for a solo career,Talan has continued
to turn heads.This year she was nominated in two categories for
The Boston Globe’s Boston Music Awards, and she has opened for
the likes of Sarah Harmer and David Bromberg.

Talan returns to her hometown to play shows in addition to her
Saturday Music Fest NW showcase at Rogue Ales Public House.
Don’t miss her melodic folk song-craft and personable, distinctive
voice — not the easiest artistic aspects to establish in today’s mob
of sensitivity.

6-8 p.m. Wednesday, Mad Hatter Lounge at the Rabbit Hole Restaurant, 203 S.E.
Grand Ave. Also 9 p.m.Thursday, Snake & Weasel, 1720 S.E. 12th Ave. Both shows
require no cover charge

mailto:debtalan@msn.com
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W I L A M M E T T E  W E E K
VOLUME 27, ISSUE 46 SEPTEMBER 19, 2001
PORTLAND NEWS AND CULTURE

DEB TALAN
Rogue 

Those mourning Shawn Colvin’s post-Grammy
descent into irrelevance will rejoice upon
hearing Deb Talan’s new solo live disc,
Sincerely. Recorded entirely at tiny cafes and
house concerts, it’s reminiscent of the leg-
endary “Live Tape” that first scored Colvin a
contract, with Talan’s winsome voice betraying
a personality that tries but fails to mask its vul-
nerability with wry charm.Talan fronted
Portland’s Hummingfish for years; though
she’s migrated east, the fans she left behind are
still singing her songs around the campfire,
and it sounds like her craft has only improved
since the move. (Jeff Rosenberg) 

Monday, February 12, 2001
Springfield, MA

Canadian songwriter sells out Iron Horse
By DONNIE MOORHOUSE
Music Writer

…Opener Deb Talan was equally impressive with
her 30-minute, solo acoustic set. Her intimate and
introspective songwriting was tailored for a
Northampton audience. Songs such as “Two
Points” and “Counter Clockwise” went over well
with the crowd.

mailto:debtalan@msn.com
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T H E  W O R C E S T E R  P H O E N I X  
Feb. 15 - 22, 2001 

Wasting no time
No Crime Done, Deb Talan, and the Phoenix Band Guide
by Brian Goslow

worth crowing about 
Worcester music fans have a change to catch a rising star
this Saturday when Deb Talan appears at the Green
Rooster Coffeehouse. Last week,Talan received two nom-
inations for NEMO’s 14th Annual Boston Music Awards
in the New Singer/Songwriter and Debut Singer/
Songwriter Album (for Something Burning) categories.
The winners will be announced on April 19 at the
Orpheum Theater in Boston.

“I was just hoping to get one just mostly to feel part of
the music scene now and that’s an acknowledgment of
it,” says an obviously proud Talan over breakfast at
Lucky’s Cafe. She had woken up at six a.m. to perform
selections from Something Burning on WCUW’s
CrossTracks.

Her debut solo album holds the kind of promise that
excites music lovers looking for a long time fix (think of
the first time you heard Ani Difranco or Suzanne Vega’s
“Luka”). It suggests that Talan will be making us happy
with her music for a long time.

She moved to Boston after spending most of the 1990s
in Oregon, where she was a member of Humming[fish],
who played throughout the Pacific Northwest. “We were
the same group together for six years — that was one of

the defining facts about us. It was a pop rock band and it
was a folk band. I wrote all the lyrics. In our early years
we were a dance band with a lot of energy.”

Having grown up in the Amherst area,Talan always
thought she would eventually move back east. When a
long relationship with a band member ended, so did the
band and she returned to her home state to finish work
on her solo CD and introduce herself to the Boston open
mic scene.

The 12-track Something Burning (Happyhead) is one of
the better debut acoustic-based albums in a long time;
it’s not a reach to compare her to her musical influences:
Jonatha Brooke, Shawn Colvin, Joni Mitchell, and

C O N T I N U E D N E X T PAG E . . .

mailto:debtalan@msn.com
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Suzanne Vega. Her words, which read like poetry, sit sus-
pended in animation when she explores the aforemen-
tioned break-up in “The Darkest Season.” However, it’s
not so personal you can’t recognize your own experi-
ences in her songs.

“I’m conscientious with my writing. I want what I say to
come from a place that’s true but I want it where people
can attach it to their own experiences. I hope it’s bigger
than that because it’s intended to be.

“Most of the time, the subject matter knows who they
are,” says Talan, adding she’s inspired no negative
responses from her soul-cleansing. “So far, so good.”

Every time Talan sits down to compose a new song, the
circumstances are a little bit different. One thing stays
the same — she’s a happy homebody. “I sit down with a
yellow legal pad — it used to be little pieces of papers
because it was less intimidating. I like to be home when
I write. It’s a quiet safe feeling of space and ends up
good. I put a lot of attention to my personal surround-
ings and I make my nest.”

For the melancholy “Gladdest Thing,”Talan utilized part
of Edna St.Vincent Millay’s poem, “Afternoon on a Hill,”

which had been a present from her mom. “It was a lot
of fun. Her poems were so musical already.The song
came together quickly.That poem really spoke to me and
I tapped into the energy of the poem.”

Every Monday and Tuesday night from 5 to 7 p.m., she
performs at Starbucks in Harvard Square. “It’s a training
ground and I’ve actually gotten people who’ve seen me
there to come to my shows. It’s challenging to play for
people who just come for coffee.” Where some perform-
ers will go to any extreme to attract an audience’s atten-
tion,Talan sticks to her music and leaves the comic rou-
tines to others. “It’s hard to do my own thing and be
engaging. I write for people who are already interested
in listening to the music.”

Hopefully, we’ll be hearing plenty more from Talan in
the years to come.

Brian Goslow can be reached at bgoslow@phx.com.

Copyright © 2000 The Phoenix Media/Communications
Group.All rights reserved.
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F R O M  A C O U S T I C
G U I T A R  M A G A Z I N E ,
J A N U A R Y  2 0 0 1

Winner No. 8  Deb Talan,
Something Burning 
Deb Talan’s pop sound is wholly
her own.

For an audio sample, go to:
www.debtalan.com/sound.html

Sharp songwriting, a great mix of acoustic and electric
guitar work, and subtle and well-executed effects pro-
cessing are the elements that earned Deb Talan’s smolder-
ing collection of original acoustic pop, Something
Burning, a Homegrown CD Award.Talan’s songs bring to
mind such artists as Beth Orton and the Cranberries, but
the sound is wholly her own. In addition to Talan’s
acoustic and electric guitars, clarinet, and harmony
vocals, the CD features coproducer Ben Arons on drums,
Dave Palan on bass, Nancy Hess on slide and electric gui-
tar parts, and Rebecca Arons (Ben’s sister) on cello.The
bulk of the recording was done in Ben Arons’ attic studio

using a variety of microphones and mixed on what
Arons refers to as “a full-blown Pro Tools setup.”
Talan wrote these songs over the course of the past two
years or so and finished the last few just before the CD
was completed. Most of them are extremely personal,
but Talan chose “Thinking Amelia,” a daydream about
lost aviator Amelia Earhart, as the opening track. “I was
interested in having a lead-off song that wasn’t just me
singing about my experience,” she says. “That song’s
about being hopeful, and I like that as a beginning song
for a CD.”The song “Gladdest Thing” was inspired by the
poetry of Edna St.Vincent Millay, and the lyrics to the
chorus were taken directly from Millay’s poem
“Afternoon on a Hill.” “It was in a poetry collection my
mom gave me called An Awakening Spirit,”Talan recalls.
“That poem really grabbed me. Her writing is very
musical, and it was fun to write off of something.”

The recording began over a year ago in Portland,
Oregon, where Talan put about eight of these songs onto
ADAT with the help of her friend Nancy Hess.The proj-
ect migrated to the Boston area when Arons invited Talan
to check out his new computer recording setup and test
his new microphones.The first song they attempted was
the spare, melancholy “The Darkest Season,” which fea-
tures Talan’s angelic vocals and Hofner guitar.

Talan fell in love with the Hofner about four years ago. “I
wanted something gritty with a different kind of charac-
ter,” she says.The first time she played the instrument, at
a used guitar store in Portland, she knew she had found
it. The challenge was capturing the Hofner’s mellow, res-
onant tone on tape, which required a lot of arranging
and rearranging of the mics. “Everything else was built
around the acoustic guitar and the main vocal track,”
Talan explains.

“I recorded her vocals and acoustic guitar at the same
time on most of the tracks,” says Arons. “I used a
Neumann TLM103 (it’s the same as the U-87) on her
voice, with a pop screen and a shock-mount to isolate it
from low-frequency noises. Most of what you hear on

C O N T I N U E D N E X T PAG E . . .
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the acoustic guitar are a matched pair of Earthworks
QTC1 omnidirectional mics. A couple of tunes—’The
Darkest Season,’ for example—have a direct pickup signal
[from a Fishman under-saddle transducer] mixed in with
that. There’s no proximity effect with the Earthworks
mics to make it sound boomy, so I could put them pretty
close to the guitar (about six inches away and spaced
about eight inches apart from each other) and isolate her
voice. Some leakage made the sound more natural. One
mic was near the soundhole and pointed up toward the
neck, and the other was near the neck and pointed
toward the soundhole.”

Arons and Talan finished recording “The Darkest Season”
in about a day and a half and moved on from there.
“We’ve been friends for a long time,” says Talan, “and
our working relationship grew very naturally. We have a
similar aesthetic. We’d do one song, find out what
worked, and [apply] that to what we did on another
song.” Later they rented an ADAT so that they could
dump the Portland tracks onto Arons’ system and rework
them.

Arons’ studio is situated in a triangular space in the attic
of his house, just under the eaves. “It was just big
enough for me to stand up in,” says Talan. “It was all
wood, so it was a nice sound, and we didn’t have any
weird feedback. It was cold, though, and there were
these nails sticking out of the wall, so I had to be careful
not to lean into them. We picked up a little bit of street
noise—recycling trucks going by, the next-door neigh-
bor working on his house.”

Arons used a stereo preamp on the Earthworks mics and
a mono preamp on the Neumann. He ran the line-level
output directly into the Pro Tools Digi001 interface,
where he mixed the volume levels and added a little
compression to Talan’s vocals. He did the final mixing at
a professional studio where he had access to the Pro
Tools TDM system and some high-quality plug-ins, such
as a Focusrite compressor and a TC Works Megareverb.

To record the electric guitar parts, Arons took a line out
of Talan’s Fender Princeton Chorus stereo amp and used
a Shure SM57 and a Neumann TLM103 on the amp
itself. For his sister’s cello parts (recorded in Minnesota),
he used an old Neumann mic from the ‘40s (“the kind
of mic Hitler used to use”) and the two Earthworks
mics.To record the drum and bass tracks, Arons and
Palan played along with the existing guitar-and-vocals
track, and Talan’s harmony vocals and clarinet part (on
“A Good Day’s Work”) were the last bits to go on.

Talan and Arons agree that they might approach their
next sessions differently—starting with the rhythm sec-
tion and a scratch vocal and building from there. “I also
would have recorded all the drums in the Theater
Cooperative in Somerville, Massachusetts, where I did
the drum parts for ‘Amelia,’ ‘Good Day’s Work,’ and ‘My
Favorite Coat,’” says Arons. “It’s an old church, and they
have an incredible-sounding room that’s great for
drums.”

Something Burning is available at Talan’s Web site,
http://www.debtalan.com/.Talan and Arons hope to
collaborate again in the future, and the $1,000 worth of
gear from Sweetwater Sound (their prize for nabbing the
latest Homegrown CD Award) should help them make
the minor improvements they aspire to on their next
recording project.

– Simone Solondz

Acoustic Guitar’s Homegrown CD Awards is a year-long
spotlight on CDs recorded and released by acoustic musi-
cians.Winners are profiled in the Stage and Studio depart-
ment and receive a $1,000 gift certificate from Sweetwater
Sound’s music technology catalog.The deadline for application
was September 1, 2000.

Excerpted from Acoustic Guitar magazine, January 2001,
No.97.
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F E A T U R E D  M P 3  A R T I S T
Deb Talan:“Something Burning” and “Forgiven”

Deb Talan grew up in Western
Massachusetts. She was raised on
classical music and jazz, began
composing on piano at age 9,
flipped for the Beatles at age 14
and started writing her own
(cute, BAD) pop songs at this
time. She picked up a guitar sen-
ior year in college and headed
west.

D O W N L O A D
Something Burning
Forgiven

In 1999, after six years of fronting and writing for Portland, Oregon-
based band, Hummingfish, Deb returned east to pursue her solo
career. One year later she released her CD, Something Burning and
began playing Boston clubs.This January, 2001, Something Burning
received Acoustic Guitar Magazine’s Homegrown CD Award. Deb’s music,
while akin to that of Shawn Colvin, Jonatha Brooke and Suzanne
Vega, is unique and memorable due to her distinctive voice and
evocative, well-crafted songs.

P R E V I O U S  F E A T U R E D  A R T I S T S
The Red Telephone
The Operators
Star Ghost Dog

Copyright © 2001 The Phoenix Media/Communications Group. All rights reserved.
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2 0 0 1  B O S T O N  M U S I C  A WA R D  N O M I N E E S :

New singer/songwriter:
Nate Borofsky*
Howie Day
Laura Higgins
Stephen Kellogg
Deb Talan 

Debut singer/songwriter album:
“Australia” (Howie Day)*
“Against the Grey” (Meg Hutchinson)
“Distillation” (Erin McKeown)
“The Golden Age of Radio” (Josh Ritter)
“Something Burning” (Deb Talan)

*2001 winners

© Copyright 2001 Boston Globe Electronic Publishing

A  L O N G , S T R A N G E  T R I P  I T ’ S  B E E N  
Published on 01/26/2001.
By Steve Morse, Globe Staff 

…An open-mike success story,Talan has matured into a striking
presence on the local folk scene. It’s no wonder that one of her idols
is Shawn Colvin:Talan has a similar rapier-sharp wit and smooth,
make-it-seem-so-effortless style.Talan’s relationship songs are pro-
found, but she also has a vital sense of humor.Talan performs at the
Festival of Women Songwriters at the Somerville Theater on Feb.
[10].The event also includes Meghan Toohey, Jenny Reynolds, Faith
Soloway, Chapter In Verse, and others…
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