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OTIS TAYLOR
Like the itinerant bluesmen who roamed the South in the pre-World War II years, Otis Taylor is a pure storyteller. But ask him if his music is evolutionary or revolutionary and Taylor doesn't hesitate to answer, "Revolutionary." While he feels a spiritual kinship with the great Mississippi Delta blues singers, he doesn't feel that there's a direct link between their music and his. "My parents are from the South," he explains. "My dad was from Memphis and my mom was from Louisiana. I saw cotton for the first time driving from Memphis to Helena, Ark., for the King Biscuit Festival. I kind of felt something then. Being a black man, African American or whatever, that's part of my culture. But so is Sammy Davis Jr., know what I mean? "I was raised with jazz musicians. My dad worked for the railroad and knew a lot of jazz people. He was a socialist and real bebopper." 

Taylor denies being "political," but few of the artists who'll appear over the next four days at the 20th annual Chicago Blues Festival make stronger social statements with their music. Taylor has the co-headlining spot on opening night of the 20th annual Chicago Blues Festival, performing from 7:20-8:30 tonight at the Petrillo Music Shell.  Taylor also will appear in a solo acoustic format from 2-3 p.m. Friday at the Juke Joint Stage. The thinking-man's bluesman sings about racism, tyranny and oppression--surely powerful subjects in themselves. But Taylor's messages are even more moving because he adopts a narrative style that portrays the impact of injustice in intensely personal terms, rather than glossing over them with broad generalizations. If anyone has advised him to lighten up along the way, he hasn't exactly taken the suggestion to heart on "Truth Is Not Fiction," his upcoming album. Taylor's subjects include a Native American family that chooses suicide over life on the reservation, a jailer who guards the man who became his father by raping his mother, and Montgomery, Ala. freedom rider Rosa Parks.


  

Recognizing that his darkest material may turn off some listeners, Taylor offers relief from his somber lyrics with his music, which may remind some of Ben Harper and others of Taj Mahal. While Harper's exotic sound is achieved by playing the Weissenborn lap-top guitar, and Taj is increasingly experimenting with Hawaiian instrumentation, Taylor's exotic instrument of choice is the banjo. He'll also have a cellist in his five-piece group on the Grant Park main stage tonight, and his 16-year-old daughter will sing backup. Other band members include lead guitarist Eddie Taylor, who grew up in Evanston, and bassist Kenny Passarelli (Stephen Stills, Joe Walsh), who produced Taylor's last three albums. "Kenny's more commercial than I am, but he's an unbelievable bass player," Taylor says. "When we play in the studio, he mellows me out because I'm more rustic. Kenny and I used to fight about chord changes. Maybe the spirits are talking to me because when the last two albums got such good reviews, it was like I won the battle. "I'm a frustrated movie writer. I'm more of a storyteller. I use the music as a score, to set the mood of the words. That's why I have a lot of chord changes, to set the mood." 

The W.C. Handy winner for best new artist debut--at age 54--for 2001's "White African," Taylor followed that up with "Respect the Dead," which lost out at the Handys last week for best acoustic artist and contemporary blues album artist. Ironically, those breakthrough discs were recorded for NorthernBlues, while Taylor has moved on to Telarc for "Truth Is Not Fiction." Despite his protestations about being political, Taylor is as slippery as a Chicago ward healer when asked the reason for the label switch. "Management" is his one-word response. 

A central theme of this year's blues fest is homecoming, and Taylor will be coming home as well this weekend. The son of a Pullman Car Co. employee, Taylor spent his early boyhood on the South Side until his family relocated to Denver, realizing his maternal grandmother's dream of escaping the city where her son--Taylor's uncle--had been murdered. Taylor moved onto Boulder in 1967, drawn by the strong music scene and "all the girls." 

He became a successful musician, but stopped playing as his resale and antiques business grew. A renaissance man, Taylor also coached what he says was the nation's fourth most successful professional bicycle racing team, helping two African-American cyclists break down the sport's barriers. 
These days he's breaking barriers with his music. Even as he insists, "I'm not that deep, man," he speaks in the next breath of his desire to write a song about how senior citizens on fixed incomes are losing their homes because they cannot keep up with ever-increasing property taxes. So is Taylor's music mostly truth or fiction? "About 80 percent of my new songs are based on fact, but 'Kitchen Towel' is solely fiction, and 'House of the Crosses' is half truth," he says. 

 "I'm a twisted human being."
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