Michael Daves
Orchids and Violence

On this two-album set, Orchids and Violence, acclaimed guitarist Michael Daves initially explores a traditional bluegrass repertoire and then he radically reimagines it. On the first of these two discs, the Brooklyn–based musician, whom the New York Times has hailed as “a leading light of the New York bluegrass scene,” faithfully performs 12 tunes—public domain classics and work from such bluegrass pioneers as Bill Monroe and Ralph Stanley, plus one key cover, “Stargazer,” from the proto-grunge band Mother Love Bone. He’s accompanied by a stellar band of roots-music innovators: bassist Mike Bub, violinist Brittany Haas, mandolinist Sarah Jarosz, and banjo picker and Punch Brother Noam Pikelny. On the second disc, he manages to dig even deeper into the soul of these same 12 songs, transforming them into raw, electric-guitar-led rock in which the emotions get cranked up as seriously as the sound. The result is a twin-set of songs that are exhilarating in their original form, revelatory in this new context. One disc has a live-in-the-studio conviviality; the other often feels as haunted and solitary as a secret bedroom recording. Orchids and Violence is a study in contrasts that nonetheless feels like one brilliant whole. And, along the way, Daves illuminates much about his own bifurcated musical history, one that coalesced over the course of this project.

“Some of these songs were composed in the last 50 years, others have been around for hundreds of years,” Daves explains, “coming from the ballad tradition or from the blues. But there is something timeless about them. They get at certain archetypes of human experience even though they often don’t explain a lot. With something like ‘Pretty Polly,’ there isn’t a lot of explanation as to why she is left for dead, but there is something so brutal and primal about it that speaks across genre and generation.”

Daves had previously explored bluegrass standards on Sleep with One Eye Open, his Nonesuch debut, a high-octane duo session with mandolinist Chris Thile of Punch Brothers that garnered the pair a 2011 Grammy nomination. Like other musicians and cognoscenti on the New York roots music scene, Thile was an admirer of Daves and they got to know each other at late-night jam sessions around town. Up to then, under-the-radar virtuoso Daves made his living as a guitar teacher while playing at small venues like Rockwood Music Hall on the Lower East Side. Daves still maintains a Tuesday night residency there, whenever he is in town. He still teaches, too, though open slots on his calendar are rare and increasingly sought after.

Raised in Atlanta, Daves was reared on bluegrass music: “My parents played fiddle and banjo and that music was in the house from early on. I spent a lot of time in high school going to the local bluegrass sessions, hanging out with old timers, and also listening to great new bands coming through from Nashville.” But he was also curious about jazz and was drawn to the nascent grunge sound of the time. When he moved north to attend Hampshire College in Amherst, Massachusetts, he gravitated toward experimental music and jazz, and was particularly inspired by one of his teachers, jazz legend Yusef Lateef.

“A major aspect of his teaching,” recounts Daves, “was to encourage his students to look for new sounds and, most importantly, to embrace music as a vehicle to express your relevant experiences and your own emotions. ‘Why would you bother trying to sound like someone else sounded?’ That has been a very important mediation for me creatively over the years, since I’m also someone who is so interested in traditional music. This project is reflective of both my interest in traditional music and in experimenting.”

Relocating to Brooklyn more than a decade ago, Daves began to crave the social interaction and musical challenges of bluegrass: “In western Massachusetts, I was mostly doing jazz. By the time I moved to New York, I was ready to leave that behind, get back to my personal roots in bluegrass music. There were good jam sessions in New York and I was excited to reenter a regular jamming culture in the city. And I was getting back into rock music, too. The Brooklyn scene in 2003 and 2004 was pretty fertile. There was a lot of great, kind of raw, experimental rock music happening at that time, drawing me in, scratching an itch.”

[bookmark: _GoBack]Daves lives within walking distance of the Old First Reformed Church in Park Slope, the oldest in Brooklyn, a Dutch church formed by an order from Peter Stuyvesant himself. “I like its old New York history,” says Daves. Though the main sanctuary has been under a long-term renovation, the building harbors an “acoustically intriguing” upper floor. “From the first time I strummed a guitar chord in there ,I knew I wanted to record in that room.”  And that’s where the acoustic half of Orchids and Violence came to life. Though he knew he could convince like-minded pals to perform with him in such an evocative setting, Daves also wanted to push his ideas beyond  the parameters of a single trad-style session, no matter how masterful that might be. 

“It started out as a jokey thought, “Daves admits, “doing two records, doing the same songs both ways. And then I thought, ‘Maybe there there is something to it.’ There was an opportunity to make two records that were pure, cohesive to their own aesthetic and their own goals. I started getting excited by the creative challenge of having the two records relate to one another, two records that could also stand on their own. I couldn’t think of a project that had been done like this before. It felt like uncharted territory, a way to be pure about each project but address different facets of my musical interests simultaneously.”
Daves pursued the project independently via Kickstarter, where he was met with an enthusiastic response, and soon Nonesuch became involved. He organized the church session for the week between Christmas and New Year’s Eve in December 2014, one of the rare periods when the in-demand players he recorded with weren’t on the road. They spent three days at the church, recording live to analog tape, with Tony Trischka playing cello banjo on a few tracks. The anomaly in their set list was Mother Love Bone’s “Stargazer,” a nod to Daves’ ’90s youth, and a clever flip on his concept—comfortably rejiggering a heavy rock track into an upbeat bluegrass jam. 
Once the church session was done, Daves retreated to his home studio to work, largely on his own, on the second disc. His wife Jessi Carter played bass and Trischka, the only holdover from the previous session, contributed some more of that cello banjo. While the first disc was an ebullient sort of “pressure cooker,” finished in three days, the electric album was a slow burn: “I felt like I needed a lot of time to work, for those ideas to fully develop.”

Each disc in its own way addresses the nature of bluegrass, as Daves note: “One of the tensions in bluegrass that I love is between innovation and tradition. When bluegrass came together, it was a fabrication of a variety of influences in American music and it very quickly became codified into a recognizable sound. With this project, I can respect and honor the traditional aspects of that but also think some about the nature of bluegrass music when it was being created, when it was new.” He wondered, “What sort of influences did Bill Monroe, and Jimmy Martin, Flatts and Scruggs bring together from their own experience? I am interested in what these songs are both inside and outside the tradition. The traditional can feel a little constraining, but it can also be a very comforting and empowering template for expression.

“I don’t always feel one way or the other about it, so I like the idea of totally setting the conventions and expectations of bluegrass music aside and discovering what these songs are when you take those things away. What do they have to say about basic human experience, regardless of genre and preconceptions about how these songs are supposed to go? How does that interact with my personal experience and taste in music? And what happens when those things collide?”
—Michael Hill
