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And the Winner Was: Radiohead
2012 Year in Review of Top Concerts in Santa Barbara County

December 28, 2012
By Josef Woodard, News-Press Correspondent
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		Wilco performing at the Arlington
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		David Byrne & St. Vincent performing at the Arlington
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Thankfully for lovers of thinking person's rock music and great music, generally, the mighty Radiohead has made a habit of periodically steering its touring plans through the beloved venue of the Santa Barbara Bowl. Last April, Thom Yorke's great band returned in all its beguiling splendor, with a powerful show more rooted in "deep cuts" than usual and, despite the rain, fulfilled the band's habit of lording over the year's pop events in town. Yes, 2012's highlight arrived early in the season, courtesy of Yorke et al.
That said, it was altogether another great year in Santa Barbara's premiere venue, a venue heard about around the world. The Bowl season included memorable shows by the Black Keys, Fiona Apple, blue-eyed soul sage Joe Cocker, twang king Alan Jackson, Peter Gabriel in his "SO" anniversary tour, and the one jazz night at the Bowl, that distinctive singer-pianist Diana Krall, full of spontaneity and warmth despite nursing a cold.
We caught more rock and pop action in the environs of the Arlington Theatre this year, from a stunning visitation by America's greatest band, Wilco, the liberating brass-fortified oddity that is the David Byrne and St. Vincent project, and the recent triumph — if weirdly brief — of Canadian sensation Metric, headlining the KJEE Winter Round-up. Also on the list was a return by the Monkees, with the brains of the operation, Michael Nesmith, back in the touring fold after decades, and this coming only a year after another memorable encounter at the Chumash Casino, not long before Davy "daydream believer" Jones passed away.
For its part, Chumash Casino continued its valued roster of nostalgic acts, a return by Norteno stars Los Tigres del Norte and a show by Vince Neil in which the star of the show was gymnastic wildman drummer Zoltan Chaney. Best of all, the Samala ballroom hosted a heady evening with Ian (Jethro Tull) Anderson, doing both the complete concept album classic "Thick as a Brick" and an ambitious new companion piece.
At the club level, SOhO lived up to its ongoing reputation as one of the West Coast's prime, prize music clubs. An index of memorable shows there in 2012 includes pop guru Van Dyke Parks during the film festival, !!! Chk Chk Chk, the colorful Fleet Foxes spinoff band Poor Moon in June (which returned to the 805 to play Muddy Waters last week), and JD McPherson, proto-rocker with a personal power. Though not necessarily an avid fan of the current electronica buzz, I was quite blown away by Mord Fustang, the Estonian with the angular hairdo and a magical way with ones and zeroes, heard late one night at SOhO.
In a local angle twice removed, the Chris Robinson Brotherhood, led by the Black Crowes singer in side-project mode, brought his brethren to the Lobero Theatre in July, playing music from a strong new record for which the workshopping process took place over a series of gigs at SOhO early in 2011. The Lobero's rock programming also included the feisty, fine Jenny Lewis, indie godmother Ani DiFranco, and the kindly Lumineers.
Sadly, we have to live without the Lobero as a destination for a few months during an upcoming renovation, but plenty of good Lobero memories prevail, especially the overall awesomeness of the Punch Brothers' prog-bluegrass splendor this month, and a thrilling evening out with Dr. John and the Blind Boys of Alabama. In what was clearly one of the year's great shows, we also savored the strange, sweet and uber-talented songstress/pianist Nellie McKay, part of another good year in the "Sings like Hell" series, which kicked off 2012 with the aptly named newgrass band Joy Kills Sorrow and also included a rousing brotherly double-header with the Dunwells and the Wheeler Brothers.
Over the hill in the rustic splendor of the Maverick Saloon in Santa Ynez, the wonderful "Tales from the Tavern" series celebrated its tenth anniversary with a strong slate of shows including Paul Thorn, Fred Eaglesmith and the trusty Americana star Dave Alvin.
And in 2012, after a few years away during the conference time, I was finally around for the New Noise festival and conference, now in its fourth year of turning Santa Barbara into a concentrated indie music zone for a few days. What a thrill to bounce from venue to venue and take in the new outdoor festival-within-a-festival on Mason street, featuring Santa Barbara band of the year Gardens & Villa by day, and then cap it off with an exhumation of Santa Barbara's comic-punk stars Nerf Herder after midnight at Velvet Jones. "Hello Santa Barbara, booty capitol of the world!," bellowed chief Herder Parry Gripp, with practiced tongue-in-cheek bravura. Booty capitol or not, Santa Barbara has become a hot spot on the pop and rock touring map in the last several years, from Radiohead on down.
Local jazz lovers continued to feel the pinch of diminishing concert activity, as UCSB Arts & Lectures again all but shut out the once decent jazz component of its programming. In the current 2012-13 season, at least the season includes one token jazz show, a return visit from the great Lincoln Center Jazz Orchestra, led by Wynton Marsalis, at the Granada on March 10. That's a 100 percent improvement over the previous season's chillingly jazz-free schedule.
Meanwhile, the "Jazz @ the Lobero" series continues to bring world class artists into its enlightened room, really one of the finer "jazz rooms" in the country, from what I know about the subject. 2012 saw the likes of Tierney Sutton, in a special show with flutist Hubert Laws and guitarist Larry Koonse, Santa Barbara's own Charles Lloyd, in collaboration with Greek vocalist Maria Farantouri, the Pat Metheny Unity Band — considered one of the jazz year's finer moments — and accessible powerhouse singer Dianne Reeves.
Jazz does makes its way into the local consciousness in other ways, including a surprisingly robust jazz radio presence — better than in Los Angeles, really — at the left end of the dial, courtesy of numerous jazz shows on KCSB (91.9 FM) and KCBX (89.5 FM). Jazz also sometimes works its way into SOhO, including the monthly Santa Barbara Jazz Society meetings (including a sturdy fine show by James Torme this year), and also from the more progressive/experimental angle in the monthly Santa Barbara New Music series at Muddy Waters.
In exciting future-leaning news, Santa Barbara City College — whose own big bands have been impressive vehicles for years — is soon to step into some significant jazz educational shoes as it hosts the inaugural session of the Lincoln Center Jazz Orchestra's summer program. Led by the band's estimable saxist Ted Nash (who, incidentally, gave an impressive art-referential jazz concert at the Santa Barbara Museum of Art this year), the six-week Summer Jazz Institute program will bring gifted students to study at City College with such notable musicians as saxists Nash and George Garzone, trumpeters Tim Hagans and Terell Stafford, trombonists Wycliffe Gordon and Luis Bonilla, bassists Ben Allison and Chuck Isreals, drummers Clarence Penn and Matt Wilson, pianists Frank Kimbrough and Bill Cunliffe and others, TBA.
The jazz-loving mind reels, as the prospect of this nationally important new program, right here in our scenically-blessed college by-the-sea, is a highly encouraging development. And who knows, maybe as a residual effect, the live jazz cause in Santa Barbara is up for some welcome fuel injection.
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