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everybody – and so it was an incredible 
experience. It was kind of like being at the 
right place at the right time and I was young 
enough that I just soaked it up. I didn’t 
really have a career, I wasn’t performing,  
I was just eating up the music.”

You went on to be taught by Lennie 
Tristano. How did that come about?
“We’re jumping to 10 years later, but 
basically, after Davis died I was sort of 
‘Where do I go from here?’ I was playing 
with Fahey on the blues scene. I just wanted 
something else – kind of bored with it in a 
way – I wanted to get into something else 
but I didn’t know what. So I thought it was 
jazz guitar, obviously. I took a lesson with 
Chuck Wayne and all the New York ‘jazz 
guitar guys’ and it was way over my head. It 
was way too intellectual. They were talking 
about modes and shit and I was into 
clarinet, Johnny Dodds, Louis Armstrong, 
the old guys. It was like blues/jazz but they 
were all into this modern stuff and it was 
just like my ears were not there. Someone 
suggested Lennie Tristano as a teacher and 
I actually bought one of his records and   
I didn’t like it. I couldn’t relate to the music. 
I just basically figured, ‘what the hell, I’ll go 
and check him out’. He was just a very 
eccentric guy, and I knew he taught all the 
instruments not just guitar, which intrigued 
me. Just after the first lesson he was saying, 
‘Well now, let’s get you into improvising’, 
and I wasn’t even sure what he was talking 
about. There was something about the guy 
that went ‘Oh, this is kind of cool. Let me 

A master acoustic guitarist and teacher, Woody Mann incorporates jazz,  
blues and ragtime into his spellbinding solo concerts

During his career, Woody Mann 
has played with legends such 
as Son House, Bukka White 
and John Fahey. Having been 

taught by players as diverse as the Rev Gary 
Davis and jazz pianist Lennie Tristano, he 
now teaches in seminars and workshops 
across the world, as well as holding the post 
of visiting artist at the renowned Berklee 
College Of Music in Boston. A recent side 
project saw him take on the role of producer 
of a film called Harlem Street Singer, which 
celebrates the life and music of Gary Davis. 
When we spoke to him he was preparing 
for a forthcoming UK tour that includes 
a weekend guitar retreat in Buxton, but 
first things first – let’s go right back to the 
beginning and ask just what it was that 
triggered the guitar bug and his insatiable 
appetite for musical discovery. 

“I just started hearing folk music and 
wanting to learn. So I learned a couple of 
Phil Ochs and Pete Seeger songs, early folk 
music, and I was just fascinated by it, so  
I started to buy records by these guys I’d 
never heard of before – blues guys – and 
then I was really looking for a teacher after  
I was about 12 or so and I couldn’t find one 
around where I lived. The house that I grew 
up in was very folk music oriented, so Pete 
Seeger, Paul Robeson, Woody Guthrie, 
those are my heroes, along with Leadbelly 
and Josh White. I was learning from Happy 
Traum’s books – little fingerpicking things – 
but there was no-one who was teaching 
guitar. One of Happy’s books was teaching 
Candyman and I saw the name Reverend 

Words David Mead Portrait Rod Franklin

Gary Davis, so I just went to the phone book 
and called him up. I finally got Annie on the 
phone, his wife, and I just said, ‘Is this the 
guy who wrote Candyman?’ and she said, 
‘Yeah’. I said, ‘Can I come over and meet 
him and maybe take some guitar lessons?’ 
and she said, ‘Sure’. So my mother drove me 
over there and I didn’t even know his music, 
I just knew he wrote Candyman. I went  
over there and he started playing guitar for 
me and I was floored because all I’d heard 
was folk music, but when he started playing 
with that big double thumb and that 
syncopation, I was like, ‘Holy shit, what   
the hell’s this?’. He said, ‘Well, we call that 
ragtime’. I said, ‘Could you teach me guitar?’ 
He said, ‘Yeah’. And so the next day I went 
back for a lesson. I just went back as often  
as I could.”

So you began by studying folk and blues?
“Yeah, I met Nick Perls who owns Yazoo 
Records. Back then the blues scene and folk 
scenes were very small. In New York, if you 
knew Nick Perls that was it; at his house 
Jack Elliot would come by, Phil Ochs would 
come by and Emmylou Harris. All these 
people were just started out back then and  
I was a kid, I didn’t know them. But that’s 
how small a unit it was. That’s where I met 
John Fahey, Stefan Grossman, all that  
kind of stuff so it was a very tight knit 
community. When I went to his house he 
had one of the world’s largest 78 collections 
and it just started from Texas Alexander  
all the way, A to Z and I just discovered who 
these people were – Big Bill Broonzy, 
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stick with it’. So I just kept going back to 
him. And that’s when I started listening   
to people like Charlie Parker, Charlie 
Christian, Fats Navarro, Bud Powell, Lester 
Young – all these guys – and that’s when my 
ears opened up.”

What sort of things were you learning  
with Tristano?
“With him it was just really straight:  
‘Let’s work on scales, triads, 7th chords, 
intervals…’, really structured. The whole 
first year was not really music it was just 
studying the stuff and I didn’t really 
understand anything of what I was doing 
but I kept going back and a lot of the first 
year I thought he was ripping me off really, 
to be honest with you, because I wasn’t 
learning music. I didn’t learn one song. 
After a year or so, it started making sense 
and I started improvising, my ears opened 
up and I was playing jazz. Not be-bop, not 
swing; to him, jazz was a feeling. His whole 
trip was to be original and not to sound like 
Joe Pass. All my friends were playing this 
hip II-V-I stuff, all the Joe Pass licks, the 
Wes stuff, and I was playing the tunes but  
I didn’t really understand the modes and 
the substitutions and all that stuff. I was just 
playing melodies and improvising. So with 
Lennie it was all about improvisation, I sang 
solos every week – Lester Young, Charlie 
Christian – so a lot of it was singing.” 

What was he like as a teacher? There   
are stories about him being a rather 
cantankerous character…
“Sometimes I’d leave his house in tears! 
He’d throw me out of his house because  
I asked him a question. He would never 
answer any questions and every time I said, 
‘But Lennie, all my friends are playing this 
cool jazz stuff…’ he’d say, ‘Get the hell out of 
my house!’. He just didn’t want to hear 
anything about the business. He’d say, 
‘When you’re in my house it’s about music 
and that’s it’. I was trying to impress him 

·

“ I was kind of bored 
with it in a way – 

I wanted to get into 
something else but 

I didn’t know what. So 
I thought it was jazz 
guitar, obviously… ”
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Woody is conducting a weekend guitar retreat in 
Buxton this May – for full details, see his website

www.woodymann.com

photographs and it tells the story. He’s not 
famous like Robert Johnson or Charlie 
Patton. I think a lot of it was because his 
music was gospel, ragtime and it was very 
complicated and no-one really played like 
him. He was kind of a real one off and   
I think historians didn’t know what to do 
with him and that’s one of the reasons we 
wanted to tell the story.” 

You were taught by some diverse 
characters. What have you incorporated 
from them into your own teaching?
“It’s all about understanding the music so 
that you can make it your own. I don’t just 
feel like I’m just teaching a Robert Johnson 
song, the idea is to understand it so you can 
create variations. The goal is to be original – 
make your own music. Berklee’s a good 
example because I’m a visiting artist at 
Berklee, so even though I’m on faculty, I 
don’t really grade the students, I don’t have 
to follow a curriculum and they love that. So 
we can talk about and get into their music. 
I’m teaching violin players, mandolin 
players, country blues and stuff and we’re 
not restricted by a curriculum. I definitely 
see from Davis and Lennie this idea of really 
understanding what you’re doing very 
deeply and then really making it your own.”

Let’s talk about the equipment you use 
when you perform. 
“I use a John Monteleone guitar and I have 
a Martin Signature guitar, so on tour I go 

back and forth between them. I also take a 
little Ammostar steel guitar for a couple of 
tunes, but basically it’s the Hot Club John 
Monteleone and my signature Martin.   
I usually go through a Baggs DI and 
sometimes I carry my own little reverb unit, 
like an Alesis, or I’ll go through the board’s 
reverb and that’s it. But lately, in New York, 
I’ve been using an AER amp and going 
through that, but on tour I usually don’t do 
that, I go right into the house. But basically, 
my line of defence is that LR Baggs Brown 
Box Para DI.” 

What pickup are you using on your 
Monteleone acoustic?
“On John’s guitar we’re experimenting and 
so now I’ve a magnetic pickup and a KK. It’s 
the first time I’ve used that and they’re not 
bad. I’m actually looking for a new blender, 
I was using the Solstice but it’s too big. I’m 
actually looking for one now that I can just 
go stereo in, blend the two signals and then 
out. Basically I just use that straight into the 
Baggs Box, into the system. It’s always a 
struggle to get that big, fat sound and   
I always use an external mic. So I travel with 
a Neumann or a Sennheiser and then the DI 
stuff I blend in as little as possible. If it’s a 
small venue, I’ll just use the mic.” 

with my licks and he said, ‘Don’t bullshit 
me. Don’t give me that shit. Just play the 
fucking melody. Do the song’. I didn’t 
understand it because when you’re a kid 
you kind of try to impress everybody, but  
he cut me down – and if I made a mistake 
he’d say, ‘Okay, see ya next week’. For the 
first year I don’t think any of my lessons 
were longer than 20 minutes.”

Let’s talk about Harlem Street Singer. 
How involved were you in that? 
“Me and Trevor Laurence, the director, 
were the producers. The executive 
producers, Bob Davoli and Eileen 
McDonagh, gave us seed money to start it 
and that’s what got it going. We put the 
script together, and it’s a story I’ve always 
wanted to do. We hired the crew and just 
started calling people I knew, like Jorma, 
John Hammond, Pete Seeger. I called them 
up and said, ‘Listen, we’re doing a film on 
Davis…’ and they all donated their time. It 
was a very expensive film to make but, at the 
end, I’m really proud of the results. We have 
so much footage that we didn’t use, it’s 
ridiculous: interviews, performances. We 
went down south to tobacco warehouses 
and did some interviews out at Jorma’s 
ranch and so most people who knew Davis 
told us a story. I put together a quartet in the 
film to play Davis’s music our way, to show 
that his music was just great music, outside 
his performances. So I think in the end we 
have a nice balance of archival stuff, footage, 
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“ I don’t just feel like 
I’m just teaching 
a Robert Johnson 
song, the idea is to 

understand it so you 
can create variations ”
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