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Paul Kelly
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t seems fairly absurd that Paul Kelly doesn’t fill football
stadiums worldwide. One of the most consistently
adventurous and literate songwriters on the planet
throughout the past 35-odd years, he attracts a mere cult
following outside of his native Australia wherein his
iconic status is ironclad.
The diversity of his 25 sterling studio albums can rattle with the
antics of ska or soar with the high lonesome intricacy of bluegrass
yet still flirts with every imaginable genre in-between. No stranger
to the national pop charts, his indomitable songs deal with such
essential topics as Aboriginal land rights, the environment, and…
erm…cricket, in equal measures of humour and pathos. His inspiration, he says, is scavenged from such unlikely and disparate sources
as author Raymond Carver and playwright and poet William Shakespeare. Amongst his numerous projects, Kelly has championed and
co-written with such celebrated Aboriginal songwriters as Archie
Roach and Kerv Carmody, both familiar to Canadian folk festivals.
Of late, though, Kelly has recorded several impressive albums of
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international poetry set to music, both in a classical and folk setting.
Clearly not quite ready for a rocking chair, pipe, and slippers,
Kelly has released five albums in the past three years, including Life
Is Fine (2017), which gave him his first No. 1 in Australia. Most recently, he released in Canada the quite wonderful and updated Paul
Kelly’s Greatest Hits: Songs From The South 1985-2019.
Questions by Roddy Campbell.
You released Songs From The South in 1997 and Songs From
The South Volume II in 2007 and now you’ve released the two
together with the odd changes. What’s the thinking behind
that?
It’s really to include songs from albums from the last 11 years.
Two of them, Life is Fine and Nature, had a fair bit of commercial
radio play so it was time for an update. It was just working out the
extra songs to put in. And really, they chose themselves—the more
popular songs.

What runs through your mind when you go back and listen to
these songs, particularly the ones in your early career?
I don’t listen to them very much. Obviously, some of the albums I
play, and I shuffle them around so I stay in touch with a load of the
old songs. Some of them don’t stand the test of time. I try and do
different shows so that I’m always given a chance to play a mix of
songs. As far as Songs From The South, I didn’t have to put a lot of
work into that. That was really, as I said, an update from 2007.
You once described songwriting as: a scavenging art, a desperate act, a bit from here, a bit from there, fumbling around, never quite knowing what you’re doing. Do you still feel that way?
Yeah, very much. It’s always scrappy and random and chancey.
I would still say the same thing. It is mysterious but you have to
consciously make the time and start doing it. You shouldn’t sit
around waiting for inspiration. It usually starts happening when I
make time for it, away from touring or recording; you don’t answer
the phone or go for a cup of coffee with a friend. I give myself what
I call idle time. You’ll always find an excuse for doing something
else. Mostly, writing for me is being bored. It’s fun but it’s also
boring because a lot of the time nothing happens and then suddenly
something does, and you’ve got to try and hunt it down. Mostly,
it’s long periods of boring yourself because I’m a fairly limited
musician. It’s not like I get pleasure sitting with my instrument like
some more fluent musician. I’m a good basic guitar player and I can
plonk on a piano and pick out chords. Like all writers, I have habits
and things I fall into. I’m always trying to find something new.
I’ve just finished reading the Paul Simon biography by Robert
Hilburn. Lyrically, Simon takes a bit from here and there. Some
bits are autobiographical, other parts are from his imagination.
I take it that’s how you work, too, on a song like A Bastard Like
Me?
A Bastard Like Me is an exception because that is based on a true
story. I do occasionally have songs that are based on what I call
newspaper songs. They are based on true stories or real events. That
one was all laid out in the story on the person it’s based on—an Aboriginal activist called Charlie Perkins who wrote an autobiography
in the early ’70s called A Bastard Like Me. That’s a great title for a
song. Everything in that song, it has not a lot of detail, but it’s based
on Charlie Perkins’s life.
The inspiration for Everything’s Turning to White, I understand, came from a Raymond Carver novel. Is that typical,
finding inspiration in such odd places?
Yeah. You can call that scavenging, too. That was from a short
story called So Much Water So Close To Home. When I first came
across Raymond Carver I just gulped him down. I read as much as
I could of him. I came across him at a really good time when I was
figuring out how to write songs. Looking back now, short stories,
it’s a form that is close to songwriting. You have to be concise.
Even within that form, Raymond Carver took it to new levels of

sparseness. Sometimes there doesn’t seem to be much going on but
there’s a lot happening around the edges. His stories seem to convey a lot of information without a lot of words. Another thing about
his stories: they’d often end when something was about to happen.
So there’s always things before, around, and outside informing the
story. I found that was a style which I could approach songs. They
could be open ended. I like to suggest stories without spelling them
out.
Raymond Carver was a big influence, I think, in my early
songwriting. What was really weird, I wrote that song about five
or six years after I read the story. I was driving across America
with my young family. My wife was driving and I was in the back
seat noodling on the guitar and that song just came out in a rush. I
remember thinking, ‘That’s a lot like that Raymond Carver story; I
should go and check and see how close it is’. I thought I’d probably
wandered off from the original story and mixed things up.
We got to Austin, Texas, and went to a bookstore and read that
story standing there and I was amazed that every detail in the song
was from the story. I hadn’t embellished it at all. It must have somehow stuck in my head.
Do you still get the same thrill writing songs as you did when
you were starting out?
Oh, yeah. When you get a song, and it’s a good one, it’s exciting. That’s the most exciting thing for me. Some songs you know
straight away, ‘I’ve got it. This is good.’ Other ones you just
abandon.
You once said you haven’t got songwriting nailed yet. Is that
still true after producing such a body of work?
That’s still true. That’s the nature of songwriting for me. I’ve also
written prose. I’ve written a memoir. I find writing prose much easier; it’s like bricks and mortar. It’s one sentence after another. That’s
all I think about when I write prose, just write one sentence and
then write the next. You lay your bricks and then you get a wall,
and then you get a room, and then you get a house. Writing prose
for me is a lot more graspable and solid.
Whereas writing songs is much more like catching things from the
air. Probably the best way to describe it, when I was writing a book
I’d sit down at the start of the day and I could be pretty confidant
that at the end of the day I would have maybe 500 words. Writing a
song, you’ve got to go to work. You’ve got to turn up. It’s like fishing. Nothing might happen for two or three days and then you get
a bite. So, you have to be there and turn up. I couldn’t say I would
have a song by the end of the day. But writing prose I could say I
have a few hundred words, most probably.
People say songwriting is a craft. It’s not a craft like a cobbler
making a pair of shoes. There’s a blueprint. There’s the material.
There’s the skills. He goes to work at the start of the day and will
have a pair of shoes made by the end of the day. You’ve got the
songwriting skill, of course, but something else has to happen.
Something else has to surprise you. You just can’t follow a formula.
Unless something unexpected happens, you are not going to get a
good song.
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“St. Kilda To Kings Cross was
having the feeling, ‘Ah, I’ve found
my own row to hoe.’ That was on a
record called Post”

What songs from this collection would you say were turning
points in your writing?
A very early one, St. Kilda To Kings Cross, was probably a turning point for me. I made a couple of albums before that which were
a struggle and didn’t do very well. None of those songs stuck with
me. On these early records I was still working on lots of things:
how to be in a band, how to record, how to write songs. St. Kilda To
Kings Cross was having the feeling, ‘Ah, I’ve found my own row to
hoe.’ That was on a record called Post, which was just an acoustic
record with me and Steve Connolly on guitars and Mike Barclay
singing harmonies. It was fairly minimal record. That was a turning
point for me. I was in my early 30s. I’d been trying to write songs
and making music for 10, 11 years and I’d suddenly found something that was mine.

of my usual songs because it’s based
on a true story, based on indigenous
landrights—one of the early events
that was influential in the landrights
movement. I sing it often enough.
But at times I’ve gotten sick of
the song and thought it seems like a
Sunday school song or something. But
again, it was one of these songs that
started with an image. There’s a very
famous photograph, when the Gurindji
people finally got their
lands back. Gough Whitlam, the prime
minister of Australia at the time, symbolized the giving back of the
land, poured dirt into the hands of Vincent Lingiari the head of the
Gurindji. That’s a famous photograph and the starting point for the
song.
Has music the power to shape political debate?
I think it does. In the same way, everything we do is political:
how we act, what we buy, how we invest, how we treat other
people, how we lobby, how we write letters to the editor, or MPs,
or politicians, or how we go to demonstrations, or a rally. I think
they all count. I can’t estimate what songs can do but I think they’re
all part of a general push for change. They’re in the mix but I don’t
think they’re all-powerful nor do I think they’re negligible.

Where does From Little Things Big Things Grow sit in your
judgment of your songs?

You didn’t fancy getting into politics like Peter Garrett of
Midnight Oil?

I’m often ambivalent about my songs. I thought it was a child-like
melody. To me it’s like a creeky old buggy that keeps going down
the road. It’s become a very popular song here. Again, it’s not one

I know Peter Garrett. I really admire him. But I’m not that kind
of songwriter. My songs come more accidently with the caveat that
there are specific songs like From Little Things Big Things Grow or
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Archie Roach

Bastard Like Me or Maralingi, which is a song
recounting the effects of British atomic testing
on South Australian Aborigines Those are
more political songs I write occasionally but
they are not really typical of the songs I write.
These terrible fires have been happening
periodically for almost 10 years now. What
do you see as the outcome of his summer’s
horrendous tragedies?
There’s definitely a shift. I don’t know how much
you follow our politics but the Conservative Party is the liberals
and the Labour Party is more like [American] Democrats. They’ve
both been moving slowly on trying to address man-made climate
change. Australia is a big exporter of coal. We rely on fossil fuels
for our economy, so politicians have been reluctant to do much.
Labour had tried to introduce a carbon tax. They tried to do more
than the Conservatives but they got stymied and knocked back.
The Conservatives are the government right now with a fairly
strong right wing. They think that climate change is a conspiracy,
that it’s not a problem. The fires have been bad for the last few
years but this year they were huge; huge areas of the east coast of
Australia was burning. But that seems to have shifted the debate.
Even the Conservatives have acknowledged they have to reshape
policy. They’re all talk at the moment but once the fire season is
over it’ll be back to business as usual. But I feel there was a real
shift this summer. There has to be a change to be effective.
You’ve worked with Kev Carmody and Archie Roach; both
have been to Canada. How did you get involved with them?
I met Kev first in the late ’80s. We played on a few bills together
and we became friends. We wrote From Little Things Big Things
Grow, in 1988 for the bicentenary of modern Australia. We were
involved in songwriting for a one-hour film that came out in 2000
called One Night The Moon. We both wrote songs for that. He lives
out in Western Queensland but we keep in touch by phone or I go

Kev Carmody

out and visit him. He has slowed down as
far as performing because he’s in a lot of
physical pain. He’s got pretty bad arthritis
so he can’t play guitar for long periods of
time. He’s a man with lots of great stories.
He’s got a great body of work apart from
his songs—poems and stories and history of
his part of the world.
Archie Roach and I met not long after
I met Kev. I produced his first record and
we’ve kept in touch. I’m more in touch with
Kev than Archie. His first record, Charcoal Lane, came out in 1991.
There was a fair bit of activity around the 25th anniversary of that
record in 2016. I was involved in some shows with him then. And
we co-wrote over the years, too, a record called Into The Blood
Stream. We get together at different times to do different things.
The most recent one was when his autobiography came out last
year called Tell Me Why. I really recommend Tell Me Why; it’s
well-written and it’s an incredible story. To accompany that book,
he did a series of recordings with a pianist called Paul Grabowsky
and his band. Paul’s a jazz pianist but he very sympathetically re-arranged and recorded a lot of Archie’s songs from his whole career
and they’re both called Tell Me Why.
We had written Rally Round The Drum many years ago, which
Archie had never recorded but I had. We did a duet of that song
for this record based on Archie’s days as a tent boxer at local fairs.
Archie’s not in the best of health either but he’s been singing and
performing quiet a bit for the last couple of years and it’s really
been good for him.
Do you listen much to traditional songs? I read somewhere
that one of the first songs you ever played live was The Streets
of Forbes.
Yes, I do. I started out playing in folk clubs. Folk songs were
some of the first things I learned. Early on, Hank Williams. I don’t
think you would call Hank Williams traditional, but he is tied to
old-time music. The Stanley Brothers, Planxty, Paul Brady and
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“Dolores Keane, I love her.”
Andy Irvine—Arthur McBride, that was
a big one for me. Dolores Keane, I love
her. Christie Moore. I love these records of
traditional Irish music.
I learned a fair bit of those songs early on,
too. One of the things that was a thrill for
me was getting Paul Brady to tour Australia
for the first time. He’d never been here, and
he’d not played Arthur McBride for years,
too. I got him playing Arthur McBride. It
was one of those songs that he got sick to
death of. We did a duet on it on a tour of Australia. That was a great thrill.
You’ve covered such a wide swath of
musical styles, from bluegrass to ska. How
do you decide what accompaniment a song
needs?
It’s vague, like a hunch. I sometimes play
songs different from the way I first recorded.
Some songs are more flexible than others. I did
two bluegrass albums. Half of the songs were new
ones and the other half were songs of mine done
that way. As I said, I came up playing old-time
music and folk music; it’s the DNA of a lot of my
songs. A lot of my songs came through bluegrass
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or the folk format. Any of my songs I can play
on my own with a guitar, which means they
can change shape with different players and
different bands
I take it from the back photo on the sleeve
that you have an affinity for cricket: is that
what inspired Bradman?
I love test cricket. Cricket’s changed a
lot over the last 30 years. Actually, I’ve
written three cricket songs, which I think
is rather excessive. I wrote about Bradman,
Behind the Bowler’s Arm, and I wrote
about Shane Warne, a very famous modern
cricketer. I still watch test cricket that’s a
five-day event. Other forms of cricket not
so much.
You’ve been setting poems to music in
the last few years, Seven Sonnets and
Thirteen Ways To Look At Birds being
the most obvious examples. What
brought this about?
The first time I put poems to music
was a record called Conversations With
Ghosts. It was a show I did in 2012.

I was asked to work with the classical composer James Ledger,
who wrote a song cycle for a student orchestra called ANAM: the
Australian National Acadmey of Music. This request came just after
I wrote my memoir, which had taken me a few years. During that
period of time I had hardly written a song. I thought it was interesting and scary, which was a good reason to say yes. Having not
written a song for awhile, I was feeling very rusty as a songwriter.
I thought I’d see if I could find some poems which Jim could put
music to that. That was what we did. And that became a recording,
Conversations With Ghosts.
Before that, I had this idea in my head that you couldn’t start with
the words and create a song. The way I always had written songs
was starting out with chords and a tune and maybe a time, or a few
words, or a sound. The music was always first for me. I would sing
into a cassette tape recorder. And I still use that method except now
I sing into my phone.
Most of my songs start with me singing the tune and with some
sounds and words attached. Finishing a song for me was getting the
words to fit the sounds or the tune. If you start with the words first
it’s going to restrict the music or make it too rigid, or whatever.
This project was like turning a key: ‘It does work. I can start with
the words first and the music can go anywhere.’ With Conversations
With Ghosts we were putting free-verse to music, there were melodies in there, and half-talked, and half-melodies, and some of them
turned out just like songs. After that I went, ‘Oh well, I can always
take a poem and make it into a tune.’
The first one I did after that project was Shakespeare’s Sonnet 18.
One day I thought, ‘I wonder if I can make a tune out of this?’ And
it sounded like a bluegrass or a folk tune, which perfectly fits the
language of Shakespeare. Folk music often has an archaic or poetic
turn of phrase in the old songs so there wasn’t a big jump for me
between putting Shakespeare to music and making a folk song out
of it.
Once I did one I thought I’d try and do a few more. So that led on
to the Sonnets record. It’s been part of my songwriting ever since.
My record, Nature, there are poems by five other people but it’s not
an art record. They sit in with my songs.
It’s rather exciting after 40 years of writing to suddenly find a new
way to write songs. That’s what every writer, I guess, is looking
for. Breaking old habits. Find new ways to write songs. So that’s
another way I’ve got to write songs apart from my mumbling into a
tape recorder.
You’ve been really busy of late with five albums in three years.
What brought about that spurt of creativity?

spond to interesting ideas. I don’t have another job. I’m just happy
to be lying on the couch reading all day. Some days I might even
get a new song.
You’ve toured with two songwriting masters: Leonard Cohen
and Bob Dylan. What was that experience like?
They were both great in completely different ways. I played some
shows with Bob in 2001 and a couple more a few years later. Bob
was more spontaneous in his shows, more off the cuff, changing
up his songs more. Leonard was very much the opposite. The show
was considered, every detail worked out. We did 10 shows with
Leonard 12 years ago now. And I saw quite a lot of those shows.
They were all the same, the same song order. He said the same
things between songs, he told the same jokes, never once did it feel
tired, or contrived, or cynical in any way. It was ritualistic; it was
like prayer. I’ve never seen so much love coming from an audience
to a performer.
Also, the response from him, he served it back to them like a
priest or a rabbi. The love coming off him, he somehow poured
it back to the audience. Everything about the attention to detail,
the ritualistic measure of the show, everything the same, was very
vaudevillian.
There was so much that went into the show. There was no rock
guitars, no distortion, nothing loud. The band played really quiet
and really clean And the rich power and timbre of his voice, they
made space for it to slip in. To me that was like a masterclass in
performing. I watched that show over and over again and never
thought it was anything stale or trite. It was beautiful.
How did you feel when Life Is Fine became your first No. 1
album in 2017?
Yeah. That was all right [he laughs]. Putting out records is very
collaborative with the record label. We did the work doing promo,
and we did our shows, and we got good radio play on a couple of
the songs, so that’s what helped. It’s a bonus; it’s not something
I’m aiming for. That’s not why I make records, ‘Oh, it’s No 1, oh,
great.’ It’s a real morale booster. So it’s one for the team.
How would you like to be remembered?
I don’t know how to answer a question like that.

Maybe it’s because I’ve been writing music using other people’s
words. Nature, for example, I had only to write five songs. When I
do put other people’s words to music, it either happens quickly or
not at all. It doesn’t take as long as when I write my own songs. I
put out a record last year which was called Thirteen Ways To Look
At Birds, which was a classical collaboration. Thirteen Ways To
Look At Birds, was suggested by Anna Goldsworthy, the pianist.
James Ledger and I were getting back together to work again. It
seems I’m being prolific but I’m being helped along by the work
of the poets themselves and working with other people. I often re-

“The music was always first for me.”

