
I
f you were crafting the ideal

singer/songwriter, you’d want her to

be a smart lyricist, a perceptive ob-

server of character and social injustice, ca-

pable of writing memorable melodies. As a

performer, she’d ideally have a warm per-

sonality that allowed her to connect with

an audience, a first-rate

band, a distinctive voice

and vibrant singing style

and — this is America,

where image is everything,

unfortunately — she’d

even be easy on the eyes. 

In the late 1980s, just

such a musician landed in

Austin, Texas. Tish

Hinojosa really did have

it all, with her silvery

singing vaulting her to the

pinnacle of musical suc-

cess in Austin, where it’s

hard to toss a guitar pick

and not hit an accomplished songwriter,

few of whose vocal skills can match their

song craftery. Her major label debut bub-

bled with unforgettable hooks and singable

melodies, as well as clever, evocative, even

danceable songs about family, love, and

history. She became a success, winning

awards, regularly touring the U.S. and

Europe, playing at the White House, even

gaining a beer company sponsorship and

issuing a dozen albums (including one in

Spanish and another for kids).

She recorded with Lucinda Williams

and Joan Baez and had songs covered by

Linda Ronstadt and others. Yet she never

quite became the star her talents merited.

That might be attributed to the narrow vi-

sion of country radio and record compa-

nies: While her sound was accessible, it

wasn’t NashVegas commercial, and it

probably didn’t help that she occasionally

addressed social issues, albeit in a non-

preachy, character-driven fashion more lit-

erary than didactic. “Something in the

Rain,” for example, set the story of a farm-

worker’s child poisoned by pesticides to a

tear-pulling melody. 

And whether overt racism played a role

or not, her surname might have misled for-

mula-driven radio programmers to assume

that she played conjunto or Mexican pop

rather than tuneful country-tinged folk

music.

Hinojosa’s latest release finds her in a

reflective, even wistful mood, tinged with

nostalgia: for her San Antonio childhood

(“I’d love to be the kitchen table / from

long ago when I was 3 / to hold my father’s

morning coffee / to feel my mother’s hand

on me”), for a time when Americans

seemed to be briefly motivated more by

compassion than greed (“calloused in our

easy chairs / remember when hope used to

dance in the air ... what-

ever happened to everyone

wanting to care?”). And,

as in “Blue Eyed Billy,” a

character sketch of a

WWII vet, she eschews

hectoring in favor of

telling stories about real

people.

With her penchant for

social activism (she’s

played at benefits and con-

ventions for many pro-

gressive causes) and

sparkling songwriting,

Hinojosa is an ideal per-

former — at least for Eugene, if not corpo-

rate radio. Folk and real country fans

should catch her and her longtime guitarist

Marvin Dykhuis at Luna on July 21. 

With the Bach Festival well underway,

it’s easy to overlook yet another Bach con-

cert, but anyone who wants to know how

Bach’s music sounded at the time should

catch the performance by Oregon’s

Ensemble Con Spirito at 3 pm on

Thursday, July 6 at First Christian Church

(11th and Oak). The affordable afternoon

show, cleverly scheduled between the two

nearby Bachfest performances, offers can-

tatas, arias and instrumental works includ-

ing violin and flute sonatas. And, unlike all

but one of the Festival concerts, they’re all

played on instruments from Bach’s time or

replicas and performed in the tunings and

styles of his period, rather than the com-

promised, often-Romanticized and bland

renditions frequently purveyed in less his-

torically-informed concerts. Compare this

show to the Festival concerts and decide

for yourself.

On July 9, DIVA offers yet another na-

tionally recognized improvised music duo.

Chicago percussionist Michael Zerang

and “anti-cellist” Fred Lonberg-Hom

(members of Peter Brtozmann’s big band)

bring their long experience in multifarious

experimental music and dance settings to

Eugene’s downtown arts center. With all

the emphasis on old music around town

this month, this is a show for tomorrow’s

sounds. ew
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