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Knopfler Navigates A Smooth, Mellow Package of Songs

Former Dire Straits guitarist and lead vocalist Mark Knopfler has released

one of the finest bunch of songs since his early days with his former band,

all lined up nicely and titled "Sailing To Philadelphia". Reminiscent of his

days with Dire Straits in the late seventies and early eighties, Knopfler

embarks on an acoustically delicious journey of rollicking tunes and smooth

guitar playing. Although Knopfler has done work on a few soundtracks

 1998's Wag the Dog and 99's Metroland), it is on this solo release that his

calm style and organic virtuosity meld together perfectly.

In 1995, Dire Straits finally called it quits after seventeen years together

while at the same time gave Knopfler the freedom to go at it on his own.

Carrying on his blues ridden, mellow approach, Knopfler kept everything

exactly as it was, still incorporating a one part jazz, two part blues

recipe into his work. His throaty gargle embedded atop graceful guitar lines

is exactly the formula that made Dire Straits one of the most popular bands

in rock and roll. With Sailing, a much more refined Knopfler is heard, but

nothing short of spectacular when it comes to that soft, placid texture of

guitar and voice. On songs like What It Is and Sailing To Philadelphia,

comparisons can be made to the first couple of Dire Straits albums, Dire

Straits from 78 and Communique from 79, since both songs are enveloped with

that smoky, low-key sound and sharp, subtle guitar. As for the rest of the

album, Knopfler delves into storyline narratives that glide along with

amazing fluidity. Not unlike Bob Dylan's trademarked busy yet detailed

arrangements, Knopfler too uses stream of consciousness to spin yarns

wrapped up in country dipped shuffles. His love of auto racing is the focus

of Speedway at Nazareth, a tune about the ups and downs of the speed car

circuit. Prairie Wedding and The Last Laugh are songs that also make up his

story telling repertoire, highlighted by a guest appearance from Van

Morrison on the latter. James Taylor also couples Knopfler on the title

track, sounding anything but out of place.

Knopflers return to blues has seemed most fitting for the aged guitarist,

whose sound was once that of the piercing, electric kind showcased on Dire

Straits Brothers In Arms. While easily the bands best album, it isn't hard

to see how Knopfler feels right at home with his tasteful guitar lines, in

place of the hard crunch of rock. An expert at both ends of the spectrum, it

is the cool, sedated Knopfler that comes out on top, and his character seems

most fitting for this style. It's not hard to be instantly mesmerized by his

eloquent guitar intricacies and his comforting voice. While styles such as

Knopfler's seem to be diminishing, replaced by electronics and grandeur

rock, there is still a soothing effect that surrounds an album of this type.

Taking away other elements and decorations enables his true talent to spring

to the forefront. Even a slight jazz-tinged atmosphere can be felt on this

array of songs, like that of Making Movies or Love Over Gold, two of Dire

Straits early eighties releases. The aura of this album is like that of a

warm, cozy cottage on a cold, bitter night. Once you're inside you may never

want to leave.

