
Lucy Kaplansky – A Musical Life - Part 1  
 

The interview with Lucy Kaplansky took place in the backstage area of the Kerrville Theatre on the evening of 

Sunday 9th June 1996. Thanks to "my people" in New Jersey, Tim & Lori Blixt, for helping with the initial 

contact, and to Lucy for her time....... 

 

So you were born in Chicago in 1960. 

 

Yes, I am thirty-six. 

 
You grew up there. 

 

Right. I left Chicago when I was eighteen. 

 
Growing up in Chicago, there was The Gate of Horn. Did you ever go there. 

 

You know, I didn't. I remember the name - I never went there. The places I played - I had only started playing 

when I was seventeen, when I was still in High School. I was actually too young to be, or even play, in the 

clubs. They didn't know I was seventeen. I only played two or three places - Somebody Else's Troubles which 

later became Holsteins, and a place called The Bulls. 

 
If one place was called Somebody Else's Troubles, was there a Steve Goodman connection. 

 

He was one of the owners. 

 
So when did you pick up an instrument for the first time. 

 

I don't remember the first time I picked up a guitar. It was probably seventh grade. I started taking guitar 

lessons and really started playing in earnest around the age of thirteen or fourteen. 

 
Up until that time, had you only been a listener as far as music was concerned. 

 

No. I always sang. My father, who is also a mathematician, plays the piano and my family is very musical in 

general. Growing up he would play, and I was the one who had the best voice in the family. Probably the best 

ear, aside from him. I learned all the songs that he would play - George Gershwin, Cole Porter and Gilbert & 

Sullivan. All that stuff. A lot of times in my childhood, I remember singing while he would play. For family and 

friends. Singing with my brothers. That started when I was probably five or six. 

 
You're the only girl in the family. 

 

I'm the only girl. I've got two brothers. I'm the youngest too, which means that I was very spoiled. 

 
What encouraged you to venture outside the four walls of the family home, to play music. 

 

I met a guy when I was seventeen, who had just - I grew up at the University of Chicago, where my father 

was a professor. This guy had just graduated from there. A mutual friend introduced us, and he was someone 

who wrote songs and sang. That was Elliott Simon, who I formed Simon & Kaplanski with, and we were on 

the Cornelia Street record. Before that I had sung in my High School. For crowds of people. People 

encouraged me to pursue this. I didn't really do it until I met him. Then we started really pursuing it seriously. 

We moved to New York together. We were also lovers for a while. 

 
In school did you perform in musicals. 

 

No. never. 

 
While you were still in school and living in Chicago, had you started writing your own songs. 

 

Yeah. I wrote a few songs when I was like about fourteen or fifteen, which were terrible. I mean really, really 

terrible. 



 
No keepers. 

 

No. Although they had nice melodies, the words are real terrible - well, I was fourteen. My brother had turned 

me on to Joni Mitchell's "Blue" album when I was fourteen and that completely changed my life. Joni Mitchell 

was the first, and then I started listening to all the stuff that came out around that time - Joan Baez's 

"Diamonds and Rust," Jackson Browne, Bob Dylan's "Blood on the Tracks," James Taylor. All that stuff. I 

tried to write like that, and I tried to sing like Joni Mitchell - which didn't work, because I don't sound like her. 

Then what happened was - when I was seventeen, and had just met this guy Elliott, we went to see Mary 

McCaslin play. I had never heard of her, and he was a fan of hers. That really changed my life. I had never 

heard anyone sing like her. I actively imitated her, as one does when one is seventeen. 

 
I was astounded when I discovered she was an influence on you. 

 

Oh yeah, it's funny because some people hear it. I hear it. I think that sort of twangy nasaly kind of thing that I 

do sometimes, is directly a rip-off of her. I think what ended up happening was, I took that influence and 

somehow incorporated it into a style of my own. 

 
Once you got to New York, was it basically Greenwich Village. 

 

Yeah. Elliott and I had seen an article in the New York Times in, I think, December of 1977 about a big folk 

revival in Greenwich Village. It was a huge article. It featured The Roches, Steve Forbert and George Gerdes. 

Jack Hardy was mentioned. That propelled us. The folk revival was based at Folk City, so that's where we 

went. We started playing open mike nights. Eventually we got a gig there. We started playing at the Cornelia 

Street Songwriter Exchange. We got on that record. Things started to happen and then we broke up. I left 

him and started pursuing a solo career. 

 
Presumably you then met Jack Hardy, because you became fairly actively involved with FAST FOLK. 

 

Yeah. I met Jack when I first moved there. When he started the FAST FOLK thing in 1982, he - I remember 

he very much included me, actively. He always liked that way I sang, and he liked that I did songs by people 

who were unknown. He put me on a bunch of the FAST FOLK records, which was really nice. 

 
Did you attend Jack's Thursday night spaghetti, and new song sessions. 

 

You know, I never did that. I never considered myself a songwriter. That came later. I never went to the 

songwriter meetings. 

 
You've mentioned the Cornelia Street Cafe, how did that record deal come together. 

 

There was this whole scene based around Folk City, and we heard about this Songwriters Exchange. We 

started hanging out there. The guy who owned the Cornelia Street Cafe, decided to do this record and chose 

us to be on it. He thought we were good. Then that album got written up in the New York Times and  we were 

singled out as one of the highlights of the record. That's how I ended up getting that write-up in the New York 

Times later - because it was the same writer. He obviously liked the way I sang. That was sort of like a 

stepping stone to other things. 

 
Was it in the eighties that you met Shawn Colvin. 

 

Met her, I think, in December 1980. I had been there a couple of years. She had just moved there. She and I 

met because - the story was that Cliff Eberhardt who was a good friend of mine, who I'd met in 1978 - I used 

to sing back-up with him. He also played guitar with me and Elliott. Cliff told me - I remember him saying 

"Lucy, you're a great back-up singer but there is someone I know who is as good as you are." I thought "Oh 

come on Cliff, you're exaggerating." It turned out that he had known Shawn for years, from elsewhere. He 

introduced us. When I first heard her sing, I think my jaw must have dropped - I couldn't believe how good 

she was. I still can't believe how good she is. He introduced us - then we started sitting in on each other's 

gigs. Gradually developed into an informal duo. We played parties and weddings and stuff. Then we started 

getting gigs. Actually I should backtrack a little bit - I was doing solo stuff initially, from 1980 to 1983. It was 

going well and I got this write-up in the New York Times. I was starting to build up a little circuit of gigs. For 



reasons I didn't understand at the time, I suddenly decided that I didn't want to do it anymore. I didn't want to 

be a singer. I wanted to quit. I wanted to be a therapist. I decided I wasn't using my real talents, which 

boggles my mind when I look back. I did quit. It's taken me about fourteen years to figure out that that was 

actually a lie and that I did want to do it. I think - and I spent a lot of time in therapy figuring this out. I think I 

was really scared that I wasn't all that good. It's a very convenient way never to find out. To just quit. Then I 

was able to  - because I quit - I quit doing the solo thing. I kept doing harmonies. I was in duos, but I never let 

myself be in the limelight again. I think that way, I was able to kind of have this fantasy, for years, that if I had 

stuck it out, I would be famous too. Or that I would be famous. Very convenient fantasy. Shawn and I did this 

duo thing, after I quit the solo thing. That was actually starting to go well, and we were getting known as a duo 

- one night we did a gig at Folk City and a record company approached us and said "Hey, we would really like 

to record you guys." I had been kind of seeing this all along as, sort of a hobby. I said "No, no, no. I don't want 

to make a record, I'm going to be a therapist." I had already gone back to school at this point. Shawn looked 

at me in total shock and sort of said something like "If you're not going to pursue this Lucy, I guess I have to." 

That was the end of our duo. I did a lot of harmonies, but I never pursued the solo thing until Shawn and I 

made this record. I was in graduate school and Shawn approached me - I decided to go to psychology 

school. While I was in school, Shawn had this idea that we could make a record. She could produce it. She 

had always wanted to produce a record. She has this idea one day "Hey, let's make a record. You'll sing. 

We'll do it live in the studio. You're a good live singer Lucy. I'll produce it." So we got the money together and 

made this record. I never really thought of it as a career move, because I wasn't going to be a singer. I was 

going to be a psychologist. We made this record, "The Tide," and we were very happy with it. 
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Lucy Kaplansky – A Musical Life - Part 2 

 

Last week Lucy talked about growing up in Chicago and moving to New York at the age of 18. Eventually 

enrolling in graduate school, with the intention of becoming a psychologist, she recorded an album which 

Shawn Colvin produced. That’s where we pick up the story…………. 

 
Was it almost that you were trying to document Lucy Kaplansky, the singer. A case of, "Well, at least 

I've recorded an album." 

 

I never even thought it that far through. It was sort of like "Oh, Shawn wants to make a record." I was very 

passive about it. Extremely passive. Like "Oh, somebody else wants to do this. Fine. I'll come along." I gave 

her the driving wheel. It was her baby. I didn't take it that seriously. It was sort of a fun thing to go and sing on 

a record. 

 
When did you record the album. '91 or '92. 

 

Let's just say that it was a while ago. 

 
Did you pick the songs to go on the album. What about the Robin Batteau song. 

 

Robin and Shawn and I were friends. Shawn and I had a gig at this place - The Cottonwood Cafe - Robin 

would come and sit in with us. I remember him coming and singing those two songs, "Guinevere" and "The 

Eyes of My Beholder." We would sing harmony with him. That's how I learned them. I just always thought 

they were amazing songs. How we chose the songs for "The Tide," was pretty much stick with a combination 

of the songs that had been in my repertoire for years. Because they were mostly songs by friends of mine 

from the Village. A couple of songs Shawn suggested, that she had heard, that I didn't know. Like "The 

Heart." And then a couple of songs that I had written. "The Tide" was actually something that got written later. 

 
Had you continued writing songs on a regular basis. 

 

I had written four songs by about 1985. Two of them ended up on the record. I didn't write another song until 

1994. Nothing, except college papers and a dissertation. Then my husband - I had a gig - it was a showcase 

actually, where I had to do two original songs and he said "Why don't we try writing one." He's a film maker 



and a writer. We wrote "The Tide." People liked it so much, we continued writing and we've now written a 

bunch of songs together. The new album I'm making, is going to be primarily original songs. 

 
Have you started recording it yet. 

 

Yeah. I'm about halfway through. I have to go back in the morning, tomorrow, because I've got to go into the 

studio. 

 
Where are you recording it and who is producing it. 

 

In New York. The producer is Anton Sanko. He produced a couple of the cuts on "The Tide." He used to 

work with Suzanne Vega. He produced one of her albums. He's a great producer. I'm working with a bunch of 

studio musicians, who are friends of mine and great players. I think it's going to be different to "The Tide" in 

some ways. Certainly because it's going to be original material. It's also - a different kind of sound. Less 

bluegrassy. It's very acoustic based, less bluegrass, and more - I don't even know what you would call it. So 

far I'm very happy with it. 

 
How many tracks will there be. 

 

Probably twelve, with nine originals. 

 
Tonight you sang an Ian Tyson song. 

 

That was just for fun. That's not going to go on the record. 

 
What about the last song you sang tonight. Because it was a darned fine song. 

 

Thank you. Rick, my husband, and I wrote that one. 

 
What about the covers. 

 

I don't want to say. I'll let it be a surprise. 

 
Backtracking to the eighties, were you a member of a group called The Song Project,  which had an 

album out in Italy. 

 

Yeah. Yeah. I sort of skipped over that. It was Tom Intondi, Frank Christian, me and Martha Hogan. She isn't 

around anymore. She's also on the Cornelia Street album. That group started in 1980. It was literally going to 

be for one weekend of gigs. It did so well - it was a group put together to do songs by writers in the Village. It 

did so well, that we kept it together as a group. We started to get very popular and did lots and lots of gigs. 

Eventually the group broke up. We put it back together - it lasted about two years and broke up - in 1985. We 

got an offer to go to Italy and record, so we got back together and made the record. Went to Italy, ate a lot of 

pasta and had fun. There was one song by each of us and the other songs were by people from the Village 

whom we knew. Mostly unknown writers. 

 
Is the album still available. 

 

I don't even know if I have it. I had copies of it and I gave one to my parents, so I know they have it. I can't 

remember which label it was on. We cut the album, and then we went back to Italy six months later and did 

some gigs, and that was it. Then we broke up again. Martha ended up moving away to Japan. Tom passed 

away last year, which was really, really sad. 

 
You were in a duo with Shawn, and in the Song Project during the eighties, were there other musical 

aggregations that you were a member of. 

 

Just briefly, I played with a guy named Andy Pasternak, for a few gigs. You probably wouldn't have heard of 

him. That's about it. 

 
How did you end up on Nanci's "Lone Star State of Mind." 



 

She had heard me, I think, with the Song Project. I had met her - oh I know, I was singing on John Gorka's 

first record - he made one version of it in Nashville, which he didn't like. He ended up redoing it in New 

Jersey. She came to the studio and I met her there. Out of the blue, I get this call - she had heard me sing, so 

she called me and asked me to sing on her record. That was an unbelievably exciting thing. It was her first 

MCA record. That's how that happened. I also worked on "Little Love Affairs." 

 
How did you meet Gorka. 

 

I met him through - it was actually an all day taping session for the FAST FOLK magazine. This was like, I 

think, his first recording for FAST FOLK. I'd never met him before. He came up to Shawn and I, and asked us 

to sing on his cut. He tells the story on stage now when I sing with him. It's very funny. We had no idea who 

he was. I remember thinking, "Who the hell does this guy think he is." Shawn and I were the hot harmony 

singers. We didn't know who he was. We thought he was some nerd. We said "Well, we have to hear the 

song." He sang "Down in the Milltown" and we were just blown away. We sang with him and formed a lasting 

friendship and musical collaboration, that was, and still is amazing. 

 
While you were at College and once you started practising, did you completely stop performing music 

in public. 

 

Yeah. Well, I mean - I guess I never completely stopped. Every now and then, I'd get a call to sing 

somebody's record. Mostly low budget kinds of things. I also did a lot of country and western gigs. Like parties 

and things. It's interesting that the only gigs I realy let myself do for a long time, were gigs where nobody 

listened. Where you were sort of the background music. 

 
And nobody realised who you were. 

 

They didn't realise who I was. I mean, I was just some country singer. That was pretty frustrating and made 

me very unhappy. I certainly didn't do any good gigs for years. I mean probably from, 1987/88 to 1992. I didn't 

do a gig. Not a good gig, where people actually came to listen. I remember the first one I did which was - well, 

the tenth anniversary of FAST FOLK which I guess was - I don't remember when that was. 

 
1992. 

 

Yeah. I finished graduate school in 1992. While I was in graduate school, there really wasn't time to do 

anything else anyway. 
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Lucy Kaplansky – A Musical Life - Part 2 

 

Last week Lucy talked about recording her second album and about her connection to NYC’s FAST FOLK 

movement. In 1992 she finished her graduate school course in psychology. That’s where we pick the story 

up……  

 
Why particularly did you pick psychology. 

 

I think what happened - again, sort of in retrospect, I think I understand it better. First of all, I was in therapy at 

the time. I kind of liked - it seemed like an interesting thing - I thought therapy was a useful thing. I thought it 

was something that I could be good at. I think I also really wanted to heal myself, which is why a lot of people 

go into the field. Except they don't know it. I knew, probably somewhere inside, that I was very troubled and 

very confused. So I think I went into it for reasons that weren't necessarily so healthy. Ironically, I like being a 

psycholigist. I really like the work. I like my patients. If I didn't have this burning desire to do this other thing, I'd 

probably be very happy as a psychologist. Which makes me realise, I didn't explain how I kind of came to this 

realisation that I wanted to sing again. What happened was, about two and a half years ago, I was in the 

process of shopping this record to record companies. I had been in therapy before and I had started with a 



new therapist. I felt like I wasn't getting what I needed from the old therapist. Within about three months, a 

very, very important thing happened. I was talking one day in his office about how - something about "Well, I 

wouldn't want what Shawn has." Because at this point Shawn was very successful. 

 
Do you mean the limelight, as well as the pressure. 

 

Right. Exactly. All of it. He said, "Why not" which no one had ever asked me before. I started to say 

something like, "Well you know, I wouldn't want to be away from home so much," The way I remember it, I 

sort of stopped and said, "You know, I'm not sure why not." It was from that moment, I started to realise that I 

did want it, and that I had never let myself know that. That was really a kind of life changing moment. I really 

credit my work with this guy, for changing my life. I would probably have spent  the rest of my life, not singing, 

filled with envy and despair. Would never have known what was wrong. 

 
From what you said tonight, you're still balancing two careers. 

 

Well, I'm doing - the balance is definitely shifting. I don't know how I portrayed it and I'm very careful about 

what I say about it, because I still have patients. The balance is definitely shifting. I'm doing psychology very, 

very part time now. That's all I can say "on the record" about what's gonna happen with that. 

 
Is the new album going to be on Red House. 

 

Yeah. 

 
Did you do nationwide tours of the States in support of the first album. 

 

Initially, I didn't have an agent. I was booking myself. I got as many gigs as I could. Actually I did a lot of gigs. 

Then about six months after it came out, I got signed to the biggest booking agency in folk music - 

Fleming/Tamulevich & Associates - that changed my life completely. All of a sudden - 

 
There was a weight removed. 

 

Not just a weight. They got me a million gigs. It took about six months for it to kick in. Last September is when 

it started kicking in and since then I have been doing a million gigs. Especially since January this year. I've 

been away from home at least a third of the time. All over the States. I've only been to Canada for one 

festival. 

 
Are you doing a lot of festivals this summer. 

 

Not this summer. I'm doing three or four. I did a few festivals last year and generally speaking, festivals don't 

have you two years in a row. I'll probably do more next summer. 

 
What about Europe. 

 

Nothing. 

 
The album has been really well received there. 

 

It's done very well in England. My agent and I have talked about - it hasn't  worked out that I could get over 

there. I'm really hoping for this new record, that I'll make it to Europe. I really want to. I lived in England for a 

year when I was five, in London. My father was on sabbatical. I'd love to go back. 

 
Can we talk about some of the songs on "The Tide." You did a Richard Thompson cover. 

 

I've been doing that song since 1981, I think. Someone turned me on to Richard and Linda Thompson. I was 

completely blown away by that song - I loved it. Shawn used to sing harmony - she would come and sit in - 

the harmony she sings on the record is the same one she sang in 1981. We just decided it was a great song 

and we wanted to put it o the record. 

 
You also covered George Gerdes. He never became known outside the Village. 



 

Not really. Now he's a very successful actor in L.A. I saw him in NYPD Blue. I saw him on Seinfeld. He's 

done very well for himself, but he's not doing much music any more. He's a great songwriter. 

 
How did you meet Cliff Eberhardt. 

 

The same as Gorka. At Folk City. I don't remember the exact moment I met him, but there was this group of 

people who would hang out at Folk City every night. He and Elliott and I got to be good friends. Cliff and I are 

still good friends. I though he was a great songwriter. I thought "Goodnight" was one of the most beautiful 

songs I'd ever heard. I started performing it and people loved the way I did it. This was in 1980. I've been 

doing it ever since. It was kind of a logical one to go on the record. 

 
How did you meet Cindy Mangsen. 

 

I heard her in Chicago. She was in a band with a couple of guys, and I just loved the way she sang. I've got a 

tape of them. They were called Ravenswood. They don't exist anymore. I remember she sang "When I Hear 

Them Cuckoos Hollerin'" - it's an old folk song. It was real down to earth - not pretentious and I just dug it. I 

copied her also. 

 
By the way, did you ever get to meet Mary McCaslin. 

 

I met her a few years after I first heard her. I remember I was playing with the Song Project and she was on 

the same bill. I went up - oh no, she came up to me and said "Boy, you have a great voice." I said "I can't 

believe you're saying this to me, you're like my idol etc. etc." Then I met her again recently. I was playing in 

Santa Cruz. That's where she lives and she came to the show. I told her "I was a big fan of hers." 

 
I first heard her around 1978, when this guy in Norway sent me a tape. At that time I thought "What a 

voice." I think it was the "Old Friends" album. 

 

That;s an unbelieveable album. 

 
What about the last song you sang tonight. Because it was a darned fine song. 

 

Thank you. Rick, my husband, and I wrote that one. 

 

I didn't follow the question up, or even name that song.........oh well.......For the more curious among the KK 

readership, now that copies of Lucy Kaplansky's "Flesh and Bone" are in circulation, the "last song" was 

titled "Still Life." Strange that a song I fell in love with on Sunday 9th June 1996 should throw up the title of 

Lucy's latest album, a matter of five months later. 
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