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By calling this album The Massenburg Sessions, contemporary 

bluegrass singer/bassist John Cowan puts the spotlight on the 

audiophile recording and mastering engineer George Massen-

burg, known for his work with Linda Ronstadt and Randy 

Newman, among others. Cowan and Massenburg recorded the 

music live in the studio, with no overdubs, no editing, and even 

no headphones for the musicians. Of course, no mixing was 

required, either, with the sound achieved through placement of 

the instruments and microphones in the studio. The resulting 

sound is excellent,  For listeners, this is all really inside baseball, but it seems to have allowed 

Cowan to achieve a spirit of performance he found conducive to his typically vibrant and eclectic 

approach. The former New Grass Revival member continues to look for novel ways to play 

bluegrass, and here he finds them by adapting the Louis Jordan jump blues classic "Caledonia"; 

forging a hybrid between Cajun and Celtic on the traditional "The Lakes of Ponchartrain" (while 

welcoming duet partner Maura O'Connell); going a cappella for the gospel tune "Jesus Gave Me 

Water"; and bringing out the bluegrass implications of Paul and Linda McCartney's "Heart of the 

Country." "Black Blizzard" features only Cowan's keening tenor and Shad Cobb's fiddle, and the 

album concludes with a string quartet arrangement of Cowan and Jon Randall Stewart's "Soiled 

Dove." Those are the major variations from the bluegrass format, which is given its purest ex-

pression in a version of Bill Monroe's "Can't You Hear Me Callin'" on which Cowan is accompa-

nied by the Del McCoury Band, but also is found on other songs, reassuring listeners that, if 

Cowan wants to take bluegrass in new directions, he also is willing to play it straight.
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