Chris Isaak Q&A

Since Wicked Game made his name, 36-year-oId Chris Isaak has become one of America's smoothest stars.  From LA, where he's making his new video, he talks to Susie Pitts about music, movies and sweet success.

Hi Chris, how's the video going?

Great, it's for the first single from the new album, San Francisco Days.

Who directed it?

I didn't have a director. I guess you could say I kind of directed it myself... just a second, hold on... sorry, I had to put on my sweatshirt, I'm freezing.  If s pretty warm today, but I went running and I'm kind of soaked through... The director of photography was the guy I had worked with every day for the past six months so I felt real confident with him.

Was that on Little Buddha? (the Bernardo Bertolucci-directed film starring Chris and Keanu Reeves).

Yeah.

What's your role?

I play a kind of a yuppie father.  I'm living in Seattle, I'm an engineer and I find out my boy is a reincarnate [of Buddha].  It's contemporary and then there are some parts when it goes back to historical times. To me it was kind of like Bertolucci meets Disney Keanu plays Buddha.

Keanu's never struck me  as the Buddha-type?

What do you think Buddha looks like? Well, Keanu's so dark I guess I could buy that; he's got Hawaiian blood he tells me.

You also did the Twin Peaks prequel with David Lynch.

Yeah, I did Twin Peaks: Fire Walk with Me right at the end of my last tour.  It's a very strange film, I gotta say that.  I play an FBI agent, and I disappear in the middle of the movie. There's no explanation, but when I read the script I said, "I don't know where I go, but I don't have to know. My job is just to say my lines up to this page and then I'm gone." David's great to work with, he's pretty cool.

And there's the new album, too.

Yeah, San Francisco Days. It's not a radical departure from what I've done before. I like my previous records.  I do play a lot more guitar on this record - on this one I play lead guitar on eight songs.

You sing, you write, you act - is there any time left?

[laughs] I work an awful lot right now. A part of me always wants to feel like I'm working and saving. There's not a lot of money in my background.

You grew up in Stockton, California - why do they call it "fat city"?

I lived there all my life. My grandfather, my father, my great grandfather - they're all from there and I still don't know why they call it that. The only thing I can think of is the way that you call somebody skinny "fats" - you know, maybe because things are pretty thin there.

Before David Lynch used Wicked Game in Wild at Heart and it became a hit, your music career was in a slump; did that scare you?

I never felt things were that bad. My career's been lucky, it's been a real slow rise from day one. I never had anything that went down. It was always a little bit more, a little bit more, which is a good way to do it I guess, because you get used to things and you don't miss any steps on the way.  But I do know what it's like to play in bars, I've done that a lot.  Some people, their first album's a hit they get used to that and they think - oh, this is the way it's going to be forever. As I said, I know what it's 1ike to play in bars and I'm ready to do that - but I don't want to have to do that any more.

Is "success" what you'd hoped it would be?

The neat thing about success is that when I go out with my family or some thing, I can buy everybody at the restaurant dinner if I wanted to. I couldn't used to afford to. It's nice. I got my mum new linoleum for the kitchen, too. That's not like a Prince success or a Madonna success, but she's happy.

Success doesn't mean much if you don't have time to appreciate it.

Yeah, you can whine about it. But the truth of the matter is, any time you don't like it you can say, that's it - I'm gonna take my chips and quit the game.

Last time you did an interview, you said you were single, is that still the case?

Yeah, I guess it is [quickly changes the subject]. You wanna hear some of the album? I'll play some of it over the phone: this is part of the single [his dreamy twang of Can't Do A Thing To Stop Me echoes down the line while Chris commentates] ... I heard this song a milion times for the video over the past few days ... walt till you hear the high stuff ... wait ... the good part's comming ...  I like the high stuff, I worked on that ... come on Chris, you can do ... [laughs] that was high but I think you can do it again; come on baby! ... yeah.  Hey, I'm getting the international wind up ... we gotta do our last question.

Any chance of a visit? You'd like Sydney, it's the sister city of San Francisco.

I wanna go over there. I surf, so I'm dyin' to go. I'm ready.

Well, we're ready for you, Chris!
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