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Up-and-coming guitar virtuoso

Jacob Johnson on tap for ‘First

Fridays at Vienna’

Posted: Wednesday, April 30, 2014 8:15 pm

By Steve Wildsmith | stevew@thedailytimes.com |
0 comments

The whole time he was driving up to
Knoxville from his South Carolina home
last August, Jacob Johnson was telling
himself that the trip was a bad idea.

Initially, the fingerstyle guitarist and
songwriter had been asked to open for
virtuoso Phil Keaggy at The Square Room.
The original arrangement would have been
a dream come true for Johnson,
considering that Keaggy has long been a
musical hero of his. But a phone call that
morning changed everything.

“They told me that something had come
up, and that Phil needed to leave Knoxville
by 10 or 10:30 p.m. that night, so they
wanted to put him up first — and then they
told me, ‘Phil said it’s OK if you play a
short set after him,’” Johnson told The
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Daily Times this week. “My first thought
was, ‘Me ... going on after Phil Keaggy?
That sounds like the worst idea I’ve ever
heard. I don’t wan to do a 20-minute set
after any headliner, much less Phil Keaggy.

“But I drove up there, just to have a crazy
story to tell and be able to say that I did. I
get there and meet Phil, and he’s just so
cool. He says he’s seen my YouTube videos
and that he enjoys what I do. And then he
just so nonchalantly says, ‘Hey, I hope you
don’t mind me going first tonight,’ like it
wasn’t any big deal! He went on and killed
it, and he gave me a nice little plug to the
audience and told them to stick around,
which I didn’t think they were going to do.

“But after the change-over, 90 percent of
the people were still there, and they
stayed,” he added. “I sold out of all the
CDs I had with me, and Phil sent me a
really nice email the next day, which was
the cherry on top.”

It’s easy to see and hear, of course, why
even a maestro like Keaggy can become a
fan of Johnson. The 27-year-old is nothing
short of a guitar genius, a player whose
fingers seem to dance and fly up and down
the strings, and he’s completely self-
taught.

“I was 12 or 13 when I first started playing
relatively seriously, and I played by ear,”
he said. “I just tried to play with people
who were way over my head, and I still do.
That’s the best way to learn; if you’re the
strongest link in any group of musicians,

you need to find a different group to play with.”

By the time he was 18 or 19, he began to focus solely on the acoustic guitar, and he felt a
musical kinship with players like Keaggy and Tommy Emmanuel. He listened to Johnny
Cash, Carl Perkins and Willie Nelson early on — “those old songs have really great
guitar parts that sounded so cool, but were pretty simple to play,” he said — and as he
got older, he got into Stevie Ray Vaughan and Hendrix. The whole time, he kept in
mind the advice given to him by his grandmother, who showed him the first three or
four chords he ever learned to play.

“She said, ‘Jacob, if you only learn these three or four chords, you’ll always be able to
pick up and play for people,’” he said.

He played in a band in high school, and around the same time he tried his hand at
songwriting. To his surprise, he was successful, and one of his originals, “Try,” is one he
still performs.
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“First Fridays at Vienna”

HOSTED BY: Eric Spurgeon

THIS MONTH’S PERFORMER: Jacob Johnson

WHEN: 7 p.m. Friday, May 2
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CALL: 681-0517
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“There are a couple of lines in that one I almost can’t believe I came up with,” he said.
“That was the first one where I thought, ‘I can really write songs! If I wrote more songs
like this, I might be doing OK.’ There was no turning back after that.”

A resident of Travelers Rest, S.C., he’s shared the stage with singer-songwriters like
Edwin McCain and David Wilcox, and he’s struck up friendships with Emmanuel and
Tim Reynolds. Friday night, he’ll travel to Maryville to perform at Vienna Coffeehouse
as part of the “First Fridays at Vienna” series, and despite his prowess, he’s very much
aware that the key to continued greatness is a humble attitude.

“Playing with guys like Tommy and Phil, it reminds you that you’ve still got so much to
learn, and it totally takes away the idea of being the best,” he said. “On stage with guys
like that, you know you’re not going to be the best, so you can focus on just being
yourself and putting on a good show for the audience and doing what you do, and that’s
what’s most important.”
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