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THE BEST OF 2006: MUSIC RECORDINGS: COUNTRY

No substitute for experience

By Chrissie Dickinson
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Published December 10, 2006

Forget that country music has become as youth-centric as rock and just as obsessed with "American Idol." Great country still got made in 2006, much of it coming from mature artists nearing middle age or older.

Whether it was music from a superstar (Alan Jackson), a mainstream powerhouse fallen from radio grace (Vince Gill), a former meth addict (Jeff Bates), oft-scorned country popsters (Kenny Rogers, Ronnie Milsap), or an indie dark horse who emerged from near obscurity (Diana Jones), these artists held fast to deeply personal visions built on experience. If you add to that list a couple of talented young 'uns mature enough to sit at the grown-ups' table, it was a pretty good year for country music, "American Idol" knockoffs aside.

1. Diana Jones: "My Remembrance of You" (NewSong Recordings)

Like Alison Krauss, Gillian Welch and Iris DeMent, Jones is a singular voice who chooses art over easy commerce. At 41, the singer-songwriter emerged from a period of retrenchment to release this striking acoustic song-cycle, a minor masterwork of depth and grace. Riding an old-timey vibe that never sounds fussy, and singing in a voice subtly shaded by the high lonesome sound, Jones is an Americana gem. Whether she's limning the despair of a dance-hall girl on "Pretty Girl" or the aching dislocation of a Native American child on "Pony," Jones brings a Haggard-esque sensitivity to these self-penned songs.

2. Alan Jackson: "Like Red on a Rose" (Arista Nashville)

A quiet rebel who is as important as he is understated, Jackson has never capitulated to the pressures of Music Row. On his latest release, producer Alison Krauss gently emphasizes Jackson's great skill as a wounding balladeer, creating an artfully arranged CD that explores the soul of a man in midlife. At a time when too many country artists play it safe, Jackson ups the artistic ante and challenges his audience with some of the finest work of an already stellar career.

3. Vince Gill: "These Days" (MCA Nashville)

Like Alan Jackson, Gill isn't content to rest on his laurels. This ambitious four-CD set of new, original material traces the ever-evolving talents of the singer, songwriter and guitarist. Gill has always been a sensitive collaborator, and here he organically weaves in such wide-ranging guests as Sheryl Crow, Diana Krall and the Del McCoury Band. But despite the star-studded roster, Vinnie remains the main event, whether he's mixing it up as a fiery guitar-slinger, harmonizing with daughter Jenny, or bringing to bear that unmistakable tenor.

4. Marty Stuart & His Fabulous Superlatives: "Live at the Ryman" (Superlatone)

Country radio turned the lights off on Marty back in the '90s, but that hasn't dimmed Stuart's artistic wattage. If anything, the singer-guitarist-mandolinist sounds downright freed from commercial restraints. Stuart tears it up with his sharp-as-a-tack backup band, proving that this former child prodigy didn't apprentice with Lester Flatt for nothing.

5. Jeff Bates: "Leave the Light On" (RCA Nashville)

More than five years clean and sober from a meth amphetamine addiction that nearly destroyed his life, the Mississippi-born Bates is a real-deal country artist with the hardscrabble knocks to prove it. Bates comes on like a latter-day Conway Twitty on the love man entreaty "Long Slow Kisses," then throws himself into a snarling cover of the Billy "Crash" Craddock '70s hit, "Rub It In."

6. Kenny Rogers: "Water & Bridges" (Capitol Nashville)

Long slagged by critics for his pop crossover excesses, Rogers is a guy who has sold tons of records and inspired venomous reviews. No matter. For those who can put aside their preconceived notions -- and also recall that along with the pap, Kenny did, after all, record such awesome country classics as "Ruby, Don't Take Your Love to Town" and "Coward of the County"-- this is one artistically mature CD. At 69, Rogers' understated soulfulness colors this collectionwith a patina of sorrow.

7. Ronnie Milsap: "My Life" (RCA Nashville)

Milsap has long been embraced by fans and derided by critics. Now 63, Milsap has recorded an album that could soften the hearts of his harshest detractors. Longtime Alan Jackson producer Keith Stegall wraps the singing piano man in fresh arrangements, placing Milsap's soulful pipes front and center.
8. Julie Roberts: "Men & Mascara" (Mercury Nashville)

Julie Roberts proves that being a young, pretty country singer doesn't have to mean you must possess the emotional range of a mannequin. No gooey tales of rainbows and puppy love for this gal. Roberts navigates an adult land of smashed hearts, romantic minefields and smudged makeup in the morning. This country-blues singer is up to the challenge, whether she's subtly conjuring up the devastation of a wife uncovering her husband's adultery or the regret of a girl waking up next to a bad boyfriend.

9. Josh Turner: "Your Man" (MCA Nashville)

At a time when too many vocalists regard ProTools as indispensable as underwear, Turner is an anomaly: a young dude who can really sing. Turner possesses a head-turning baritone that needs no propping up. Here he applies his mature vocals to a number of rock-solid cuts, including the bluegrassy Shawn Camp raveup, "Would You Go With Me." And it's unlikely that any woman with a discernible pulse could resist the sexy swing of the title track.

10. Willie Nelson: "You Don't Know Me: The Songs of Cindy Walker" (Lost Highway)

Willie pays homage to songwriting legend Walker. His redux of her classic heartbreaker "You Don't Know Me" is worth the price of admission.
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