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TONY GREY

UNKNOWN ANGELS
Some people know from early childhood what they want to be when they grow up. For others that revelation doesn’t come until much later. Tony Grey was an 18-year-old laid up with a broken back when he first picked up a bass guitar. Now, at nearly twice that age, having played with the likes of Herbie Hancock, Wayne Shorter, Mike Stern, Hiromi, Zakir Hussain, Branford Marsalis and John McLaughlin, the multi-instrumentalist/composer is releasing his third album as a leader, Unknown Angels, out Sept. 28 on ObliqSound. A work of expansive emotional range, great personal significance and stunning virtuosity, Unknown Angels is the most fully realized statement yet from an artist who may have started late but has certainly made up for lost time. 

“Before I started writing for this record I had a complete concept of a story I wanted to tell,” says Grey, who hails originally from Newcastle, England. “It’s like a journal of what’s going on in my life, from the musicians I chose to the tracks I wrote. It’s all one movement.”

Those carefully chosen musicians are an integral component of Unknown Angels, co-produced by Grey and ObliqSound co-founder Michele Locatelli (who also contributes electric guitar to the title track). To assist him in realizing that “story I wanted to tell,” Grey aligned with a dazzling, simpatico crew comprised of electric and acoustic guitarist John Shannon, pianist/keyboardist Romain Collin, harmonica man Gregoire Maret, and drummers Deantoni Parks and Obed Calvaire. Additional coloring is supplied by special guests U. Shrinivas (mandolin), Selvaganesh (kanjira) and his vocalist brother Mahesh Vinayakram.

Unknown Angels creates a vivid snapshot of Grey’s thoughts and emotions, his dreams and inspirations. Dynamic and rich, always in motion and ever unpredictable, its nine tracks find a synchronicity of mood and sound, although no two are remotely alike. 

For the leadoff track, “Awake and Dreaming,” Grey showcases his prowess not only on electric bass but also on acoustic guitar and keyboards, which he plays on all but one tune. He also incorporates his expressive vocal on this and five other tracks. The song, says Grey, “represents my daydreaming. I have a very lively imagination and am always thinking about something. It was born out of two chords that were very open and spiritual. I just loved the sound of them and started improvising chords on the bass against them.”  

Next is “Why Do People Hurt Each Other,” whose title presents a question so obvious most of us probably never stop to consider it. Spatial and ethereal, it houses some of the album’s most impressive musicianship, particularly Shannon’s guitar work, which traverses a broad sonic vista across the album’s various tracks, from sensually smooth to blisteringly raw to challengingly edge-straddling. 

For the title track, which follows, Grey reached back into his past for inspiration, recalling the automobile accident that waylaid him at 18 and led to his dad giving him his first bass. “We have angels watching us through the different paths we encounter through our lives and maybe we are not aware of them watching out for us,” says Grey, who elaborates on the extraordinary experience that led to his writing the song and titling the album after it as well. “When I had my car accident I ended up lying in a farmer’s field flat on my back. A man and a child came to help us. The man went to help the driver and the young boy sat next to me on the grass. He didn’t speak a word to me; he just sat there very calmly and held my hand until the ambulance arrived. He was so young and brave, it must have been a very scary situation for him, but his presence calmed me.” 

Grey’s path toward becoming a musician was born of that accident and the fateful events tied to it. “Why did my step dad give me a bass?” he asks. “Why did John McLaughlin help me realize this drastic, extreme shift in my lifestyle? I had very limited contact with him and really had no idea what he did.”

Nonetheless, Grey was a quick study and eventually McLaughlin—the renowned guitarist is Tony’s uncle—took the teen under his wing, ultimately leading to a scholarship at the prestigious Berklee College of Music and a career already stacked with highlights. “This was the first track I wrote for this album,” Grey says. “It’s really helped me on this whole journey to connect emotionally to all these songs.”

“Say What You Mean,” like many of the album’s tracks, resonates deeply with its author. “It’s a song about people in general not being straight or honest with you, maybe due to their own fears,” he says. Next up is “No More Struggle,” another whose message is simple, direct and often below our radar. “It’s about coming to terms with the hardness of life. It’s kind of a peaceful track, and suggests that even in hard times we can still move forward and find some kind of peace and happiness,” says Grey.

Grey describes “Out of Something,” the album’s sixth tune, as “kind of experimental, in the sense that you start with any idea and see what grows out of it.” Its taut, intricate interplay, frequent rhythmic shifts and probing solos serve as another reminder that Unknown Angels is a team effort, although Grey’s leadership qualities always remain at the fore.  

“Some Are Saved, Some Are Lost,” says Grey, is “kind of a continuation of the track ‘Unknown Angels.’ In life we always see disaster after disaster and miracle after miracle. It makes me wonder sometimes why some people have to suffer and why life seems so blessed for other people. It’s all out of our hands, the way life moves.”

“Living Underground” is a tribute to “all the musicians and artists who are brave enough to live and work in the underground scene, staying true to their art no matter how abstract their craft is,” and is followed by the album’s finale, “Song From Above,” which came to Grey when he got to thinking about all of those in his life who “have passed on to the spirit world.” It’s an appropriately divine note on which to conclude a recording that offers not only a rewarding musical experience but also one that inspires much contemplation. 

For Grey, the experience of composing and recording Unknown Angels was, as he puts it, “very therapeutic, a great opportunity to connect my personality to music. I try to be honest and pure with my compositions, blending together all the different styles I love so I feel like it’s completely my world. And I try to make my music very visual. Music is not about technique and doing things just because they are difficult; it’s about connecting your personality through the notes you write and play. I have gone back to my roots in the sense that I’m now listening to all the music that moves me, not just the stuff that’s hard to play. I’m a very studious musician but now I’m learning to let it go and play from the heart a bit more. I want the music to take the listener on a journey if they close their eyes, and to feel connected to my world. I hope it can help them reflect on their life too.” 
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