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Larry: So you were a big Al Di Meola fan … 

Phil: Huge. Absolutely huge. It’s really funny. 
I got to finally meet him on the phone just 
recently. A friend of ours, James, said, “Hey, 
I know Al,” and I was like, “Oh my God, that 
would be great!” So he hooked it up and I 
spoke to Al for about an hour and a half.

But I remember the first time I saw him 
he was like a kid; he was like 20 or 19 or 
something, on an Old Grey Whistle Test 
(a British television music show) special, 
and it was Return to Forever. And I was so 
inspired. And it was really funny, because 
a lot of the guys I knew would go, “Oh my 
God, I don’t want to play. I want to give up on 
everything,” and it had the opposite effect. 
It was so inspiring. I’d never seen anyone 
play like that. Just that clean and fluid and 
just confident and everything. So, it was 
like, wow. And using a pick. It was like the 
culmination of everything I was trying to 
learn how to do, and he had it down.

Then also, the sound. It was a Les Paul. I was 
playing between a Les Paul and a Strat at 
the time, and it was just perfect. He had the 
DiMarzios, the Super Distortion® — another 
reason why I ended up going that route 
actually. Getting a Super Distortion® when I 
was 17 on my Les Paul. That was ’76, I think. 
So yeah, it really had a huge impact. So it was 
just wonderful to meet him and talk to him, 
because it was … he just really shaped … 
He was one of those archetypes: players that 
shaped the way you play and approach things.

Larry: I’ve got an Al story for you. I had a 
guitar shop on Staten Island in the early ’70s 
and I get a call, “Hi, this is Al Di Meola. I 
heard about your pickups.” And I said “Well, 
come on down.” He drives out to Staten 
Island and tells me, “I’ve got this gig with 
this jazz fusion band, ‘Return to Forever.’” 
And I’m thinking, “Oh no, not another jazz 
guitar player that wants to play rock.” 

Phil: Right, absolutely.

Larry:  It was usually a bad combination. 
Lots of jazz guys were used to the playing 
the neck pickup with the tone turned all 
the way down on the guitar and had no 
vibrato. When Al arrived, I pick up my gold-

top Les Paul, that was totally reworked … 
everything on that guitar — pickups, bridge, 
frets, neck shape. I even refinished the back 
tobacco brown.

I do my best Lesley West imitation and he’s 
like, “Wow, man. That sounds really great, 
that’s the sound I’m looking for.” I’m really 
pleased with myself, and I hand him the guitar, 
“Give it a try.” And then he starts to play, and 
I’m like, “Oh shit, this guy can really play.”

Al wants to buy my Les Paul on the spot, 
and I’m like, “This is my main guitar and I’m 
playing at Barney Google’s (a dance club in 
Manhattan) with my top 40 band tonight.”

I made arrangements to get him another 
Les Paul Deluxe, and I rebuilt the entire 
guitar to be like mine except for the finish 
and neck reshaping … Super Distortion® 
pickups, fretwork, everything. I drive it out 
to a “Return to Forever” show about a week 
later somewhere in Jersey and I get there for 
sound check. Al picks up the guitar, plugged 
it in, and didn’t put it down for the rest of the 
night, so …

Phil:  Really? I mean, and that sound. I mean 
I dug one of my Les Pauls out the other 
day, because we’ve got this thing, this Def 
Leppard thing, it’s a vault. It’s basically a 
museum, and there’s photos of old guitars. 
And I plugged it in, and it’s got the Super 
Distortion®. Well, it’s got three, three Super 
Distortions. Got one on the neck. And it’s that 
sound. It was that classic Di Meola sound.

I actually find myself still going for that 
when I flick over to the neck pickup and 
do a fast run. There’s a couple of examples 
where I do that-the solo on “Stagefright” 
from Pyromania and the solo in “Hollywood 
Tease” from my previous band Girl 
(coincidentally recorded in the same room 
three years apart).. Whenever I played kind 
of fast runs, that neck pickup … I do it on 
my Jacksons, but with a Les Paul that was 
obviously the sound that he had, and it’s 
definitely … it’s the sound. It’s one of those 
unique, archetypal electric guitar sounds 
that you try and achieve, and he would nail 
it. And that was it basically the Les Paul neck 
pickup with a Super Distortion®. Killer.

Larry: I developed my pickups playing my 
guitar live and in jam sessions. The problem 
was, how do you get those lush recorded 
guitar sounds in a club? None of the major 
guitar manufacturers cared, they were all 
about selling something that looked like a 
Strat or Les Paul and maximizing the profit.

And of course, the other problem was 
keeping the bartender happy and not playing 
too loud. So my pickups were … louder and 
drove the amp into distortion and kept it 
there longer. This was long before multiple 
gain stage amplifiers. 

Phil: Yeah, I remember that as well. That 
whole thing, yeah. That was crazy.

Larry: It was fun for me to deliver a guitar 
that he liked so much that he never went 
back to his other guitar. (I think it was an SG.)

That marked the beginning of DiMarzio. 
From early 1973 through ’76 my pickups 
exploded. Earl Slick was playing with Bowie; 
Di Meola with Return to Forever; everyone 
in KISS played DiMarzios, Peter Townshend 
the Who, Tom Scholz Boston, Rick Nielson 
Cheap Trick, Rick Derringer with Edgar 
Winter … my list of players was amazing. 
 
Phil:  Another just great sound. I mean, yeah, 
I remember the first time I heard that. Tom 
Scholz. Just killer. It was like oh my God. And 
obviously years later we met and that, and 
he’d made The Rockman. He actually made 
me a rackmount version of the Rockman 
we’d used on the Hysteria album. I used the 

Al Di Meola’s Casino (1978) featuring a Super 
Distortion®-equipped Les Paul on the cover.
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rackmount on Adrenalize too…all of Hysteria 
was Rockman. So yeah, that was amazing.

Larry: I thought that was really funny when 
I found that out that you used the Rockman 
all over the Hysteria album. Scholz still has a 
Super Distortion® the pickup in the bridge of 
his signature Les Paul. 

Phil: Wow, okay. Yeah his sound was killer 
and it was one of those moments like 
the first time you hear Eddie or Brian May 
creating a new sonic galaxy. The first time 
you hear that as a guitar player you’re like, 
“What on Earth is going on here?”

Larry: Yeah. I remember that absolutely. 
In my case, one day I was listening to The 
Ventures and Chet Atkins, and the next day 
somebody handed me a Jimi Hendrix and a 
Cream album, and I was like, “What planet 
did these guys come from?”

Phil: I mean, that’s still a thing. No one’s 
come close to that. The concept I’m talking 
about. Everyone can plug a Strat in and get 
a Fuzz Face and Cry Baby and that. But no 
one does it the way Jimi did. It’s like he was 
being channeled. I just remember hearing 
this storyabout Pete Townshend, Jeff Beck, 
Jimmy Page, and they were all in this club 
in London, and Jimi gets up to play and 
they’re like, “Oh shit.” This is what they 
were actually hearing in their heads but were 
unable to convey it and it was obviously an 
extreme version. It was like the ultimate. 
It was the first time a rock guitar player 
had really played.like that Yeah, so crazy. 
Obviously, I wasn’t playing guitar then. I 
knew who he was, but it wasn’t until much 
later that I really appreciated it, and some.

Larry: I saw Hendrix live at the Singer Bowl, 
and also at the Fillmore East. 

Phil: Wow. That’s crazy. Yeah. I’m jealous. 
Was it amazing? Was it mind-blowing?

Larry: The first time was in the summer of 
1968 at the Singer Bowl in Queens. I didn’t 
have the money to buy a ticket, so I snuck it at 
the very end of the show, and walked around 
and got close enough to see the stage setup. 
And it was just this incredible, a huge and a 
wall of Marshall Amps. And I kind of went 

back home that night and practiced a till my 
fingers hurt. The idea was really there … 
the idea that you could do this, and it was so 
different, was really kind of chasing a sound. 
You had mentioned in your text message to 
me … I think although you reference a lot of 
people, you have an approach and a sound 
that you bring to whatever you do, and I 
know … I mean, I’d be the first one to say as 
a gear-head, you want to have the right gear. 
But it’s everything else that you’ve got going 
on, the layering, and all those things.

Phil: Well thank you. But again, I think from 
listening to everyone, from Al Di Meola, 
Ritchie Blackmore, Jeff Beck, Jo Pass … I 
mean, the gamut. The whole lot. And different 
approaches, and different methodology, and 

what they’re actually trying to achieve. It’s 
like I always get onto this thing when people 
talk about Jimmy Page as a guitar player, and 
I say well he’s so much more than a guitar 
player. It’s like a recorded document of … 
he’s like a composer, like a producer. All these 
different things. There’s so much depth in the 
music. I mean, it’s not just the guitar, but that 
just happens to be his tool. And I think a lot of 
people miss that with him especially.

Then you have the Hendrix thing, which was 
just like instant and natural and it was just 
flowing, and it was just coming out of him. 
That must be kind of freaky, having that 
much kind of expression coming through you 

and actually, in his case, being able to do it. 
I mean, can you imagine him on a modern 
guitar?  Not that it mattered. If it was out of 
tune, if it was upside down, if it was strings, 
whatever, out … It didn’t really matter. It 
was just amazing. And that’s the thing that’s 
rare. I mean, you never see someone who 
doesn’t seem to really care, because the 
real important part is the expression and it’s 
coming through them, coming out. And that’s 
rare. It’s very, very few and far between that 
you see anyone in any kind of music, or any 
instrument, doing that kind of thing.

Larry: I think that that occurs very much in 
your playing and your contribution. When I 
saw your live shows, you and Vivian just fit 
together. You guys fit this together as an 
arena band, as well as a recording band.

Phil: Right. Well thank you. It’s a lot of work. 
Even the backing vocals, we treat that as an 
instrument. A lot of people, they just go up, 
jump up, and sing along on a chorus, and we 
go, “No, no, no, no. It’s a bridge section, like 
the songwriting.”

A lot of this we learned from Mutt Lange, I’ve 
got to say, because we were sponges. You’d 
ask him about it. It was like going to school, 
just being around him. You’d go, “Well why 
would you do that?” He’d go, “Well, then 
don’t bore us, get to the chorus thing.” It’s 
like, if you’ve got a three-minute window, 
you’ve got to make it all very interesting in 
each section. You can’t just be …

I think so many bands and artists and that, 
they just write a song and record it and that’s 
it, and that’s great, but then all of a sudden, 
you’ve got to compete with all the really 
great stuff from Stevie Wonder to everything; 
The Beatles. There’s a real high bar there, so 
you have to at least try and make it unique 
without sounding like you’re trying too hard, 
or without being gratuitous.

Larry: Yeah, well you guys have hit that bar 
and pushed it pretty regularly. 

Phil:  Thanks. Yeah, we’re still learning. I 
mean, like I said, you’d ask him all this stuff. 
You’d go, “Well can you sing like that?” And 
again, he would use examples from his really 
diverse musical background. He grew up in 

  ... Like The first 
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when I was 17 
on my Les Paul. 
That was ’76, I 
think. So yeah, 
it really had a 
huge impact. 
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South Africa, and he had so many different 
influences … The Eagles, for example. He 
used to love The Eagles, Van Morrison and 
country music - more specifically country 
and western music obviously, which he put 
a huge stamp on later on. But it was right 
across the board.

All the pop stuff, the rock stuff. He produced 
Highway To Hell, Back in Black, and all of that 
stuff. So there was a real groove. It was like 
groove and melody and performance. And 
performance didn’t have to be perfect, but it 
had to sound authentic and real. You couldn’t 
just fake it, you had to sell it hardcore. We’d 
sing something a certain way, and if it didn’t 
have the right integrity he’d go “No. No one’s 
going to buy that.”

He’d create an image. And even an image 
with the sound, you know what I’m saying? 
It’s like the guitar player; He would actually 
often say, “I don’t want to see that guy.” 
You hear the sound and it’s like, no, that’s 
not representing the image we’re trying to 
portray. And going back to the listener, when 
you’re creating any kind of art, you want 
to evoke some kind of emotion, whether 
it’s good, bad, happy, sad, aggressive … 
whatever. You want to do something, and 
then you know that you’ve done the right 
thing … like songwriting and creating a 
mental image or scene … I always reference 
that. “On a dark desert highway” - The 
Eagles. All of a sudden you have a picture, 
you have a mental image. That’s a really 
great first line.

Larry: I loved watching your shows because 
your audience knows all the words, and 
I’m like, “Oh man, this is so cool.” It’s like 
two performances: the band is on stage 
doing what they do, but it’s almost like you 
guys are leading the audience through this 
fabulous journey, and they’re having their 
own experience with however many people 
are in the venue.

Phil: It is. Again, back to the show part, we 
put a lot in. Me and Joe are ultimate fans. 
Actually, we all are. But we’d go to these gigs 
again as kids, whether it’d be The Clash or 
Queen or zeppeli Everything came through 
London especially from a touring point of view 
Well, Joe is from Sheffield, but everything 

came through England in the ’70s, and that’s 
when we started learning about music and 
started getting into it and everything. So you 
kind of take a mental image. Like Bowie. I saw 
Bowie at Earl’s Court. It was Aladdin Sane 
tour, and it just blew my mind. Deep Purple 
at the Brixton Sundown… And all of these 
things that you take mental notes and you go, 
“Oh, I’d love to do this. I’d love to add this to 
our show. example … the lights.” I saw Rush 
with the lasers and I saw KISS do this, and it’s 
like, “Wow, okay. This would be great.”

So years later, we start putting all this 
stuff into practice, and can reference each 
other. Me and Joe have a very similar rock 
collection. Rock and pop record collection, 
like going back … to the first Montrose 
album. A lot of people didn’t have that in 

England. My cousin had it, and Joe had it. He 
was the only other person I ever met. So you 
get these kind of references. And we would 
constantly be adding them to our show or to 
our songs. Always do. I mean, we had this 
thing the other day. Johnny Thunders from 
New York Dolls, and the difference between 
a Johnny Thunders version of Chuck Berry 
and Chuck Berry’s version of Chuck. It 
was very different. It played the same riff. 
Actually, Ace Frehley does it as well.

So you have these crazy references that we 
can just kind of use all the time, and that’s 

being just huge fans of music. And we 
add them. We actually really put them into 
our sound. So that whole thing that you’re 
saying, it’s like every little bit is like, “Ooh, 
that’s the Faces.” I saw The Who once in 
1979 and they did this. It’s that kind of stuff.

Larry: I noticed it in “Rocket,” you reference 
all these bands in the song, and it’s almost 
like paint spatter being thrown on a canvas. 
And I was like this is just so cool, because 
you’re evoking. It’s almost like an incantation. 
You’re evoking all of these things that come 
to mind, but …

Phil:  Absolutely, the Stones, the Beatles. A 
great story about that song. There’s a shot of 
Marc Bolan from T. Rex in it playing guitar, 
and his son, Roland Feldman, was a huge fan 
of Def Leppard, and he knew his dad played 
guitar, and then he saw that video as a kid, 
and he’s going, “That’s my dad. What’s my 
dad doing in a Def Leppard studio?” This 
is so weird. I kind of heard this story, and 
just recently there was a thing because 
Marc Bolan and T. Rex got inducted into the 
Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. And he actually 
mentioned that. He goes onto that, and he 
says, “Yeah, I kind of rediscovered my dad, 
and found really about him through watching 
Def Leppard,” which is crazy considering we 
were such huge fans of his dad.

Larry: I think everyone borrows, I cracked 
up when I realized that Taylor Swift is a huge 
fan of Def Leppard. I watched that show on 
YouTube with your band and Taylor, and I was 
like, “Wow”. 

Phil: And that was funny because we done 
a show with her called Crossroads, where 
they get two different genre bands and have 
them play together. Plus the fact that a lot of 
her stuff kind of had a similar kind of writing 
style to some of our songs, because she’d 
obviously listened to the stuff. So it wasn’t 
far off when we started some of her songs, 
which was interesting in itself. Yeah, it’s 
crazy.

Larry: Out of curiosity, I know you’re 
recording new material now, and one of the 
subjects I wanted to touch on was, you’ve 
been in the best studios with some of the 
best engineering people that kind of rewrote 

performance 
didn’t have to 
Be perfect, But 
it had to sound 
a u t h e n t i c 
and real. You 
couldn’t just 
fake it, you 
had to sell it 
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the book on a regular basis, and you’ve 
always been experimental. You’ve tried new 
stuff. I remember you guys talking about 
drum machines and laying down the drum 
tracks and then laying down all the parts and 
then building everything up and then finally 
popping the actual real drums at the end.

Phil: Yes, absolutely.

Larry: I never would’ve assumed that it was 
put together that way, but obviously once 
again, so much for what you think versus 
what reality it is. How are you laying down 
your guitar tracks now?

Phil: It’s the same way actually. Whatever 
song it is, I’m using Guitar Rig 5. They’ve got 
a  version 6 out, and they’re actually sending 
me that, Guitar Rig. So I’m actually going to 
be doing some presets for it. But I use that all 
the time, and Def Leppard use it. I produced 
the last Tesla album, and all of that was done 
on Guitar Rig as well, and it was the same 
thing. We did the drums last. The same way 
you get a rough drum track, or something 
with some loops and some really cool stuff 
that’s actually grooving, and then you just 
add it. You add one guitar, and then it’s two, 
and then you put a guide bass. Some of the 
stuff ends up staying there, some of the stuff 
ends up being mastered. And you get all the 
tempo right and all that stuff first, and then 
when the song’s really cooking, then you end 
adding some serious stuff, and maybe lose 
some of the other stuff, or not.

There’s definitely something to be said about 
first take stuff. There’s always an energy and 
a spirit, if you like, in a first take, because it’s 
going back to that thing I was saying I about 
Jimi Hendrix, that pure version of kind of 
just expressing something. And sometimes 
you lose that, and you go, “Wow, sounds 
different,” or whatever. But no, I use the 
same thing all the time. That’s it. Guitar Rig. 
Just straight in there. And obviously you can 
adjust it afterwards.

Larry: I know you are using the Blackstar, 
the single 12 combo. Are you plugging into 
that, and then going out the output of that 
into the computer?

Phil: No. I actually only use the Blackstar 

when I do like smaller gigs. Delta Deep stuff 
and Delta Deep tour and stuff like that, I use 
the Blackstar. When we do Def Leppard stuff 
live, I use the Fractal, the Axe-Fx stuff, which 
keeps upgrading, and it’s phenomenal, 
I’ve got to say. I love that. With two Atomic 
wedges. They’re just like 500 Watts each. 
You can put it on its side like a speaker, and 
we can do stadiums with that thing, and I 
just got that in stereo. But for recording, I’m 
actually looking at it right now … it’s my 
Mac laptop. A little Focus. The little cheap, 
hundred dollar, two channel Focusrite thing. 
And some headphones or two little Genelec 
speakers. And that’s me, I’m done. I’ve got it 
set up in the living room. And that’s the way I 
do everything there whether it’s Def Leppard 
or the Tesla stuff.

I’m constantly recording and writing, at 
home or on tour and this is my set up. It’s 
basically the same since 2011 with the odd 
software update. I sometimes even use a 
Shure 58 mic, handheld and even some of 
those vocals make on to real masters it’s just 
where everything has gone. You can’t really 
tell the difference now.

I mean, I love being in a studio. The romantic 
perfect music idea, that you’re in a room 
that creates music and hairs moving and all 
of that stuff. But the reality of it is it’s like 
no one even buys records. There are not 
even record stores anymore. And studios 

are really hard to come by. But yeah, there’s 
nothing like being in a studio. Like we did a 
thing at Abbey Road a few years ago, and 
it was just divine, just to … It’s one of the 
temples of sound. It’s great.

Larry:  I just watched the documentary 
“Def Leppard Behind the Music,” and I was 
surprised to see how good you were running 
the console. I mean, you were just Johnny-
on-the-spot, running the board and doing 
this and that and the other thing. I mean, it 
looked like a Neve board to me, an old Neve 
board, that you guys were sitting behind. 

Phil: But even those though, there’s a 
great sound. There’s something lovely 
about them. I love analog. It’s great, but it’s 
just not practical in this day and age when 
everything is written, recorded and released 
at breakneck speed. It really pays off when 
you actually can do things faster and you 
have an idea and you can just record it. So 
that’s what this is about. And let’s not forget 
after you’ve recorded anything these days 
it goes through digital processing and gets 
streamed and usually listened through tiny 
speakers, obviously unless youre cranking 
the vinyl but that’s the minority.

I know Prince was doing that. He was actually 
recording some of his stuff live in a studio, 
but then after it’s gone through the whole 
thing, by the time the album comes out, I 
can’t tell the difference. So I think there’s 
an ease and something about recording 
just very simply and kind of effectively that 
way that kind of beats going into a studio 
and stuff like that and setting up and all the 
energy that that takes.

Another thing about this Guitar Rig thing, or 
actually anything I’m using right now, I really 
like the fact that I can change a guitar. That 
I can go, “Okay, this is a Jackson, this is 
obviously a Jackson.” All of mine are kind of 
creeping towards X2N®s now on the bridge 
pickup. They’re all just a bit more power, or 
extreme power really. Then I’ll go and I’ll play 
a Telecaster for something else, and it’ll be 
a Strat or a semi-acoustic or whatever, and 
you really hear the difference. I know there 
was some stuff during the late ’80s and ’90s, 
where these processors made every guitar 
sound exactly the same. You couldn’t really tell.
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I’ve got another 
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sound, the Sugar 
Chakra™ … in the 
middle position. 
I’ve Been doing a 
Bunch of stuff 
with that and 
the X2N® …
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But now with technology being what it is, 
you really can get every instrument sound 
you’ve ever dreamed of. With Mutt we would 
track up Telecasters and Les Pauls, split 
inversions, and root notes to attain clarity. 
Now you can dial it up perfectly, so we don’t 
have to go that far, however we still do. 

One of the things that we were always trying 
to get, I think I may have mentioned this 
before, was this goal towards this mythical 
guitar sound. I think I’ve actually hit on it - 
it’s a Telecaster with a Super Distortion®, 
like the hot Tele Super Distortion® style, the 
single coil size in there, just sounds amazing. 
Plus you’ve got a longer scale neck, as long 
as it’s set up right, that was the sound we 
were trying to get, because it had the clarity 
but it’s still got the fire power underneath 
it. So again, that’s something I actually do 
all the time. I’ve got a couple of Telecasters 
in particular that have got the Super 
Distortion® on it, and that gets that sound. It 
still sounds like a Fender, still sounds chimey 
and clear and all of that, but then it’s got this 
yeah, firepower really, the kind that you don’t 
usually get from it.

Larry:  I’ve got another question since we’re 
talking hard guitar. How high up or how low 
do you set your bridge pickup in relationship 
to the strings? Do you measure it, or do you 
just listen to it and like raise it and make 
adjustments on the pickup?

Phil: I never, never measure anything. I 
always listen. What’s really weird, like I said 
they’ve been getting closer to the strings, 
closer to the strings, like live when we do all 
of that stuff … Recently I was doing some 
stuff with Ronan (McHugh), who records all 
the Def Leppard stuff, and he said, “Wow,” he 
said, “It’s hot. It’s like too hot.” And he said, 
“But even when you take the amp off, it’s 
clipping. It’s just too much volume coming off 
your guitar.” So I backed them all down. I’m 
actually looking at one right now. The best 
sounding guitar I’ve got at the moment … 
Well, there’s a couple of them, actually. But 
there’s a Jackson Supreme, a PC Supreme, 
with an X2N® on it. And I’m looking at it now, 
it’s just above where the white casing is. It’s 
just above that. And some of the other ones 
are actually lower. They’re actually lower 
than the casing around … yeah.

Larry:  It’s funny because it’s like to me, the 
pickup height adjustment has to be based 
on your strings, how you play the sound you 
want, your amp, your string gauge. So it’s all 
kind of tied together, and you’re absolutely 
right. The best way to do that is to sit around, 
listen to it, fiddle with it, and of course if you 
can record it, and make any changes based 
on what you hear.

Phil: Absolutely. I’ve done that with a lot of 
my… I’ve got another really great sound, the 
Sugar Chakra™, right, actually in the middle 
position. I’ve been doing a bunch of stuff 
with that and the X2N®. And you wouldn’t 
think that, you would go, “Okay, that’s going 
to be too extreme,” or that’s going to be … 
I’ve been getting some of the most unique 
sounds, actually, just putting it between 
the two pickups. And I didn’t expect that. 

I thought it was just going to be one or the 
other, and jammed it in there, done some 
stuff, with a sustainer on, and it was like, “Oh 
my God, I haven’t heard this sound before.” 
It’s like a Daniel Lanois meets, I don’t know, 
Reeves Gabrels … meets kind of Bob Fripp 
or something, or that kind of something 
weird. It’s like it was a sound I never heard 
before, and it was a sound I keep going back 
to use now. I’ve still got a couple of guitars 
with an X2N® and a Sugar Chakra™ in the 
middle, and it’s like, “Whoa, excellent.”

Larry: Well thank you, and I will claim 
minimal credit for it, because it’s like one 
of the things I’ve realized about designing, 
I may start out with idea A, and then we 
put in someone’s hands like you, and you 
come back and you completely turn it on its 
head, and it comes back even better after 
you’ve done what you’ve done. I wouldn’t 
have thought to put those two pickups 

together, and now I’m going to recommend 
it and listen to it, because it’s really about 
experimentation, using your ears. Does it, 
and maybe this is the other thing … so the 
first time you connected the middle pickup 
and the bridge pickup together, describe the 
feel that makes it different than either one of 
the ones individually.

Phil: So there’s this sound. We’re talking 
about archetype sounds. Like Mark Knopfler, 
“Sultans of Swing,” and actually played a 
Strat. Is “Hey Nineteen” by Steely Dan, is 
that Mark Knopfler playing on that? [Hugh 
McCracken and Walter Becker played guitar 
on “Hey Nineteen.” Mark Knopfler played on 
“Time out of Mind.” Both songs are on the 
Gaucho album.]

Larry: I think he started with a ’61 Strat. 

Phil: But it’s got a real classic Strat sound. 
And I saw him opening up in a pub for Elvis 
Costello years ago. This is Dire Straits, this 
is in the ’70s. And he was doing this thing. 
He had the classic Strat and he would put it 
between the middle pickup and the bridge, 
and it was like, that old school classic Strat 
sound And I’ve heard people play like that. 
“Sweet Home Alabama” or whatever. There’s 
a bunch of references all the way. And I’ve 
actually used that as well. I’ve used like a 
Super Distortion®. There’s stuff on Hysteria. 
I would have the regular Fender, middle 
pickup, and the Super Distortion®, and kind 
of get some real nice clean tones. But they all 
sounded very much like you hear on records. 
That was a little different because it had the 
humbucker, so there was like a rock version. 
Like all the end of Hysteria, there’s these 
really clean chords and everything, and that’s 
what that is. It’s stuck between a humbucker 
and a middle pickup, or the neck pickup, and 
the middle one.

But as soon as I put the X2N® … I thought 
it was going to sound horrible. I actually 
was like, “Oh, this is the sound I’ve been 
searching for. And I just tried it for something, 
then I thought, “Hang on a minute, this is 
really weird.” Especially when I cleaned it up. 
I actually got it on a really fairly clean sound. 
And I had my sustainer on as well. Like I said, 
it was somewhere between Adrian Belew 
and something else with a bit of The Edge 

“I never, never 
measure any-
thing. I always 
listen.”
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thrown in, and Daniel Lanois. It was a sound 
that I’d never heard, and that I really liked, 
and it was … it still had the energy, it still 
had the power in there, it still had the rock 
thing. But it just had this kind of flow. I don’t 
know. It’s hard to describe, but it was very 
different, and I keep re-referencing that now 
as well, which is kind of cool. Ironically my 
friend Rudi has been touting the X2N® for 
years as not just a metal pickup.

Larry:  Part of the cycle to me is … it’s like 
the sound comes … you start out playing 
something, and all of a sudden you go, 
“Ooh.” And then that makes you happier. 
And then you get from the, “Ooh, I like this,” 
to, “This is exciting and well what happens 
if I do this?” But you’re in the feedback loop 
as well. Your head and your ears are in the 
loop, and if it’s fighting you in some way, 
then clearly that’s not working. And you have 
to find those tambours and tones that kind of 
stimulate and inspire.

Phil: It’s like colors. What I’d imagine 
it would be like if you’re searching for 
something. I’m colorblind, but I can only 
imagine what it’s like if you’re searching 
for a particular color, it doesn’t have to be 
something specific, but you’re just looking 
for something a little different. I wasn’t even 
doing that. I was literally just going through 
this thing, because I had a fairly cool sound, 
and I was messing around, and by mistake 
I’d just gone into that, and it was like, “Yeah, 
here we go. This is something else. This is 
really cool.” Yeah, that was the great thing, 
because I wasn’t actually trying hard to find 
something. It came to me type thing.

Larry:  Again, I’ll take any gift I can get. I 
know that there is new album work always 
going on, and you’re always writing for Def 
Leppard as well as the other projects that 
you were working on, and I’ll list them all in 
the lineup. So the world that we’re living in 
now is … it’s a very different place. No arena 
rock at least until probably 2022. The plan 
is to go digital as much as you can and just 
keep writing I presume?

Phil: Without a doubt. Our tour has been 
moved twice already and as we stand our 
first show is Atlanta, GA June 16 2022, so 
writing and recording is definitely the way 

to go, especially as the ideas a flowing like 
water. because like I said, we’ve been doing 
it like this for years, so it’s nothing new at all. 
And you just send files off. I’ve been doing it 
… writing with some other people, just some 
really cool stuff. Like very different writers 
like Sam Hollander, who did the big Panic 
at the Disco song. “High Hopes.” We wrote 
together. There’s a guy called Morgan Door, 
we’re doing some stuff that’s almost like 
soundtrack type thing. And Swag, is an R&B 
producer. He got a Grammy for producing the 
H.E.R. album. And we’ve been writing some 
stuff together and playing, and that’s been 
just amazing.

We’ve been doing it this way. We’ll send 
each other files. We’ll get on a Zoom and just 
talk about it. It’s a great thing. It’s like, “Oh, 
wouldn’t it be great, if it did this?” And, “Oh 
look in your box, I’ve sent you a file.” Then 
it’s very quick and you can get back like that.

So I’ve been doing this for ages, so it’s really 
nice when you meet other people who are 
doing that, and it’s so inspiring. It’s all about 
being inspired. It’s like I never get writer’s 
block, because there’s always something 
going on. It’s like there’s always some 
writing or playing. I actually wrote a short 
novel, which was kind of weird. I don’t know 
where that came from. But I started that 
when I was on tour.

So all of these things, it’s just keeping 
inspired, and whether you’re watching a 
movie, reading a book. I’m actually reading 
an interesting at the moment, called ‘Edge 
of the world’ It’s about the North Sea and the 
transformation of European cultures from 
Vikings and the like, It’s fascinating, how they 
created money and actually started trading.

So all of these things add up and they create 
this thing, and then you get inspired, voila! 
… you start recording something and if 
there’s someone else involved before two 
minutes and you’re in, you’re down the rabbit 
hole and there’s something happening. So 
I’m really loving that process, and like I said, 
I’ve been building towards this for years. We 
also just done a … I told you we recorded 
“Quadrant Four,” the Billy Cobham song off 
of his ’73 album,  … with Tommy Bolan on 
guitar and all of that. We just done a guitar 

rock version of “Quadrant Four,” we even 
have a video of it …

Larry: Yeah. Well, you have all achieved a 
level of relationship to music and the guitar 
that is special, and …

Phil: Oh thanks. Yeah, I mean I love it. Again, 
I’m such a huge fan, and of the sound of it. 
And that’s a constant quest. I mean, that’s 
something that’s been going for years back 
to my really close friend Rudi, in London we 
still talk about the same guitar quest stuff 
to this day.. He plays DiMarzios as well, and 
we’ve known each other since we were kids. 
And he brought the Van Halen album round 
when that first came out. He said, “Check 
this out,” and he put “Eruption” on. I’m 
going, “What is that?” Then he learned to 
tap. He was the first person I ever saw do 
tapping. I’m like, “Shit, what is that, what is 
that?” So it was crazy. So we’re still like that. 

Years ago, I was in my band, Girl, and we 
played Hong Kong, and I met this Chinese 
session player, and he said, “Oh,” he said, 
“You should try this brass pick.” And I was 
always a huge Brian May fan, using the metal 
pick and … This thing was amazing. So from 
that point on I used steel picks, but my buddy 
Rudy said, “Hey, check this out,” and gave 
me this brass guitar pick, and I used it for a 
whole British tour, and then Brian May was 
at the last gig and I said, “You should check 
this out,” and I said, “My buddy Rudy gave 
it to me.” He said, “Well I can’t take it as a 
gift.” I said, “No, I think if Brian May’s got it, I 
think he’s going to be okay with it.” So I gave 
it to him, and that’s all I use now. We’ve got 
some from Dunlop. They got them to make 
these brass ones.

But again, it’s another chapter in that sound 
thing. It’s not just how it feels. It sounds a 
certain way. There’s a presence when you 
use metal picks with electric, like hardcore. 
If I’m playing like a jazz thing or something a 
bit cleaner, I wouldn’t use it. But for the most 
part, all the Def Leppard stuff, it’s a brass 
pick, and it’s the pickups. And we’re always 
trying to get a different sound. You try these 
different amps. The irony is to anyone else 
it actually all sounds the same because it’s 
like … But it’s still getting there. I think we 
spoke about this before. I like the Van Halen 
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sound on the first album more than anything 
else, and I know the equipment and the gear 
and everything got better, but there was that. 
There was something that was coming from 
there … and it was raw and it was …

Larry: I was going to say, the rawness of 
it all. There’s a Pete Thorn video out there 
right now, where he goes back to that early 
Van Halen sound. Pete thinks it was a Super 
Distortion® in the bridge position. I’m trying 
to get the real story.  

I still base my sound on the raw straight up 
classic non-master volume Marshall sound 
with no pedals. And just turn the guitar 
volume down to clean it up.

Phil: Right, right. I mean, I still do that now. 
I mean, I kind of learnt that from years ago, 
when I played in Girl the rhythm section used 
to play with Eric Bell and Gary Moore and all 
of those players the guys from Thin Lizzy. A 
Marshall and a Les Paul … they’d have the 
volume way down, and then crank it on the 
solo. And just the difference in tone, just that 
little thing. But no, absolutely. Even the clean 
stuff, when we do like “Love Bites” and stuff 
like “Hysteria” and stuff live, I just roll the 
guitar, the volume off a little. So I like to 
be able to do that. It’s something, because 
when I play live all my pickups are really 
close to the strings, like as far as they’ll go 
without kind of making …

Larry: Touching the string.

Phil: Almost but not to the point of wonky. 
But this is interesting, because next time I’m 
probably going to try them a lot lower.I really 
like how they sound while I’m recording, with 
them sunk back a bit. at the moment I’m 
really liking it so we’ll see. a different kind 
of dynamic.

Larry: When I first started designing 
pickups, Gibson and Fender were using 
Alnico magnets. The Super Distortion® uses 
a ceramic magnet, which was commonly 
used in speakers. It’s got lots more energy, 
and gives you significantly more output, 
which is exactly what I wanted. 

Magnets also have another effect, and 
going over to weaker magnets can be useful 

especially in the neck position of the guitar. 
In other words, the string pull, if the magnet’s 
not as strong in the neck position, you’re not 
pulling on the string as much. So the solid-
body guitar is more acoustic. 

Phil: Wow. I’ve never even thought about 
that, but yeah, that makes sense.

Larry: For exmaple, any time you bring a 
standard Strat pickup up close to the strings 
in the neck position, all of a sudden, by 
the time you get to the “C” note, (E string 
8th fret) you’ve got this false overtone 
happening. And you would back the pickup 
down until that disappears. The magnets are 
going to affect the string in a similar way to 
how a microphone has a proximity effect. 

Too close and you’re pulling the strings out 
of its natural vibration pattern; too far away, 
and you’re losing output. Just one of those 
little chef tricks, you know?

Phil: Yeah, definitely. Well, I have sponge in 
some of them, but I’ve got the whammy bar, 
I’ve got a Floyd in there, and there’s so much 
gain and so much volume and stuff that … 
Well, not volume, because we’re actually 
quite quiet on stage, but there’s still a lot of 
gain and power coming out of the guitar that 
sometimes you wrap sponge around them so 
that you don’t hear … every time they hit the 
bar or something, it’s not going … bouncing 
and stuff. And the springs. So yeah, no, 
with all the gating in the world. Because like 
I said, I do like rolling the volume down to 

get it cleaner. I guess it makes you approach 
it different, it makes you play it different. 
It means it can be volatile, it can be this 
monster, which is great if you’re playing lead 
and chunky stuff, but if you want to be a little 
more subtle, it makes you play different. It 
makes you play in a more dynamic way 
I guess, because you have to be careful, 
otherwise it’s all going to go off and it’s all 
going to be noisy and stuff.

Larry: Plus, part of what I see in your style is 
you’re choosing a lot about the melody lines 
that you’re playing, and I also see that as not 
only fitting the mix and the studio, but also 
kind of like, “How’s this going to fit in that 
arena environment, and if I have too many 
things slammed together, it’s just one big 
blur, as opposed to a defined melody.” And if 
you’ve got three notes ringing in the melody 
instead of two, it smears, as opposed to being 
very precise about choosing what you play.

Phil: Yeah, it absolutely disappears and then 
no one hears it, so there’s always that going 
on. That thing about what’s the audience 
going to hear. Even as a band, and we all 
do that with each other. It’s like you want 
everything to be heard and clear, and sonically 
as well, like even the backing vocals. They 
take up a certain sonic space that guitars 
can sometimes be a home for vocals… they 
battle for it. So we’ve got it round that. And 
like I said, Ronan McHugh does our out front 
sound and does all our recording. He has 
that down. He knows everyone’s voices, he 
knows everyone’s guitar tones. Like me and 
Vivian, we play very different, but we both 
use DiMarzios, and Viv’s got a Les Paul and 
I’m using a Jackson.

But again, it’s night and day because we 
sound so different. We play so different as 
well, so it’s a different touch. So yeah, pretty 
interesting stuff.

Larry: Well, again, it’s almost like you guys 
are ensemble players. In other words, you 
and Vivian are making space for each other.

Phil: Yes, yeah, yeah. It’s great. It’s really 
funny. Like you had like jazz musicians. They 
do that constantly. They listen to each other 
and they listen to the framework and a really 
good band will allow something to create 

for the most 
part, all the Def 
Leppard stuff, it’s 
a Brass pick, and 
it’s the pickups. 
And we’re always 
trying to get a 
different sound.
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in… even within a two bar or a bar period. I 
mean, it’s amazing. And some bands get that 
down. I remember in 2006, I actually jammed 
with Journey. We were on tour with them, 
and I went on stage with them a few times, 
and we got into a jamming thing. And they do 
that, and it’s really cool. Someone will play 
a line or someone will sing something, and 
someone will complement it at the same 
time. Literally while the phrase is going. 
That’s the sign of a good band. And that’s 
what you want to do. You want to get into that 
kind of space, that kind of vibe. And again, 
it’s not common, because a lot of people 
don’t … they just don’t hear it like that. And 
again, it’s not common, a lot of musicians are 
playing for themselves and really missing out 
on a wonderful experience.

I’ll give you a great example: Me and Debbi 
Blackwell Cook, we played this show once, 
and James Gadson who’d been Bill Withers’ 
drummer, he was an older guy and he was 
playing, and I was thinking wow, were 
doing a Bill Withers song, with the original 
drummer and I’m singing it. So I’m singing, 
and while I’m playing a phrase, he started 
going in and out the phrase. He done some 
high hat thing, and I remember thinking, 
“Whoa, that’s really cool stuff. That’s what 
you want.” And they’re the magical parts of 
playing live or playing in a band, and if you 
can all do that, then you’re onto a winning 
thing, because it comes over. 

Then there’s a whole other part us in Def 
Leppard do that’s not really a musical thing. 
It’s actually a performance thing. KISS, I 
always say I’ve got so much respect for 
them, because they’re almost primarily a 
theater troupe, a large theater troupe. The 
performance thing is one thing, and then the 
image is another thing, and then the music’s 
something completely different. Some bands 
don’t think about all of the elements that 
can make them way more effective and 
only focus on one of those things. But if you 
really want to make an impact, you get all 
three of those things right. You get the image 
right, you get the performance right, and you 
obviously get the playing right and the actual 
mechanics of that.

So it’s a whole different thing. When people 
say, “Oh, you’re a musician,” I say well, I’m 

also a performer. I know that sounds a bit 
weird, but in Def Leppard we have these 
avatars that are our on-stage personalities, 
and it makes a huge difference. It makes the 
music sound … it has more of an impact. 
And that’s the stuff that you learn from 
experience, you learn from other people, and 
we’re constantly doing that. Like I said, we’ve 
played with KISS and that was something 
more than just playing a gig. I said, the 
Journey thing was really great. You get up 
on stage with someone, and you realize that 
everyone’s actually listening to each other 
and enjoying it and grooving together and 
around each other. It’s like, “Whoa, this is 
magical.” And that’s the stuff that you learn 
from experience, you learn from other people, 
and we’re constantly doing that. Like I said, 

we’ve played with KISS a couple of times, 
and that was something … Like I said, the 
Journey thing was really great. You get up 
on stage with someone, and you realize that 
everyone’s actually listening to each other and 
enjoying it and grooving together and around 
each other. It’s like, “Whoa, this is magical.”

Larry: I think you’re hitting the nail really 
on the head. There’s got to be that love 
and respect in the performances and in 
the music. It’s only going to add to the 
authenticity and the feeling.

Phil: Right? Absolutely. And there’s no time 
for indulgence. You’ve got to listen to it, 

because you’re in this machine, this kind of 
… an entity. It’s almost like this beast, and 
you’re feeding it. I know it sounds corny, 
but you’re part of this moving entity. All 
the moving parts, and to make it really run 
efficiently, you have to do that, or you try to. 
You try and get there. Plus you’d get fined 
if you was in James Brown’s band, or with 
Prince, if you mess up, so you’ve got to be 
on your toes.

Yeah, they are so amazing, and it’s like … It 
is a family, and it’s kind of got real vibe to it. 
It’s that thing. It’s like really special.

Larry: Yeah, and you walk out on stage, and 
you’ve got the … the support mechanism is 
there from the ground up.

Phil: Yeah, yeah. And we all get on. Everyone 
likes each other. There’s no kind of ego 
things. So we’re as good as everyone is 
together, and as the team is, and that’s really 
it, and everyone kind of respects that and 
moves along with it.

Larry: I’ve been around a bunch of crews 
and Def Leppard’s is one of the best.
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Because you’re 
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