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In my opinion Ivan Mihaljević  is at the forefront of the new generation of virtuoso guitarists. I'd say he's a true guitar master! However, he has established himself as a soulful singer and songwriter too. And, once  upon a time, not so long ago, the History met the Future!.. 
I am referring to a certain photo I’ve seen surfing in the web. That is: Les Paul (the inventor of electric guitar and multitrack recording) pictured with Ivan Mihaljević, one of the most skilled and promising guitarists on the Earth’s face!

Let’s start from the very beginning:  Ivan introduce yourself to our readers!

Hi, my name is Ivan Mihaljević and I’m a guitarist, singer and composer from Zagreb, Croatia.

How would you describe your style to someone who never heard anything about you? 
One of my friends told me that my music creates an image in her mind of musical notes flying around. With Sandcastle I tried to cover a lot of different styles I like. From progressive rock, straight hard rock and heavy metal to emotional ballads and some experimental stuff like Hi-tech Orient, Macedonian War Song or Raindrops.

Please, let us know something more about your musical background. What were some of the things that influenced your musical tastes and led to your interest in the guitar? 

Well, as a kid, while I was listening to some of my favourite bands, I was always imagining that I'm standing on a stage in front of the crowd and playing and singing that music to them. So one day I just decided that I have to start playing an instrument. 


What do you remember most about buying your very first guitar? And, please, tell us something more about the way you developed your own style and your amazing technique.

I remember it was a cheap black Squier Strat that was on sale. Before that I was playing a beat-up borrowed old acoustic guitar. I believe I’m still developing my style and technique! My style came out as a mixture of my guitar heroes and where my ear led me to. And concerning the technique, I spent an enormous amount of time practicing!

At the age of 19 you played  at the biggest European heavy metal festival , that is the Wacken Open Air  (headlined by Nightwish, Machine Head, Dragonforce, Apocalyptica, Hammerfall and Accept).. Cool! How was it?

Actually, I was still 18 at that time. That experience was amazing. The band Hard Time, which is one of the biggest Croatian hard rock bands, called me up just one week before the gig and told me that their guitarist can’t make it to Wacken Open Air and asked me if I’d like to fill in for him. It was a real challenge because I needed to learn all the songs in 2 days and play them in front of a huge crowd just one week later. But everything turned out right!

How did you become a member of Hard Time (for those who are not from Croatia, let me remember they are considered as ‘the best Croatian hard and heavy band’!)?

After Wacken Open Air, they called me a few more times to fill in for their guitar player. When they parted ways with him, it was logical for them to call me, because I already knew the songs.

And how do you feel being in a double role of playing in a band (Hard Time) and releasing music as a solo guitarist? 

t's actually great! With Hard Time, we're touring a lot and we're playing straight hard rock which I really enjoy! And with my solo stuff I get a chance to explore other styles and experiment a lot musically.

When did you realize that you have the ability to write your own original music?  And when did you get the idea to release your first CD? 

I wrote my first song shortly after I started playing the guitar. So I realized it pretty early obviously. And the idea for the solo album… Well, I had a bunch of songs that I really liked, that weren’t suitable for Hard Time style-wise, so I decided to make a couple more songs and make a solo album!

When did you realize first that you wanted to be a professional musician? And what would you be doing if your weren’t a musician?

I can clearly remember the talk with parents when I decided to take music as a profession. I was 16 years old. They weren’t very happy with the decision, but decided to support me if that’s what I want. 

Let's talk about ‘Sandcastle’.. What were your goals initially when you began recording tracks for the album? And how would you describe the feeling of completing your first solo release? 
My goal was to create the best album I possibly could without any compromise or boundaries. I didn't think about how it's going to sell or if people will like it. I just wanted to make music that I enjoy and I'm really extremely happy to know that there are people that enjoy the music I made! 
What I felt when I finished Sandcastle is priceless, for everything else there's Mastercard :D

Do you have any personal favorites among the tracks on the CD?
I like all of them. I wouldn't put a song that I don't like on the album. But my favourites are probably Sandcastle, Cascading Mirrors, Distant World, Questions In My Mind (Part II) and Raindrops.

Your album features 14 songs! And 8 of them are completely instrumental with enchanting guitar parts! What do you focus on in your solos? And what do you think is essential for a great guitar solo?

It depends on the song. I try to listen what the song asks me to play! I don’t think anything is essential for a great solo, except for a great idea and a great execution of that idea.

Still referring Sandcastle: you are the guitar player, you are the singer, you play keyboards and percussion… Did I forget something? Of course! You are the songwriter! So, tell me: which are the most important things that move you to compose? And how do you write songs? I mean: do you start with a guitar line, or a melody or what?

Well, it all depends on the inspiration. With every song it’s different. Sometimes I start with a guitar riff, sometimes with the melody and sometimes maybe with a cool drum groove.

The title track is… awesome! We can hear alternate picking, legato playing, two-handed tapping, string skipping, sweep picked arpeggios, string skipping arpeggios and more inside this single song! .. Amazing! How did this song come about?

Well, I intended that song to be very technical, but I wanted to keep it interesting and musical too.

I really appreciate your version of  Vivaldi's  ‘Spring’ (from his ‘Four Seasons’). Why did you choose that track?
I loved that piece since I was a kid. It sounds so happy and upbeat. And the other thing is - I've heard people play it on the electric guitar, but I've never heard a true hard rock or heavy metal arrangement of it, and that's what I tried to do and I think it sounds great. It sounds like that piece was meant to be played by a heavy metal band from the beginning. 

And how about the idea of a song (Questions In My Mind) expressed in 2 parts?

It talks about some bad things about human nature that I just can't understand. That's why I'm asking: "Why are we doing this? Does it make us feel better?"

You co-wrote “Empathy” with Taher Sanuri. How is he doing and what is he doing? And, from your personal point of view, do you believe there’s still the possibility to live into a world ‘empathycally oriented’?

Taher is actually my neighbour here in Zagreb and a gifted vocalist. Currently he’s singing in a rock band named Big Rock. I do believe there’s a possibility, but something really big has to happen to make the change and increase our awareness of other people’s feelings.

Which song is the most difficult to play and which one is the easiest, during the live set? 
The most technically demanding song guitar wise would probably be Sandcastle. But for the whole band the most difficult songs are probably Bulldozer and Macedonian War Song because of all the odd meters. But we manage to work our way through them. 

The easiest one would probably be Distant World, but then again, the ending of that song is really demanding vocally...

Did any other artists inspire your writing for the album? 

Sure, a lot of my influences inspired me – Dream Theater, Richie Kotzen, Joe Satriani, Steve Vai, Toto, Paul Gilbert, Mr. Big… 

Would you like to introduce the musicians playing on your CD? And would you spend some words also around the special guests appearing in Sandcastle? Of course! My band mate from Hard Time Majkl Jagunić played the bass guitar on all tracks and a drummer named Craig Devine from Los Angeles recorded the drums. I played guitars, keyboards, percussion and sang. There are three very special guests on this album. John Denner played a nice short melodic guitar solo on Bulldozer. I'm really happy to have John on this record. Igor Tatarević played an amazing harpsichord solo on Empathy and keyboards on Raindrops which he co-wrote with me. Igor is probably the best musician I have ever met and a great friend and I'm glad I had the privilege to write a song with him. Taher Sanuri wrote Empathy with me and sang it on the album. It's great to have him on this CD too. 


This is your first solo CD. What will you remember the most from both an emotional and a professional point of view? 
I definitely learned a lot about writing music, guitar playing, singing and audio production and promotion from working on this CD. Emotionally, this album means a lot to me because it's my first one.

You are an amazing guitarist: how much do you practice? Do you have a daily routine? What do you focus on the most? 
I practice a lot! It varies from day to day, but I can tell you that it's been 6 years since the last day has passed during which I didn't have the guitar in my hands. Literally! I do have a daily practice routine for the technical aspect of guitar playing and for everything else I go with the flow and try to learn something new and interesting all the time.

And, now (finally!) you have to tell us something about your equipment, guitars and effects…

I’m endorsed by Ernie Ball Music Man guitars and Engl amps! Both companies make amazing quality gear and I’d recommend them to anyone! I’m not using much effects at the moment though, just a Korg Pitchblack+ tuner, Ernie Ball Wah and an MXR Carbon Copy analog delay.

In particular: besides your guitar and amps, what is the piece of your rig that you cannot live without? 

Nothing! A good guitar and a good amp is all I need! Oh, maybe a guitar cable, so I can plug the guitar into the amp :)

I have to confess you I can’t stop to look at your “New Rig Demo” video… So, the ‘question in my mind is’: any further demonstration-videos? And how about any ‘teaching projects’? 

As far as teaching is concerned, I have just started working on video lessons for a website named guitarmasterclass.net! Check it out if you have the time.

Referring not only to Sandcastle, but to the Inciter album and to the recent Hard Time’s live album ‘Live in Jabuka’, too…  I see: you are filling the producer role!  Could you tell us something more about this experience?

Well, I’ve produced a lot of stuff through the years. At first it was just some demo albums, but now it’s getting a bit bigger.

You worked with John Denner on his solo CD with the likes of Billy Sheehan, Brett Garsed, Phil Hilborne, Danny Gill, Owen Edwards, Jamie Humphries...So, how was this undoubtedly  intense experience?

Yeah, I’m thrilled to be able to do something like that and to have the opportunity to work and collaborate with all these world-class musicians.

You played on stage with Les Paul at Iridium Jazz Club in New York City (November 2008). I may imagine: what a great emotion! Wasn’t it? Could you spend for us some more words about that gig?

It was an amazing experience to share the stage with a 93 year old grandpa who actually made rock ‘n’ roll music possible by inventing the electric guitar. I was trembling with excitement while I was on stage with him.

Les Paul is one of the greatest musician but also one of the greatest inventor in the history of Rock! What do you think was the greatest invention for guitars?

If we’re talking from a rock music standpoint, it was most certainly the electric guitar. Can you imagine rock ‘n’ roll without electric guitars? Me neither!

What are you hoping to achieve musically? Which are your projects for 2009? 
To write and perform the music that I love. It's about as simple as that! ! I’m working on my second solo album, a follow up to “Sandcastle”, new Hard Time studio album and I’m working with John Denner on finishing his album.

And now feel free to leave a message to all our readers.. 
Hello to everyone sitting on the other side of the screen and reading this interview! Hope to see you out there on tour soon and thanks for making it this far through the interview. 

You can find some more info about me and my album Sandcastle at www.ivanmihaljevic.com and http://www.myspace.com/ivanmihaljevic . 

Keep the spirit of rock alive!

Thank you, once again, Maestro Mihaljević!
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