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When most kids were spending their pocket money on 
brownies and juice boxes, Sky Larkin’s Katie Harkin was 
busy stockpiling her pennies, with one big (and loud) goal 
in her mind. Her mum’s acoustic guitar might have been 
good for cutting her teeth – and pentatonics – on, but 
Katie’s eyes were firmly set on its electrical counterpart, 
and she cashed in her coveted coppers for “the same 
Strat Squier copy that everyone had” (TGA included).  
Her pre-teen purchase was one of a rebellious nature –  
“I wasn’t allowed it at first. I think that’s one of the reasons 
I wanted it so much” – but it has since gone on to shape 
her as one of indie’s most unassuming, yet unwavering, 
guitarists. Now armed with a wealth of six-stringers,  
we geek out with the Harkin behind the Larkin…

Heart Strings
“My main guitar is a Hagstrom Viking IIP in tomato 
soup colour. I’ve also got a Baritone that I used on the 
last record – it’s one of those Baritones that’s a huge 
guitar rather than a bass. I feel tiny when I play it.” Her 
oldest guitar is a hybrid Fender-Gibson: “It’s not exactly 
vintage but they don’t make them anymore. It’s got a 
slim, fast neck, a bridge like an SG and then Telecaster-
style F holes.” Aside from axe duties, Katie affords some 
consideration to being heard above the torrid snare hits 
from long-standing band mate and drum powerhouse 
Nestor Matthews: “I’ve got this microphone from a 
company I got endorsed through called Telefunken. 
They’re really good for female vocals and screaming – 
they’ve got a flatter front than a regular mic so you can get 
that bit closer to it. They’ve been designed to scream into 
so you don’t tire yourself out. It’s catching all that sound, 
which is great for drums versus female vocals.”

Dark and Light Kaleide
Sky Larkin wear contrast well, from the defiant strums of 
‘Keep Sakes’, peppered with gallows lyricism (“Gonna 
put you in bottles and jars / keep the bigger parts in the 
boot of the car”) to the buzzsaw riff of ‘Motto’ coupled 
with the sanguine coo of Harkin’s vocal. Since the band’s 
debut some eight years ago, Harkin has remained an 
understated guitarist – but one that continues to produce 
the sort of hook-laden indie that deserves to put them on 
the same footing as bands twice their stature.

So how does this work in terms of recording lead and 
rhythm parts in the studio, in particular with the band’s 
recent addition of Nile Marr? “There have always been 
layered guitar parts on the Sky Larkin records, but I’ve 
always had to play them all. I’ve got to a point where I 
think, ‘How do I arrange this to make it work live?’” 
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Working alongside the legendary John Goodmanson 
(Sleater Kinney, Blonde Redhead) for their latest release, 
Katie recalls her awareness of cultural stereotypes when it 
comes to certain brands: “John has got his guitar that he 
calls ‘The Best Guitar In The World’. It’s a Les Paul from 
the ‘70s and you need two hands just to lift it up. I always 
thought Les Pauls were gross, because culturally you 
associate them with cock rock. I’d play a part in the studio 
and he would be like ‘What would that sound like on  
The Best Guitar in the World?’ There’s some of that on  
the new record.”

Harkin recorded in Seattle, surrounded by independent 
music stores vying for her attention (and lunch money). 
“I’d love to get my hands on a Rickenbacker but they’re 
really expensive. You’d have it for life. My friend Laurie 
keeps trying to lend me one and I keep declining, because 
I know if he lends it to me I won’t give it back,” she laughs. 
In reality, she confesses, “I try not to be too dependent 
on gear – I want to get on a plane or on a bus somewhere 
and just turn up. If you can play your songs with someone 
else’s gear and it still sounds like you, you’re good. I know 
I want loads of mid from my guitar so yes, a particular 
pedal will do that. But I could find another way to fix that 
problem. It’s just problem solving.”

Piece by Piece
Until recently – and prior to Marr’s addition to the band’s 
live set – lead and rhythm guitar duties had fallen to Harkin, 
calling upon her trademark flexibility to achieve both guises. 
“It’s just different types of delay,” she explains. “I don’t  
think I use it for the intended purpose, but I do have a 
Slayer signature pedal on my pedal board. It’s got a sweet 
treble on it.  
 I’m really into looking at music gear that wasn’t 
necessarily intended for what I wanted to use it for, and 
seeing how I can make it work.” She adds, “I wanted an 
auto-wah. I’ve used them for a long time but there’s a lot  
of drop in signal so I looked for one that had a boost in it.”

“I’m a bit contrary so I tend to try stuff that looks rubbish 
to see if it sounds good,” she says. “Someone else might 
be put off by that pedal but I’ve worked out what it sounds 
like. If you’ve got Slayer on your side, you’re not really  
going to go wrong.” Referring to an Ibanez pedal she 
picked up for $15, Katie expounds the Stateside benefits  
of recording for UK bands. “It might seem like an 
extravagant thing to do,” she says, “but if you can get out 
there, everything is made there. No one is going to ship 
a V2 head over here, but you can get them in the States 
super cheap.”
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pedaL tO the MetaL
 

  Boss TU-3 Tuner 
 

  Boss FBM-1 Fender ‘59 Bassman
 

  Boss BD-2 Blues Driver
 

   MXR KFK-Q1 Kerry King Crybaby  
Q Zone

 
  Boss FDR-1 Fender Deluxe Reverb

 
  EarthQuaker Devices Organiser

 
  Ibanez Phaser

 
   EarthQuaker Devices Disaster  
Transport Delay

Between Sky Larkin’s latest release and 2010’s ‘Kaleide’, 
Katie took on touring keyboard duties with dream-pop 
Northerners Wild Beasts, and some of these chordal 
arrangements are evident on her pedal board. “The Organiser 
(from EarthQuaker Devices) is more like a hand playing a 
chord than digitally splitting it,” she explains. “You don’t push 
your fingers down at the same time and you don’t push each 
note with the same amount of force so it just makes it sound 
a bit more natural. It splays the effect a bit.”

So, as someone who’s been playing music for nigh on 
ten years, what advice would Katie give to other musicians 
wanting to build their gear arsenal? “There’s a good 
contrarian in you that you should always listen to.” That and 
laying your hands on Kerry King’s Q Zone. 

 
Buy it: ‘Motto’ (Wichita, 2013)  
Social: facebook.com/weareskylarkin


