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INTRODUCTION

Robert Christgau’s
Greatest Hits: Volume III

Thank you for getting this far. Really—I mean it. Just by glancing at what the
cover specifies is a collection, you have bucked the publishing truism that
people don’t buy collections—and concomitantly, don’t read them. At the
moment, you're reading one. So thank you.

The way I count, this is my third. Since I've also published three decade-
spanning books based on my monthly Consumer Guide album reviews, others
might say sixth, but let’s call those alphabetical volumes, I don’t know, com-
pilations, because I love collections. I love them because theyre read front to
back, love them as successions of digestible units that reveal writers from
angles that glance off each other to form a composite that resists closure.
It was the many collections I read as the "60s shifted into high that turned
my literary dreams toward journalism: pure essay collections by Norman
Mailer, Dwight Macdonald, Pauline Kael, Susan Sontag, impure journalism
collections by A. J. Liebling, Tom Wolfe, Gay Talese, Thomas B. Morgan (the
forgotten profiling master class Self-Creations: 13 Impersonalities). Nor is the col-
lection some golden-age artifact. I down four or five a year and treasure
many, for instance Jonathan Lethem’s The Disappointment Artist, Marshall
Berman's Modernism in the Streets, and my very favorite, Dave Hickey’s Air
Guitar—all of which mess with a form that in the ’60s group, Mailer’s Adver-
tisements for Myself excepted, straightforwardly sequences previously pub-
lished essays, reviews, and reportage with no conceptual ado.

“Essays, reviews, and reportage,” did I say? Instead let me enlist a bit of
jargon that encompasses all three and whatever else you got: “piece,” which
is what magazine journalists tend to call their assignments, where in news-
paper journalism it breaks down “story” or “column” or “review.” Is It Still
Good to Ya? is subtitled “Fifty Years of Rock Criticism, 1967-2017” because
“Pieces on Music, 1967-2017” lacks gravitas, and collections need all the sta-
tus they can get. But pieces is what it collects, almost every one condensed



INTRODUCTION

to make room for others and spruced up to mitigate stylistic shortfalls or
correct factual errors but never to revise opinions or predictions gone awry,
with a bunch substantially revised and marked as such, usually because
they posed questions I originally lacked space or info to answer. Only a few
qualify as pure exposition, including some repurposed lectures from the
EMP Pop Conference, and the three longest are reportage even if one was
reported mostly from my desk. But they’re “cultural” reportage, meaning a
critic’s reportage, reportage that comes bearing opinions, which too much
cultural reportage doesn’t. Almost half are from The Village Voice, a weekly
magazine masquerading as a weekly newspaper where I was employed from
1974 until 2006. Some three dozen of these were columns sporting the logo
Rock & Roll &, which after I got fired in a hostile takeover followed me to
The Barnes & Noble Review.

Ah yes, “column” High in status because it affords autonomy and valo-
rizes judgment and analysis as well as reporting, resented because reporting
remains journalism’s pride, staple, and selling point, as it should—in hard
news. Arts coverage oughta be different but often isn't, in part because hard-
newsed dailies like to peg coverage to an event—if not a show, then at least
an album release, about which youd best nail down your precious opinion
pronto and buttress it with reported context. For a rock critic, which is what
I still call myself, one of several problems with reviewing on short deadline
is that recorded music, unlike books or movies, is best enjoyed and under-
stood via repeated exposure over lived time. Another is that the surrounding
facts inflect the recording’s meanings and pleasures less and less as it endures,
and if it ain’t gonna endure why bother with it? Because in its moment it’s
got the zap of news is the answer, and there are excellent collections—Simon
Frith’s Music for Pleasure, Chuck Eddy’s Terminated for Reasons of Taste—
that make a point of granting forgotten musical events and personages the
symbolic permanence of book form. Without question such penny rockets
brighten up the pop saga, and many relative obscurities come and go in the
historical section that begins this book. But I had bigger stuft to stuff into Is
It Still Good to Ya?

The staple is the kind of artist critiques that filled my 1998 collection
Grown Up All Wrong and dominated Rock & Roll &, often tethered to an
album plus show at the Voice or plus book at B&N, where Robin Kelley and
Terry Teachout bios occasioned Monk and Armstrong lookbacks I'd mulled
for years. Journalistically, the trick is to engage readers of widely varying
knowledgeability by historicizing the event from a fresh perspective that
educates newbies while keeping old heads on their toes. Of the seventy-five



artists featured in Grown Up All Wrong, several were minor or eccentric
by design, and by design all of these were better-known than designated
penny rocket Pete Fowler. But there I also addressed every rock titan except
Dylan, who had hogged four pieces in 1973’s Any Old Way You Choose It
(and gets four more here): Presley, Berry, Beatles, Stones, Brown, Franklin,
Joplin, Wonder, Led Zeppelin, Young, Green, Clinton, Sex Pistols, Clash,
Prince, Springsteen, Jackson, Public Enemy, Madonna, Nirvana. That’s most
of my pantheon as of 1998, although I apologized for omitting Louis Jordan,
the Coasters, Monk, Dylan, Steely Dan, the Ramones, and Luamba Franco.
Having folded Steely Dan into my 2015 memoir Going Into the City, I then
got all but Jordan into Is It Still Good to Ya?, which repeats only eight artists
from Grown Up All Wrong, three primarily because they died: Berry, Brown,
Prince, Franklin, Youssou N’Dour, Sonic Youth, Nirvana, and my homeboys
the New York Dolls.

Fifty-four artists get some variant of the Rock & Roll & treatment here,
a total that includes zero penny rockets, two or three pans, and just four ec-
centricities: the Moldy Peaches complete with 9/11 hook, the Perceptionists
giving alt-rap some, Boston-to-Nashville Lori McKenna, and best band in
America Wussy. A few others are on the cusp, and no doubt some provin-
cials will wonder why there aren’t more Britons while looking askance at
N’Dour, Franco, Fela, Ladysmith Black Mambazo, and Tom Z¢, all titans
by any civilized standard, and N'Dour the world’s finest pop musician by
me. From Louis Armstrong to Lady Gaga, however, most of these pieces
essay straight-up major-artist analysis, sometimes informed by reporting
that with a few takes over. And strikingly, eight including an Etta James
tribute with a standard headline fall into a hitherto unnamed category.
They’re obits.

Of course I'd written criticism about dead people before—how could I
bypass Janis or Jimi, Elvis Presley or John Lennon or Kurt Cobain? But as
my work life worked out, the scattered obits I published at the Voice were
marginal except for an absurdly “controversial” John Lennon all-nighter
that I swear didn’t call for Paul McCartney’s assassination, as some charged.
(See for yourself at robertchristgau.com, where also subsist many Consumer
Guide takes on the artists dealt with here, although at the request of my pub-
lisher fifty-seven of these pieces will be embargoed online until two years
after pub date.) I let it be because Lennon occasioned the longest piece in
Grown Up All Wrong, a crucial one in Any Old Way You Choose It, an Xgau-
penned Encyclopedia Britannica entry, a few pages of memoir, and enough
already. But over the past two decades my work life has changed, and so has
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my regular life. In the wake of the born-again fundamentalism I spent my
adolescence dissecting and rejecting, I've always taken death so seriously
that I hit the high *60s with no use for hope-I-die-before-I-get-old bushwa.
But now I am old, and how about that, so is rock and roll. Suddenly major
artists are dying of relatively natural causes even if they could have been
nicer to their livers. And given my seniority, editors often feel I should weigh
in on the departed, as do 1.

Having mentioned being old, I'd better acknowledge that the snappy,
impressive, factually accurate subtitle “Fifty Years of Rock Criticism,
1967-2017" is a bit of a cheat. Because I used up so much material in my
earlier collections, only four of these ninety-five pieces predate 1990 and
only eight more predate 1998; some two thirds, in fact, were written after I
turned sixty in 2002. So I got back to 1967 via my first serious piece of rock
criticism as opposed to coverage: “Rock Lyrics Are Poetry (Maybe),” a soon-
anthologized essay for the here-and-gone Cheetah that was so canonical by
the time of Any Old Way You Choose It that I decided not to expend space
on it there. Although still cited, it’s no longer canonical, in part because its
refusal to equate words on the page with words in the vocally inflected air
quickly became a commonplace many excavated. But when I reread it I de-
cided it was worth taking out of retirement, for ideas that haven't lost their
bite and also for evoking the feverish musical ethos of the high ’60s as dis-
cursive poetry (maybe).

Thus it filled a hole in the chronological overviews of the long introduc-
tory section “History in the Making,” which go back to ancient Greece but
bear down on the last twenty-five years. Sidestepping the artist focus of Rock
& Roll & as well as the album focus of the Consumer Guide leaves me stretch
room for the politics that imbue my aesthetic—an ear for democracy that re-
sponded from the dawn of “Maybellene” to the cocky class consciousness of
wild-haired rockabilly and street-corner doowop, that believed from the git
that the Americans I called Negroes were rock and roll’s prime motorvators,
and that loved the Shirelles sticking up for themselves and the Vandellas danc-
ing in the street before the Beatles and the girls who loved them transformed
popular music and world history.

My politics have always poked out of my criticism, enough to annoy
people sometimes, and good. But they have come to feel far more urgent in
the millennium that followed the apparent destruction of fascism than they
were as the twentieth century staggered to an inequitable but uncatastrophic
close. So of course they surface in the 9/11 and Africa sections that follow
the run of artist essays designated “A Great Tradition.” The way these self-



contained units glance off each other to form a composite that resists closure
is one way Is It Still Good to Ya? emulates the structural and thematic mess-
ing around of the three recent collections I cited. But not the main one. The
main one reflects my desire to die the right way whenever it should transpire
that I'm old enough to do so.

Rock and roll identified from the start as a youth music—at its very start,
arebellious teen music. And most of the panoply of styles, genres, subgenres,
and hair-splitting subsubsomethings to arise in its wake have been claimed
by tyros putting their stamp on them with varying force and acuity. But in
the ’60s, not to mention the ’50s, it never occurred to us that each new gen-
eration and tendency would hang in there, nor that so many self-consciously
maturing artists would keep such careful track of where they stood on life’s
through-line. Sure there are pop standards that address aging; my bed-
ridden mother-in-law listened to Willie Nelson sing “September Song” over
and over in the months before she passed at ninety-six. But due in part to
the putative autobiography built into its songwriting model and the appar-
ent self-expression built into its performance model—illusions, absolutely,
but tricky, partial, and aptly seductive illusions—the former teen music with
which I've cohabited for half a century keeps excavating fresh images of the
youth and maturity that add up to mortality. I don’t just mean the old guys,
either. Among the ’oos artists of the “Postmodern Times” section, I count
Eminem, Kanye West, Jay-Z, Shakira, Brad Paisley, Miranda Lambert, Lori
McKenna, Gogol Bordello, M.I.A., and Vampire Weekend, most of whom
have crept past forty since I wrote about them and all of whom were on the
theme well before they did.

Granted, forty would have seemed way old for rock and roll when
twenty-five-year-old me crushed out “Rock Lyrics Are Poetry (Maybe)” in
September 1967. But although the Mamas and Papas chart-topper as I wrote
was the utopian “Twelve Thirty,” subtitled “Young Girls Are Coming to the
Canyon” after the laurel-wreathed opening line of its ecstatic chorus, in that
very essay I single out the premonitory acid casualties thirty-two-year-old
drug fiend John Phillips had already homed in on in a strange little number
he called “Strange Young Girls” In both songs the youth counterculture of
the Summer of Love was feeling its age as autumn leaves drifted by its win-
dow, and this generational unease proved permanent. The thirtysomethings
of Fleetwood Mac wove Mamas-and-Papas beauty from romantic chaos
as punk spat in their eye. The punks perfected a primitivist musical model
whose durability and malleability recall blues while germinating an arty
“postpunk” alt-rock whose stylistic range proved that some wankers were
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major innovators, some major artists, and some just major wankers. Soon
Michael Jackson would launch his joyful, tortured transformation into his-
tory’s most beatwise horror movie as project rejects synthesized the dozens,
Jamaican sound systems, James Brown, and Scarface into a new music that
conquered the world. A decade or so later, teenpop begat not just Britney
but Beyoncé, who my dear friend Ann Powers will tell you evolved into a
New Woman who's the pivotal pop hero of the current era.

Me, I've never enjoyed Beyoncé like 'm supposed to, although I certainly
admire her, and expect I'd have devoted some column inches to figuring
out why if I was still rolling out Rock & Roll &s. But one reason collections
resist closure is that they’re subject to the vagaries of journalism as a job. The
longest artist essay here is Eminem’s because some fool offered me big bucks
to write five thousand words about him (and then found the result too “in”
or something, leaving me with my kill fee and the kindness of The Believer);
the Kanye West piece is barely nine hundred words because by that phase of
the Voice’s ongoing clickbait trauma columns had shrunk to half the length
of a decade before. Anyway, even a stylist as headstrong as I am comports
himself differently in different places, because journalism generally targets a
more specific audience than pop music (although not what I call semipopular
music, but let’s not get sidetracked). I flourished at Barnes ¢ Noble Review
not merely because I had two thousand words to play with, but because
B&NR’s bookish older readership compelled me to elaborate my contextu-
alizations. At Noisey, current home of the Consumer Guide I now dub Ex-
pert Witness and also where three of the obits appeared, it’s different—the
teen-to-twentysomething demographic of that Vice “vertical” turns me into
a Dutch uncle reminiscing about the old days.

All three of those Robert Christgaus are the real me. Neither B&NR or
Noisey, however, made it my brief to delve into the new kids the way the
Voice once did even though Expert Witness keeps me abreast of them. So I
wonder how that professional obligation would have deepened my connec-
tion to not just Beyoncé but Chance the Rapper, Taylor Swift, the Coathang-
ers, Parquet Courts, or Heems, to name five I'd have treated to a Rock & Roll &
by now. True, I did publish a 2011 B&»NR Rock & Roll & on Heems’s Das Rac-
ist that just missed the cut. But unfortunately or maybe not, you can never
cram everything youd like into a collection—sorry Sinéad O’Connor and
Liz Phair, Linton Kwesi Johnson and Spring Heel Jack, Fluffy and Lily Allen,
the Fugs and the Popinjays. And in the end, what felt right thematically and
emotionally here often took into account the title that came to me after the
deal was done and inflected the many adjustments I've made in its contents



since: Is It Still Good to Ya?, a title copped from a key hit by the married r&b
duo Ashford & Simpson that never creased top forty pop.

Dave Hickey’s Air Guitar, Jonathan Lethem’s The Disappointment Artist,
and Marshall Berman’s Modernism in the Streets are stealth autobiographies
that I named rather than, say, Greil Marcus’s Dead Elvis or Albert Murray’s
The Omni-Americans because autobiographical is how Is It Still Good to Ya?
feels to me. Berman’s underappreciated 2017 overview is especially pertinent
not just because he was a close friend but because it came later in life than
the other two—assembled after his death, it builds to a hilariously irreverent
Adam and Eve excursion he was honing the morning he died. Not that 'm
feeling death’s approach quite yet—actuarially I'm a decent bet for ninety.
But I'm old enough to be mindful of my multiplying physical incapacities
and the arc of my mortality, in principle without succumbing to the escapes
I've long considered matched enemies of both good rock criticism and a
fully realized life: nostalgia and cynicism. That's how the “still” pertains for
me at seventy-five. As for the “good to ya,” well, as the prologue explains, I
latched onto that hedonistic turn of phrase because it stands in contradis-
tinction to the moralistic “good for you?”

By grace of the biochemistry my parents bequeathed me, the upbringing
they vouchsafed me, union-powered post-ww1r prosperity, and my excellent
marriage, I have such an optimistic temperament I worry that my general
tone here may seem too palmy in a time when, to choose just one horrible
example, the nuclear nightmare I've never thought haunted American baby
boomers the way some claim is realer than at any time since 1945. My psy-
chological luck clearly disinclines me to moon about the good old days or
make my bones explaining why the end is here. But so does the music I
listen to all the time, which is good for me because it’s good to me. Being a
seventy-five-year-old rock critic is a terrific way to keep your spirits up—so
much so that undergoing the basic training described in “Ten-Step Program
for Growing Better Ears” might be worth the while of any “senior” worried
about his or her mojo.

One does become more weathered as one ages, which is quite different
from knowing that getting weathered is in the cards. So T hope I can convince
my older readers that not only is there a useful kick in vicariously accessing
young musicians’ recurring illusions of immortality, but also a reassurance
in the growth that can ensue from their poignant, often life-affirming real-
izations that mortality is encroaching as some part of them always knew or
feared it would. So I'd also like to convince my younger readers that by dint
of disciplined exposure there’s more life to be found than many of you could
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now dream in not just Louis Armstrong or Etta James, who I trust you know
about, but, say, the Coasters, the McGarrigles, or the cultish and in your
fuzzy conception almost as ancient Go-Betweens. And Id like to convince
everyone that in a horrible historical moment that may well get worse, music
that’s good to ya will by just that token also be good for you. As Van Mor-
rison helped onetime rock critic Jon Landau put it in the title of a collection
he published in, wow, 1972, it’s too late to stop now.



PROLOGUE

Good to Ya, Not for Ya

Rock Criticism vs. the Guilty Pleasure

Rock criticism was conceived as a reproach to the idea of guilty pleasure.
In fact, “reproach” and “conceive” put it too politely. “Reproach” makes it
sound like we had the upper hand, so make that “attack” It was a kick in the
pants, a fart in the face, a full fungu. And “conceived” makes it sound like
there was something difficult or noble about a psychological necessity in a
world where radical and conservative avant-gardists no less than liberal and
moderate middlebrows were shouting from their varied pulpits that good
art should be good for you. We whod grown up with so-called mass culture
weren't having that Bs. But it would be 1978 before Ashford & Simpson put it
into words from their own pulpit, an r&b-only hit called “Is It Still Good to
Ya?” Forget good for you—art should be good fo you.

For rock critics, in other words, pleasure is where meaning begins. A tune
you hum in your head so your mind can hear it again, a beat that motorvates
your body even when the main thing moving is your pulse, the slight flush
that radiates from the mandible toward the ears at the right lick or turn of
phrase, the virtual chuckle of amusement or amazement as that moment
comes by yet again. Given our word rates, why else would we do the job? But
not everyone is convinced that pleasure ensues “when you listen to music
to make a deadline,” as New Orleans mc Lil Wayne has put it. “You can’t sit
in the office with your walkman or disc player and feel this street music,” he
told Moke Kelekome of Murder Dog. “People listen to music for pleasure and
writers listen because they get paid to. Some writers review albums by artists
they don’t like only because that was the only job they could get and they
need that little $50 or whatever y’all get paid”

All too true, sometimes. But on my hustle, as Kelefa Sanneh calls our
vocation, quality of product and reliability of delivery vary, just like on any
other hustle. One way I maintain quality control is with letter grades, and
I have no reservations about them. To those who would say quantification
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you rationalizer, apples and oranges you vulgarian, aesthetic judgment you
authoritarian, I can only say fungu. Grading is a fun and informative ex-
ercise, not to mention a good way for a writer to get in touch with his or
occasionally her feelings. But even after thirty-seven years I rarely find the
calibration of opinion a simple task, and none other than Lil Wayne made it
exceptionally difficult. Tha Carter IT was the product at hand, the first post-
Katrina New Orleans hip-hop album. I'd enjoyed previous Lil Wayne some,
and not only had this cp generated terrific word-of-mouth, I liked the way
it sounded in the middle distance. It was the next step that flummoxed me—
sitting there and listening as carefully as possible to song after song, trying
to ascertain how my patiently acquired somatic knowledge of the music sur-
vived the cerebrum-auriculum microscope. Did the lyrics make me queasy?
Was the music more engaging than the NBA on mute? Did middle-distance
pleasure hold up against the cold winds of analysis?

On Dwayne Carter’s second album to be named for Nino Brown’s head-
quarters in New Jack City, hooks were sticking, words sticking out. A thick-
tongued, screwed-down Biggie yammered “Money on My Mind”’s title
hook times seven, sometimes superimposed on another hook, Wayne’s “Get
money, fuck bitches” And although Soundslam’s Courtney Xavier hears the
“August disaster debacle” in “Money on My Mind”’s triple-rhymed “New
Orleans my birthplace ya heard me/Where money’s more important than
the person,” to me it aptly capped such lines as “Coke transactions on the
phone we call it blowjob” and “Money over bitches I'm yellin it to my grave”
The cocaine hustle, bloody as a way of life and commerce; the cocaine-music
hustle, bloodier as a way of art and commerce. As Wayne puts it in “Weezy
Baby, fourteen tracks later: “Get money, fuck bitches.” Or let him expand on
that: “Lead showers, black flowers/Black dresses, two hours, closed casket.”

The key track is “Hit Em Up,” where Wayne’s “I tried talk to him” six
times a chorus suggests a conciliatory mood that helped attract me to the
album. Close listening exploded this fantasy—that’s hit em up as in shoot
‘em up, not as in punch em up, with gunshot punctuation and colorful auxil-
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iary imagery: “Quit talkin, Ima hang you by your tongue,” “Lay a nigga down
in his own mess,” “Start with the wrong boy, you end with a stone, boy.” Unless
the N.O. police are even worse at catching crooks than we think, this shoot-
‘em-up never happened. It’s fiction, metaphor, and it's about beef, meaning
an exchange of words, not jacking product or contesting turf. Beef is the
special realm of what a Young Jeezy mixtape calls “Studio Gangstas”—“They
doin’ their job man, they actors. Shouldn’t be in the bullpen, should be on

Tv—the big screen” Yet the song was still good to me, as seductive as the



inspired Robin Thicke feature “Shooter” four tracks later, where the bullets
are explicitly described as coming out of Wayne’s mouth—where the bullets are
metaphors, beat-driven, beaten-up words, Wayne’s real-life weapon.

Right, beats. And let us not forget that lovely old term “flow.” Because as
my mind moved in and out of this music, working on a grade as I rooted
forlornly for Channing Frye and fretted about EmP in its year of the guilty
pleasure, I never stopped enjoying the music’s shape and movement. Plus
the maturation of timbre and pronunciation in a rapper who started very
young—what Tom Breihan calls “the true contentment” in his voice, the way
he made his drawl swing and bounce, and also his wordplay, supposedly per-
formed from scribbled phrases rather than finalized on the page. Doesn't
always work that way. Months later, Juvenile’s Reality Check threw the same
process into reverse—maturing rapper tightens shit, loses spritz. But it still
bothered me that “Hit Em Up” featured an Uzi and that the Lil Wayne char-
acter used it, and disappointment undercut my pleasure. Was it therefore a
guilty pleasure? At the very least it was uneasy. Instead of making my groin
glow, it made my gut congest, like an extra handful of Thai peanuts.

Sad to say, this problem is of practical interest to almost nobody. Despite
its popular dominance, hip-hop remains an intensely polarizing music. Few
of the few people over forty who care about it can tolerate its gangsta vari-
ants, while most of its true fans—be they black or white or Latino or other,
urban or suburban or rural, twelve or twenty or thirty-five—cheer Snoop
Dogg and 50 Cent louder than OutKast and Kanye West. Lil Wayne, like
such competing grind merchants as Atlanta’s Young Jeezy and Memphis’s
Three 6 Mafia, is less ubiquitous because he doesn’t attract many pop casu-
als, but all three are major hip-hop brands. And in hip-hop it is somewhere
between an artistic convention and a philosophy of life that real music is
street music and the street is where the realest people deal drugs. Just read
Wayne's interviews, where the hard questions are about the music business,
with the cocaine business taken for granted. In an economy where a major-
ity of inner-city males drop out of high school and sixty-five percent of black
high school dropouts in their twenties are unemployed, there’s more factual
truth to this than we who don’t live in the hood want to think. But there’s less
than Young Jeezy wants us to think. So for many if not most hip-hop fans,
drugs have a mythic cowboys-and-Indians quality. They provide the setting
for, and the excuse for, safely dehumanized tales of azz-jamming sex and
don’t-give-a-fuck violence.

Beats, schmeats—most gangsta can be ignored because it just isn't good
enough. Strong beats are no rarer than strong voices, and in themselves
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they’re another species of virtuosity, like a Swedish metal drummer playing
in 13/8. So don't let yourself be guilt-tripped—it’s fine to dislike a song solely
because its lyrical premise angries up your blood. Resisting such sponta-
neous reactions is another way of trying to appreciate art that’s good for
you. What isn’t fine, at least not for anyone who believes popular music is a
precious gateway to our shared humanity, is trashing a whole megagenre—
especially one dominated by black Americans, who've been two steps ahead
of white Americans so many times before. It was in that spirit that last fall
I approached not just long-ago miscreant turned University of Houston
undergraduate Lil Wayne but big-time Atlanta coke dealer turned mixtape
cult artist turned trap star Young Jeezy and veteran grinders Three 6 Mafia.
Admittedly, I was trolling for turkeys. But deciding whether they were bad
was as hard as deciding whether Lil Wayne was good. With these guys, ex-
tricating pleasure from unease is pretty intimidating.

For a while Jeezy’s “anthem beats,” his term, had me disregarding the
marketing coup of the coke-dealing snowman logo all the kids were wearing
last fall, about which Jeezy chastised Kris Ex in xxr: “Show me anywhere
on that shirt that says anything about narcotics. . . . Anything about rack-
eteering, rape, prostitution, armed robbery, so and so forth—you got me?
The Snowman represents”—not coke dealing, mind you, but—“‘do what
you love and love what you do’” I still enjoy Jeezy’s “My Hood,” in which a
cheerful string-synth riff bolsters his claim that the reason he quit dealing
for what he calls “putting words together” wasn’t money but love: “When I
show up at them shows, it ain’t about the money, man. 'm more excited to
see the people. 'ma give them all I got, and I want them to give me the same
thing” But when I listen back, “My Hood” doesn’t rise above the graceless
rapping and rhyming of a cp whose central selling point was what Bun B.
praised in Murder Dog as “a certain level of street talk that had never been
put down before”—that is, up-to-date underworld slang. Jeezy refers to this
as “keeping the morals in the streets”; trap music, coke-dealing music, is
ethical because it’s, once again, real. Maybe next album, if he describes the
unhappiness he’s told many interviewers he never escapes like he says he
will, I'll put his oeuvre under the cerebrum-auriculum microscope again.
Right now I think he shoulda been a turkey.

Instead the bird I roasted was the more modest Three 6 Mafia. If the main
difference between Young Jeezy and Tony Soprano is that Tony has too much
taste to compare himself to Jesus, the main difference between Three 6 Mafia
and Paulie Walnuts is that for Three 6 crime is a sideline. They never pretend
they’re not really musicians—in fact, they brag about it: “Three 6 Mafia, wild



on tour/Whooping these niggas and fucking these hoes” Though they love
an unfair fight, theyd rather beat your head in than blow your brains out.
They dig weed and syrup not just as product but as highs. And they’re too
busy to pimp, so if you want some dick that'll be a dollar a pound, weigh in
first please. In short, they vividly simulate the kind of real-life tough guys
who make their neighbors miserable, envious, or both. Nevertheless, play
their Most Known Unknown up against the perfectly honorable Hustle and
Flow soundtrack and learn what hip-hoppers mean by “beats” And then
recall the Oscars, where Three 6 performed a song from that film as compos-
ers. I love Dolly Parton and liked Crash ox, but when “It’s Hard Out Here
for a Pimp” won I was happier than Jon Stewart, although not Juicy J. I felt
jubilant, vindicated, as if I'd never had a mean thought about Three 6 Mafia
in my life. Between Juicy J and Tom Cruise, I could pick my guy.

I'loved the movie and really liked the song—for its overstated, gospelized
self-pity, affirmed and mocked simultaneously, and for its contextualized re-
alism. Despite Cecil Browns and Donald Goines’s congruent arguments that
pimping is an essential form of black male self-determination, and despite
Frankie Lymon and Larry Williams and a young Louis Armstrong whose
heart wasn't in it, to name just three, I think pimps are scum. But some scum
have it hard—Ilike the two dealers who worked my block ten-twelve hours a
day during the crack epidemic, pounding the pavement with the collars of
their skimpy leather jackets folded up against the chill, and then vanished, I
hope to jail. But what made me so happy on Oscar night was a full fungu—a
pop song sticking it up gentility’s ass, the culturally uncontainable busting
up the toothless liberal self-congratulation of an Oscar night that threat-
ened to revive the noxious concept of pc even if I did like all those movies
oK. Bullies sentimentalizing the exploitation of women in song—crucially,
a good song, a catchy song, the recorded version of which was improved on
by Three 6 in their bowdlerized witches-for-bitches Hollywood shot—were
my allies in my lifelong war against art that’s supposed to be good for you.
In a disastrous historical moment that could generate any number of hor-
rific outcomes, this war seems less important than it did forty or fifty years
ago, but I remain attached to it. The Three 6 upset was like the White Sox
sweeping the Series.

A few weeks later, my father died at ninety. It was a good death that fol-
lowed a miserable senescence, and although it came as a relief for him and
for his children, it was also troubling—guilt-inducing. I couldn’t altogether
escape the thought that by dint of great personal sacrifice I might have made
his decline more bearable, nor the knowledge that his outrage at his infirmity
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would have rendered any such sacrifice twice as hard and half as effective.
Driving to the funeral in Queens, I played Glenn Miller in tribute, and my
wife could see him fox-trotting in heaven. But going out to set things up two
days earlier, I chose the least likely of the cps I'd grabbed: a post-Carter II
mixtape subtitled “Like Father Like Son” featuring Lil Wayne, his surrogate
dad Birdman, and pj Khaled, who hyped: “This ain’t no mixtape, niggaz.
This is a gift, from Cash Money, for the streets” In other words, it’s crude,
all gangsta rhymes and killer hooks. My father didn’t even know what rap
was—when she was cognizant, my mom corrected him about it once. Maybe
that’s why I played it. Fucking thing felt so cleansing, so purposeful—so con-
fident, so violent, so casual in its sublimated rage. Singsonging “If I don't
give a fuck about you/And you don't give a fuck about me” Screwed-down
“Where the cash at/Where the where the cash at” Grinning “I'm nice with
the flow but a chosen few know that I'm a hustler on the low” And as I
neared the funeral home, the chilling and exciting “Problem Solver”: “He
didn’t count on no more problems I'm the problem solver/He didn’t count
on no more problems I'm the problem solver/He didn’t count on no more
problems I'm the problem solver,” then—“Click, click pow, problem solved.”

The appeal at that moment was about sublimating personal rage—my
father’s at his mortality, mine at myself and my father and our dilemma and
I suppose at my own mortality too. Confidently, casually, sinuously, Lil Wayne
was venting for me, and while in many of the guilty pleasures I've been
running down, guilt is a detriment, here it worked like it does for people
who believe in the cliche—it provided fillip, a crucial layer of zap, a sense of re-
deeming transgression. Although gangsta proceeds from economic oppres-
sion, this zap rarely attaches to the political rage I live with, because gangsta
doesn’t engage that oppression in a useful or, for the most part, insightful
way. As it turns out, “Problem Solver” itself could pass as one of those battle-
rhyme metaphor clusters that helped hip-hoppers of a more innocent era,
before criminal credentials were a commercial plus, maintain that they only
killed people symbolically. The tipoft is the Friday the 13th reference: “Jason
Part XI 'm more scarier” Whether or not Lil Wayne has some hustle on the
low, and beyond maybe some money-laundering I doubt it, even he doesn't
claim he’s a professional assassin like the problem solver. But you don’t have
to be any kind of criminal, as our laws define crime, to think life is about
fucking bitches and getting money. And even more than his contempt for
people who make their living fifty bucks at a time, it’s the way he pumps and
pimps that commonplace, more than any glorification cum trivialization of
murder or cocaine, that I dislike most about Lil Wayne.



Yet in the end I have to say—I don't dislike Lil Wayne. Maybe I should, he
seems like kind of a dick, but I don’t. As with s0 Cent—to whom I could
have devoted a related but different analysis, because every case is individ-
ual, every artist and song and response—the pleasure he’s given me, dis-
gracefully cornball though it is to put it this way, has offered me a glimpse
of our shared humanity. At some level I'm one with this dick. If pleasure is
where meaning begins, what this pleasure means is inextricable from the
unease that comes with it. It's a moral complexity that has left me lost for
words dozens of times as I've labored over this slight and manifestly incom-
plete analysis. And because I still don't believe in guilty pleasures, 'm com-
mitted and doomed to ponder this one and all its close relatives for the rest
of my ever shortening life.

EMP Pop Conference, 2006
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Ten-Step Program for
Growing Better Ears

1 Don't give up now.

2 Have a few drinks—smoke a joint, even.
3 At the very least, lighten up, willya?

4 Forget about soothing your savage beast.

5 Repeat three times daily: The good old days are the oldest myth in
the world. Or, alternatively: Nostalgia sucks.

6  Go somewhere you think is too noisy and stay an hour. Go back.
7 Grasp this truth: Musically, all Americans are part African.
8  Attend a live performance by someone you've never seen before.

9  Play your favorite teenager’s favorite album three times while doing
something else. Put it away. Play it again two days later and notice

what you remember.

10  Spend a week listening to James Brown’s Star Time.

Dartmouth Alumni Magazine, 2001

Dionysus in Theory
and Practice

I'll begin with a few excerpts from Robert Palmer’s wonderful Rock & Roll:
An Unruly History, which interrupts a narrative hooked to a pBs series with
three essays that add up to an avant-primitivist revision of rock and roll history.



HISTORY IN THE MAKING

Climaxing number two, “Delinquents of Heaven, Hoodlums of Hell,” is a
section oddly entitled “Safety Zone,” the most inspired exposition I know of
the trope or claim or theory at hand, which begins: “The ancient Greeks en-
shrined philosophical dualism in their hierarchy of gods and myths, identify-
ing spiritual forces or powers that embodied two basic tendencies in society
and culture: the ‘balanced, rational’ Apollo and the ‘intoxicated, irrational
Dionysus.”

If this could be clearer and truer, thats nothing new. Scholars and theore-
ticians have always used the Greeks as a metaphor bank, imposing theoretical
templates on a piecemeal historical record. Palmer’s template derives from
The Birth of Tragedy, Friedrich Nietzsche’s long, murky riff on an Apollo-
Dionysus polarity he copped from German romanticism. But Palmer never
mentions Nietzsche. Having cited the reputable E. R. Dodds to establish that
music and dance are means to, or is it blessings of, Dionysian “madness,” he
relies primarily on rogue ethnomusicologist Alain Daniélou, who equates
the Greek wine god with the Indian phallic god, Shiva.

Palmer grants that “compared to an ancient Dionysian revel—trances,
seizures, devotees tearing sacrificial animals to pieces with their bare hands
and eating the meat raw—a rock and roll performance is almost tame.” But
he insists that in the wake of Your Hit Parade and Father Knows Best, early
rock concerts became “temporary autonomous zones”: “a kind of functional
anarchy that manages to exist within a more or less repressive mainstream
culture precisely because it is of limited duration and scope” Whereupon, in
a wickedly if also lazily disruptive formal touch, he shelves scholarship and
gives over half his six-page exegesis to descriptions of the Rolling Stones, not
in concert, but wreaking mayhem at a Memphis hotel in 1975 and then, grayer
and calmer fourteen years later, turning into “mere musicians—professionals”
But this is ok, Palmer quickly adds; in fact, “that’s the beauty of rock and
roll” To be specific: “The lifestyle can be perilous, the rate of attrition re-
mains high, but the survivors can go on practicing and perfecting their craft
while the younger generations best and brightest assume the Dionysian
mantle and get on with the main program, which is liberation through
ecstasy. . . . As rockers, we are heirs to one of our civilization’s richest, most
time-honored spiritual traditions. We must never forget our glorious Dio-
nysian heritage”

This language is so redolent that I've now quoted it four times—including,
unfortunately, in Robert Palmer’s obituary. Keith Richards survived; his
prophet did not. But even if you've never encountered Palmer’s version, the



Dionysus theory you know about. Nietzsche’s dichotomy is now boilerplate.

Ruth Benedict held that whole cultures were Apollonian and Dionysian,

although in the end she never described a Dionysian one. Ayn Rand, vari-

ous Jungians, and endless New Agers have taken up the theme. It’s proven
so adaptable in the world of letters that a 1996 article in the journal of the

Virginia Community College Association was called “Apollo vs Dionysus:

The Only Theme Your Students Will Ever Need in Writing about Literature.”

And Nietzsche’s full title, of course, is The Birth of Tragedy Out of the Spirit

of Music.

The composer whose spirit Nietzsche thought uniquely worthy of the
Greeks was his soon-repudiated beau ideal Wagner. But Apollo-versus-
Dionysus has since been taken up by Stravinsky, Britten, and most promi-
nently Richard Strauss—whose greatest hit was named after Nietzsche’s Also
Sprach Zarathustra—as well as analyses of Beethoven, Liszt, Bizet, on and
on. It surfaces frequently in jazz commentary too. So rock has competi-
tion for the wine-bringer. But Google the name of a rock demigod plus the
word “Dionysian” and you’ll hit paydirt. The trick doesn't work with black
artists, where who else but Jimi Hendrix is the only big winner, or with Bob
Dylan, who’s on record as insisting that Stagger Lee was “not some egotistical
degraded existentialist dionysian idiot” But Beatles Stones Velvets Zep Patti
Ramones Pistols Nirvana P] Harvey Smashing Pumpkins—hell, why not?
Tori Amos likes to throw the word around. Phish’s corporate arm is called
Dionysian Productions. LAs Dionysus Records has been purveying “the fin-
est in Garage-Surf-Rockabilly-Exotica-and more” since 1984.

RocKs champion Dionysian, however, is that egotistical degraded exis-
tentialist idiot Jim Morrison, dubbed Bozo Dionysus by Lester Bangs. Mor-
rison is said to have named his band during a bull session about The Birth of
Tragedy. And in Arnold Shaw’s The Rock Revolution, he sums up the history
he gleaned at ucLA: “In its origin, the Greek theatre was a band of worship-
pers, dancing and singing on a threshing floor at the crucial agricultural sea-
sons. Then, one day, a possessed person leaped out of the crowd and started
imitating a god”” This is garbled, but its dancing and singing and leaping and
god act all evoke a Doors concert better than a performance of Also Sprach
Zarathustra. Yet here’s the odd thing. Not only do both Morrison and Nietz-
sche, with their intense commitments to different kinds of music, validate
that commitment by reference to literature, but neither bothers to guess how
the original Dionysian music might have sounded or, really, functioned. So
I thought it might be instructive to try and find out.

21
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To begin, say there are three Dionysuses: the Dionysus of myth, of cult,
and of festival. Not that they sort out so neatly, of course—Euripides’s The
Bacchae, for example, was originally presented at one kind of Dionysian
festival and purports to represent cultic practices that have since been im-
ported big-time into the mythic record. In almost all accounts Dionysus is
the son of the great god Zeus and the mortal mother Semele and gestated in
Zeus'’s thigh after Semele was murdered. And although recent archaeologi-
cal finds indicate deep Greek origins for the god, in post-archaic Greece he
was universally believed to be an outsider—perhaps from Thrace, which we
call Bulgaria, or Lydia or Phrygia in Asia Minor. Dionysus gathers around
himself such a complicated entourage of tales and histories that ass-covering
contemporary scholars find it convenient to subsume them all under the
heading “god of paradox.” Half human, half divine, he’s the bringer of mad-
ness and the deliverer from madness, lord of masks and maenads, of the
underworld and raw meat au jus; he’s the phallus god who turned femme
and lost his beard. And always Dionysus is the god of wine.

Leaving out lots of good stuff, that’s the Dionysus of myth. In varying
versions—only one of which, the Pentheus story Euripides and later René
Girard made so much of, involved human sacrifice, and only one of which,
the myth of Dionysus Zagreus that Nietzsche appropriated, has Christian
overtones of divine suffering and rebirth—the Dionysus of myth was the
god called upon in cult and celebrated in festival. Unfortunately, the cult of
Dionysus was even more secretive than most cults. Palmer’s man Daniélou
defeats this inconvenience by positing that Dionysus was an essentially un-
changed descendant of Shiva, whose jism-jetting erections are amply doc-
umented. But most settle for secondhand evidence by skeptical or hostile
sources scattered over a thousand-year period. Here’s Livy in Rome: “When
wine, lascivious discourse, night, and the intercourse of the sexes had extin-
guished every sentiment of modesty, then debaucheries of every kind began
to be practiced, as every person found at hand that sort of enjoyment to
which he was disposed by the passion predominant in his nature” Although
“the beating of cymbals and drums” is as musicological as Livy gets, Palmer
would go for that. Problem is, all Livy knew for sure when he wrote it in
186 BC was that he wanted the Roman senate to ban the god then called Bac-
chus, as it then did. There’s better info in that old muso Plato: “In a Bacchic
frenzy, and enthralled beyond what is right by pleasure, they mixed lamen-
tations with hymns and paeans with dithyrambs, imitated aulos songs with
their kithara songs, and put everything together with everything else, thus
unintentionally, through their stupidity, giving false witness against music,



alleging that music possesses no standard of correctness, but is most cor-
rectly judged by the pleasure of the person who enjoys it, whether he is a
better man or a worse.”

Turn Plato’s values upside down like they deserve and you have a presen-
timent of popular music. But “enthralled by pleasure” doesn’t mean much.
As with Livy, Plato’s facts are secondhand at best—thirdhand is likely. And
while like any good postmodern I shrink from blanket generalizations about
human behavior, I'd like to suggest a tentative one, which is that the guy
who didn't get invited to the party always believes the guy who did is hav-
ing a ball. Historian of religion Walter Burkert is part of an antisex wing
of Dionysus scholarship that includes Nietzsche. But Burkert has studied
ancient cult practices as scrupulously as anyone, and he finds it impossible
to “associate them with the concept of orgies” He also concludes that most
if not all of Dionysus’s initiates were women, usually women of means, and
that after “days and days of fasting, purifications, exhaustion, apprehension,
and excitement,” their big debauch was the chance to wolf down some roast
sacrifice. Yet Burkert does allow that for “a few special individuals” initiation
could provide “a veritable change of consciousness in ecstasy” to which wine
was essential, and adds that “certain kinds of music” opened up pathways
to the divine. He also quotes a Christian-era source: “This is the purpose of
Bacchic initiation, that the depressive anxiety of less educated people, pro-
duced by their state of life, or some misfortune, be cleared away through the
melodies and dances of the ritual in a joyful and playful way”

With their trances, seizures, and gore, these initiations are as close as
we're going to get to Palmer’s “ancient Dionysian revel” Yet cults weren’t the
ancient Dionysus’s main venue. Far more amenable to outside observation
were uncounted festivals in rural and urban places. These were more open-
ended and less fraught than initiations—more rock and roll. A festival that
jumbles rural Dionysia and what was called the Anthesteria climaxes Aris-
tophanes’s The Acharnians, and even correcting for the playwright’s comic
will and dirty mind, it smells like one of those orgies Burkert can't find as
Aristophanes’s farmer hero calls for “dancing-girls” to grab his “rejoicing
prick” We know a lot about the Anthesteria, the spring festival of new wine,
because we have a thousand of the illustrated 3.2-liter jugs from which the
watered wine was quaffed. These depict dance moves ranging from capers
and acrobatics to mimetic set pieces, often by satyrs or men in satyr cos-
tumes, and many varieties of music-making.

As even Livy knew, the true Dionysian instrument was the drum. Greece
was not a percussion culture compared to Egypt, where Osiris’s celebrants
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were far more polyrhythmic. But the tympanon, which generated a deep
thump from a single animal-skin side, always came out for Dionysus, as did
giant castanets called krotala. Symbolically, however, the double-reed aulos,
which used to be translated flute but had a bigger oboe sound, also ruled.
Charles Keil suspects that the Macedonian dauli music he describes in Bright
Balkan Morning, music he deems unrecordable due to its fluctuating over-
tones, descends from aulos-and-tympanon. The Anthesteria made room too
for the panpipe, and for Apollos ruling-class ax, the lyre. Then there was
song. Remember Plato? “They mixed lamentations with hymns and paeans
with dithyrambs”? Happy-sad speaks for itself, but you should know that
paeans were for Apollo, more dignified than Dionysus’s dithyrambs. In ab-
solute terms we have barely an inkling of how all this sounded—certainly
not the rhythms, tempos, or God knows scales. But most likely it was per-
ceived and received more like rock and roll in 1955 or rock in 1967 than
Wagner in 1872. And its social history is redolent.

Dionysus was a minor god in Homer’s time. Only after 700 Bc did his
fame start spreading, in festival at least as much as cult. This was a grassroots
movement—a grassroots movement of people who liked to party. Did it have
graver meanings? Perhaps something to do with how inadequately Apollo’s
paeans lightened mortality’s pall. Did it threaten the state? Made it nervous,
maybe. Was it explicitly “versus” Apollo? It seems the Germans made that
up. Did it offend bigshots and bigdomes? Plenty, but it also attracted some—
most people like to party, and Dionysian partying featured big jugs and wild
music. So naturally various Greek politicians proceeded to coopt it.

Shortly after 600, Cleisthenes of Sicyon cut into the authority of the
Dorian nobility by transferring a local choral festival from the Dorian hero
Adrastus to Dionysus. And by 500 or so, Dionysus and his dithyramb were
fixtures of Athenian life, because the midcentury tyrant Peisistratus, in an
end run around both the aristocracy and a potentially anarchic popular
force, had by then instituted the Great Dionysia, a rival to the aristocratically
controlled Pythian Games. In other words, Apollo versus Dionysus reduces
to a power struggle between hereditary rulers and the populist big men who
supplanted them. And before too long Dionysuss dithyramb, once what a
rakish classicist calls “a merry song sung by anybody who was feeling up in
the world (usually after a few jars),” came to be performed by an elaborate
chorus, complete with choreography as contained and “noble” as all official
dance in Greece. Pindar, the untranslatable poetic titan who was the last
great spokesman of the Greek aristocracy, was one of its masters.



Before too long, the dithyrambic chorus morphed into Greek tragedy,
judged the most sublime of art forms even by some Chuck Berry fans. You 25
can read whole books about tragedy and never guess that a third of it was
sung. Note, however, that tragic music was dominated by the aulos, which
like Dionysus himself came to be regarded as exotic, disreputable, low-
class—at best non-Greek in origin (which like Dionysus it wasn't) and for
Plato and lesser snobs as a carrier of cultural contagion. Tragedy enjoyed a
creative life of barely a century, but the classics continued to be performed
along with the New Comedy that succeeded it. Actors toured and profes-
sionalized, and so did musicians—there were virtuoso auletes, kitharodes
who wowed the crowd with runs on the concert lyre. They formed guilds
that lasted for centuries. The first harbinger of the American Federation of
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Musicians translates as the Commonalty of the Artists Concerned With
Dionysus. Perfect.

Mere musicians—professionals. Over a longer timespan, this is Palmer’s
story, an exotic music of freeing frenzy brought to heel by rationalizing ex-
ploiters, only “the younger generation’s best and brightest” don’t do their
part. So rather than an avant-primitivist continuum we have the kind of
decadence decried by, of all people, rock criticism’s most distinguished clas-
sicist: Nick Tosches, a major Pindar and minor Doors fan who believes rock
was formally exhausted by the late ’60s. But before we get too disillusioned,
let'’s remember that in the bargain we get tragedy, which for all its over-
rated sublimity is some kind of recompense. And remember too that the
Dionysian reality that got rationalized was rarely if ever as ecstatic as that
postulated by Palmer or Nietzsche. Wine festivals probably didn’t occasion
as many rejoicing pricks as jealous playwrights and censorious legislators
believed; the Dionysus who embraces death in affirmation of the collective
life-force is a Nietzschean figment; the maenads who tear Pentheus limb
from limb in The Bacchae are a Euripidean device. Nor need we regret this
loss. One of the hundred reasons I wish Robert Palmer was still alive is so
I could ask him how he felt when Alain Daniélou, the most extreme con-
temporary Dionysian of any standing, argued that the caste system is a natural
way of life and a small price to pay for Shiva, whose maxims include: “Women
are light-minded. They are the source of all trouble. Men who seek liberation
must avoid attaching themselves to women?”

Probably hed shrug in bemused dismay. For certain rock and rollers, the
program will always be liberation through ecstasy, and all the rest of us can
do is thank them for creating temporary autonomous zones and hope they
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don't die before they get old. Early in The Bacchae, before Dionysus starts
illing, the Asian chorus sings his praises. I don’t know the tune, but the lyrics
are choice:

These blessings he gave:
laughter to the flute

and the loosing of cares

when the shining wine is spilled

And later:

The deity, the son of Zeus

in feast, in festival, delights.

He loves the goddess Peace
generous of good,

preserver of the young.

To rich and poor he gives

the simple gift of wine,

the gladness of the grape.

But him who scoffs he hates,

and him who mocks his life,

the happiness of those

for whom the day is blessed

but doubly blessed the night;
whose simple wisdom shuns the thoughts
of proud, uncommon men and all
their god-encroaching dreams.
But what the common people do,
the things that simple men believe,
I too believe and do.

EMP Pop Conference, 2003



B.E.

A Dozen Moments in the Prehistory of Rock and Roll

1227: Moon-June-Spoon Meets Death-Metal

Simply by inventing (or—here we go—cribbing from the Moors, who were
writing love poetry well before they were expelled from their Provence
stronghold in 973) not love but lamour, love as a concept, the troubadours
of Provence laid one of the foundations of rock and roll, which whatever
its socially significant pretensions has always had a thing for male-and-female.
They were neither effete aesthetes—this was a rough world where all men were
warriors and rape was one of the commonplaces the myth of courtly love
glossed over—nor the lute-strumming adventurers you dimly imagine. The
itinerant singer-songwriters of the Middle Ages were called jongleurs—
all-round entertainers whose etymology honors another of their skills,
juggling. Jongleurs played marketplaces, fairs, the hostelries that catered to
pilgrims and such, and, when they could get in, castles. Troubadours lived
in castles—court poets in an era when “lyric” poetry was still sung to musi-
cal accompaniment, they were the highbrows of the secular world, upwardly
mobile if not nobility themselves. Considered blasphemous by the religio-
political powers that were, troubadours pretty much ended with the
Albigensian crusade of the thirteenth century. So as our symbolic rock and
roller we'll select Guilhem Figueira, an embattled hero of the movement’s
decline who “was not the man to frequent barons and respectable folk, but
he was much at home with ribalds, whores, and tavern-haunters”—or so
says his vida, an unauthorized bio that was as accurate as a press release. Is
“In the fires of hell, Rome, you've chosen to dwell” close enough to Slayer

for you?
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1623: The Discovery of Natural Rhythm

“There is without doubt, no people on the earth more naturally affected
to the sound of musicke than these people; which the principall persons
do hold as an ornament of their state, so as when wee come to see them,
their musicke will seldome be wanting,” claimed Captain Richard Jobson,
describing a visit he made to Gambia starting in 1620, the year after a Dutch
man-of-war sold North America’s first black slaves to British colonists in
Jamestown. Africas music had varied and evolved in uncounted strains
and permutations for thousands of years, but this first published account
in English is a benchmark, for what is rock and roll but African music as
understood and controlled by white people? The intensity of African vocal
technique, loud and harsh and keening by European standards, was fre-
quently noted in the numerous reports to come, as was the “multitude of
drums in various sizes” Less remarked were the underlying melodic simi-
larities between African song and Scotch-Irish folk music, which would help
Brits get into this exotic stuff. Soon Africans who could play an instrument
fetched premium prices on the open market. By 1676, the governor of Cape
Town owned his own slave orchestra.

1815: Sex and Beer and One-Two-Three

The Viennese were dancing fools—during the city’s three-day pre-Lenten
Fasching celebration of 1832, when its population was 400,000, 772 balls
attracted 200,000 citizens. After all, this was their heritage. Vienna had
produced what remains the greatest revolution in the history of social
dancing—the waltz. Just like most of the court dances invented since the
fifteenth century, the waltz was bred from peasant stock. But unlike any
court dance, it required couples to embrace each other, and once they went
that far, a lot of them went further. Already invading France and England
by 1790, danced in seized monasteries by sans-culotte revolutionaries, the
waltz was a scandal well before the European powers divvied up Napo-
leon’s empire at the 1815 Congress of Vienna, where the Prince de Ligne
went down in history by quipping: “Le Congrés ne marche pas—il danse”
But after the Congress it became a full-fledged vogue. Once the assem-
bled dignitaries had brought their good times home, both social dancing
and popular music were permanently linked to a more carnal vision of

courtship.



1843: Straight Out de Land ob Cotton

Musical miscegenation is an old story in America, where shocked reports of
white teenagers dancing to black fiddlers go back to the 1690s. But though
black musicians were common enough in a certain class of bar, even the free-
men among them remained strictly local celebrities. Traveling white perform-
ers, on the other hand, found that to “imitate” blacks on stage guaranteed
yucks. By 1832, when Thomas Dartmouth “Daddy” Rice went nationwide
with “Jim Crow;” a song-and-dance routine he claimed to have stolen from a
crippled black stablehand, burnt cork was a staple of American showbiz. But
it was not until 1843 that four musicians dubbing themselves the Virginia
Minstrels formalized blackface into a full evening’s diversion—minstrelsy.
Playing banjo, tambourine, “bones” (castanets), and fiddle—the specialty of
leader and chief composer Dan Emmett, whose “Dixie” was later appropri-
ated as the unofficial Confederate national anthem—the Virginia Minstrels
and their many imitators probably sounded something like the earliest re-
corded “hillbilly” music of the 1920s, only longer soon enough on sentimen-
tal ballads and parlor polish. Rendered more genteel by the addition of small
pit bands and more businesslike by a burgeoning songwriting industry, the
minstrel show was America’s dominant popular entertainment for most of
the nineteenth century. Though eventually many actual African-Americans
got into the act, it remains a pungent reminder that black people and what
white people make of them are two very different things.

1849: From Jim Crow to Tin Pan Alley

Stephen Collins Foster became the toast of his middle-class Pittsburgh neigh-
borhood by performing “Jim Crow” and “Zip Coon” in amateur theatricals
in 1835, when he was nine. The extent of his exposure to African-American
culture is debatable, but minstrelsy he knew. A typical quasibohemian
dreamer, he wasn't rebellious enough to turn minstrel himself. But as his
tunes began to bring in some money, he saw a way out of his bookkeeping
job. In 1849 he persuaded Firth, Pond & Co., a major New York music firm
whose interests went far beyond minstrelsy, to pay him royalties at a time
when songs were invariably sold outright for sums that didn't support the
performers, conductors, music teachers, and dilettantes who wrote them.
Thus he became Americass first fulltime professional songwriter, and also the
first master of its polyglot musical heritage—Irish ballads and Italian opera
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as well as African tinge. Foster was never altogether comfortable with his so-
called Ethiopian songs (“Swanee River;” “Camptown Races,” “My Old Kentucky
Home”), and after he moved to New York in 1853 he concentrated on parlor
ballads—since they were more artistic, he figured theyd have a longer shelf life.
But only “Jeanie with the Light Brown Hair” and “Old Dog Tray” were major
successes, and before long the spendthrift songsmith was reduced to writing
songs for hire like a common hack. As a nonperforming composer, Foster
presaged the Tin Pan Alley rock and roll overthrew. He also presaged almost
everything else in American pop. He died a Bowery alcoholic at thirty-seven.

1890: Dawn of the Indies

The phonograph that Thomas Edison invented in 1877 was conceived as
a dictaphone and didn't work very well. Only after others developed the
floating stylus and covered the cylinder Edison recorded on with wax in-
stead of tinfoil did he merchandise his machine, with his chief target the
U.S. Congress, where he believed it would soon render secretaries obsolete.
Fortunately, the fate of the phonograph was in the hands of Edison’s thirty
regional franchisees, all of whom would have lost their shirts pursuing what
Edison pumped as “the legitimate side of their business” And somewhere
out there somebody came up with a money-making bastard—a coin-in-the-
slot protojukebox into which rubes, children, and men about town would
insert a nickel to hear tunes by Foster and John Philip Sousa. So before there
was really a record business, freelance entrepreneurs with their ears in the
air had given the record business a shot in the arm, which is also the story
of rock and roll. And let us not forget another independent, rival inventor-
entrepreneur Emile Berliner, who in 1887 patented a gramophone that re-
corded on discs instead of cylinders, an idea whose time soon came. Berliner
always knew he was in the home entertainment business, and record collec-
tors owe him their gratitude. Just exactly how would you store five hundred
long-playing cylinders in a studio apartment?

1913: Sex and Champagne and Four-Four Animals
Vernon Castle was an English comedian with an engineering degree, Irene

Foote the daughter of a physician and the granddaughter of P. T. Barnum’s
press agent. They married in 1911 and in 1912 lucked into a job dancing at



a fashionable Paris cabaret. By this time, the turkey trot, the grizzly bear,
the bunny hug, and other barroom-cum-barnyard terpsichore had made
inroads in high society, and though the Castles” versions of these “nigger
dances,” to borrow a phrase Irene was tossing about several years later, were
“considerably toned down,” they created a sensation. Soon they were back
in New York making up steps, first and most prominently the Castle walk,
in collaboration with black composer Ford Dabney and black composer-
conductor James Reese Europe. It was the waltz all over again—Western
civilization going dance-mad from the top. As less stringent standards of
decorum replaced the previously prescribed six-inch distance between part-
ners, a barrier was breached. Song publishers were convinced that hits had
to have a good beat, and though many a tearjerker broke the rule, the parlor
ballad was finally on its way out.

1925: This Is Lou-Iss, Dolly

Well before abolition, the French-Spanish port city of New Orleans spawned
a unique music colored by the African dances of Congo Square, and eventu-
ally the city’s nonstop party generated the greatest musician of the twentieth
century. But like Muddy Waters and his Delta progeny two decades later,
he didn’t make his mark until after he took the train up to Chicago. Louis
Armstrong invented or at least standardized the improvised solo. His grav-
elly, sardonic vocal excursions cut singing loose from cornball beauty and
bullshit text; his high-handed fun with pop trash prefigured postmodernist
recontextualization. And though he’s more closely associated with the sub-
categories “jazz” and “pop,” rock would be unimaginable without solos or
gravel or high-handed popwise fun. The year I've chosen is when he started
recording as a leader, but you might want to check out the Lonnie Johnson
guitar solo on 1927’s “I'm Not Rough”—sounds for all the world like r&b fix-
ing to cross over. You could also give a listen to his “Saints” Or “Hello Dolly”

1938: Les Paul Takes Lunch

As long ago as 2000 BC, when Babylonian lute players were depicted as
shepherds rather than priests, the guitar was conceived as a people’s in-
strument. Its seventeenth-century vogue was associated with dance music,
its nineteenth-century vogue with romantic melody. In America, the first
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electric model was developed in the ’20s by country guitarist Lloyd Loar,
who couldn't sell it. By 1931 Rickenbacker was manufacturing an electrified
Hawaiian version, followed quickly by a so-called Spanish guitar, which in-
troduced the electromagnetic pickup. T-Bone Walker is generally credited
with introducing such a guitar to blues. The first known recording is “Good
Morning Blues,” cut in 1938 by Count Basie sideman Eddie Durham, and
it was Durham fan Charlie Christian who turned the electric guitar into
a phenomenon after he joined Benny Goodman in 1939. But all of these
retained the lute’s acoustic resonator—its hollow body. Lifelong tinkerer Les
Paul had another idea. Sometime around 1938 he fitted a railroad tie with
steel strings and a pickup: “You could go out to eat and come back and the
note would still be sounding. It didn’t sound like a banjo or a mandolin, but
like a guitar, an electric guitar. That was the sound I was after” It took an-
other decade for Leo Fender to start manufacture, and soon the solid-body
electric came to dominate pop, bestowing on a single barely trained player
the aural power of a symphony orchestra. Les Paul went on to invent mul-
titrack recording.

1940: Enter the Barbarians

Ascap—the American Society of Composers, Authors and Publishers—was
Tin Pan Alley’s guild, collecting licensing fees from all manner of musical
venues and promoters. It constructed favorable deals for the most powerful
Broadway and Hollywood firms, treating more folkish genres with some-
thing closely akin to contempt. And though initially it resisted radio, by
1939 it earned two-thirds of its income there and was sure it could up its
rates. After all, where else were broadcasters going to get the music theyd
created an addiction to? But radio elected to stand and fight, chartering
BMI—Broadcast Music, Inc.—to license all the songwriters Ascap short-
changed. At first BMI concentrated on rearranging uncopyrighted songs,
Foster’s among them, but by the end of 1940 it had corraled the catalogues
of disgruntled Tin Pan Alley oldtimer Edward B. Marks and ace talent scout
Ralph Peer. Peer was credited with coining the terms “race” and “hillbilly”
music for what we now call blues and country, and was the first to record
both Jimmie Rodgers and the Carter Family. His Peer International not only
controlled many country and blues copyrights, but had invested heavily
in Latin American music, as had Marks. So when on January 1, 1941, the
broadcasters let their AScAP contract expire, radio was positioned to boost



a bunch of hicks, greasers, and Negroes, many of whom couldn't even read
music—and who were about to destroy the pop power brokers’ monopoly

forever.

1941: Afternoon of the Indies

Like Edison’s phonograph, radio was first conceived as a business tool—a
talking telegraph. But even in the early ham days, when would-be broadcast-
ers would first distribute crystal sets to their neighbors, some had more po-
etic ideas—a San Jose buft was airing live and recorded music as early as 1909.
By 1926, when there were already Tin Pan Alley songsmiths who limited
their melodies to the five notes early receivers could handle, David Sarnoff,
whod first proposed a “radio music box” in 1916, had assembled the NBC net-
work. Much of radio’s allure, however, lay in the access it afforded to swank
(and costly) metropolitan entertainment as it happened—stars live in your
living room, big bands playing big hotels. Only in 1941, when the federal
government—which back in 1922 had allotted the choicest frequencies to op-
erators who promised not to broadcast records—moved to break the power
of the networks, was the stage set for the small local stations whose need for
cheap programming would soon transform disc jockeys into tastemaking local
celebrities. And in those days, local celebrities played local music—including
all the insurgent folk-pop Bm1 had had the luck or vision to exploit.

1947: Fix It in the Mix

Bing Crosby was no Armstrong or Sinatra, but again and again he had the
right idea at the right time. In addition to linking up John McCormack and
Al Jolson with the informal phrasing of the jazz artists he idolized, he had
an equally inspired instinct for the gadget. Singers “crooned” throughout
the ’20s, and megaphone-toting Rudy Vallee was the first pop heartthrob.
But it was Crosby who mastered vocal amplification by developing a style
appropriate to the microphones that defined radio and recording studios—
who learned to create an illusion of conversational intimacy by pretending
that the mike just happened to be there when he lifted his baritone in song.
Soon the floodgates were opened to a host of singers who hadn’t gone through
the painful rituals whereby a few lucky, hard-working individuals train their
freakishly exceptional “beautiful” voices to carry in a concert hall. And

7704 ANV XO0d 40 AYOLSIHIYd IHL NI SLNIWNOWN



HISTORY IN THE MAKING

eventually the Groaner hit upon an even more democratic technological
angle. Frustrated by the sound quality of his half-improvised radio shows,
which had to be patched together from 78-rpm master discs so they could be
scheduled through four time zones, he became the first entertainer—unless
Adolf Hitler counts—to exploit the fidelity and editability of the magnetic
tape an enterprising Army officer had purloined from the Nazis. Musical
“authenticity” would never be the same. Crosby scored well over three hundred
hits even though he didn't give a paid concert between 1933 and 1976. But
the rock and roll that couldn’t have happened without him did him in—after
1955, his pop play was limited primarily to “White Christmas.

Details, 1992

Let’s Get Busy
in Hawaiian

A Hundred Years of Ragged Beats and Cheap Tunes

The decade is a dandy organizing device—a convenient construct. General-
ize a little? Why sure. The most important thing to happen to pop in the
’90s was a tenfold increase in the amount of music recorded. That’s the fac-
toid bandied about, anyway—I've never seen the documentation. Even if the
truth is half as much, it would add up to more hours of music than there are
in a year, a symbolic threshold. No one can hear it all, folks. It’s out of our
control. Good. Daunting, overwhelming—but good.

The millennium, on the other hand, is a chimera—an inconceivable vast-
ness for anyone who isn't a professional historian and almost anyone who is.
No wonder the idea produces false prophets and religious manias. We know
quite a bit about things that will pass for popular music in the 1100s, when
troubadours roamed Provence, and the 1600s, when Europeans discovered
African rhythm. But to wrap this info into a thousand-year package would
be a waste of time.



In between these two accidents of the decimal system falls the century,
which if it happens to be the twentieth means something in pop. This is
due to the technological action that closed the nineteenth, especially the
development of the phonograph. Charts going back to 1890 have been de-
vised, but musical sound recordings really do more or less begin with the
century. In Evan Eisenberg’s conceit, records turn music into a thing. Of
course it’s also living process—often a crucially unique process. Of course
it will and must continue to be created in the heat of the moment by and
among musicians interacting with an audience; of course (although not so
unequivocally) it will and must reflect local cultures. But now and forever
music will be storable, portable, reproducible. And for those reasons it will
be pervasive—in all industrialized places and many that aren’t, an assumed
fact of the aural environment.

Anyone can produce music—you just sing. Consuming it didn't come
s0 easy; except at special sites like markets or churches, the consumption of
music was for the privileged through most of history. But as the world ur-
banized, performance venues proliferated. By 1845, the minstrel circuit was
organizing the young male audience that has been with pop ever since; in
post-Commune France, the café-chantant drew a more self-consciously aes-
thetic crowd to its music hall-cabaret; and from the refined English assem-
bly rooms to the low-life hot spots of New YorKs Tenderloin, public dance
spaces were a fact of courtship before 1900. Songwriting for these venues
was professionalized, following neither the folk pattern, in which songs were
created by local celebrities who had other jobs, nor the classical one, in
which composers scribbled for the aristocracy or church. As Charles Hamm
emphasizes in Yesterdays: Popular Song in America, these new professionals
often took it to the stage as well—they made their livings as performers. By
1850 sheet music was the stock in trade of publishers who targeted a genteel
emerging market—namely, owners of pianos, the great status symbols of
the emerging petit bourgeoisie.

Recordings didn’t simply overrun all this music for the people; not until
after World War II could they even be said to dominate it. But along with
radio they greatly intensified its dissemination. Internationally, records are
everything. The Americanization of world pop isn’t simply an imposition of
capitalism or the inevitable outgrowth of our irresistible Euro-Afro meld—
without records, our cultural imperialism would have been far less mono-
lithic. And here at the source they’ve always been learning tools for listeners
and musicians both. To repeat: live performances and one-on-one interac-
tions are crucial—as in the epochal blues culture of Clarksdale, Mississippi
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(Charley Patton, Son House, Robert Johnson, Howlin® Wolf, and more) or
the Benny Goodman-Eddie Condon generation of young white jazz players
that emerged in Chicago at the same time, shortly after Louis Armstrong
followed King Oliver up from New Orleans. But even at this point we have
pathfinders like Bix Beiderbecke and Bing Crosby studying records in the
boonies. And although Billie Holiday used to attend dances just to listen to
the band, it was a Victrola in a whorehouse sitting room that introduced her
to Bessie and Louis.

As the century began, operetta and minstrelsy had already spawned the
powerful promotional medium of musical comedy, with the very Ameri-
can George M. Cohan and the very European Victor Herbert pioneering
beneficiaries, and the very Jewish, very American Irving Berlin just around
the corner. Demographically, Broadway’s melting pot was white—African-
Americans were present there primarily in the all too symbolic form of
blackface. But as an artistic force if not people getting paid they were at
the heart of what was called ragtime. Ragtime wasn’t just the elegant piano
style it’s reduced to today. It was an addictive compulsion to syncopate the
beat—to “rag” it, make it ragged—that was felt throughout pop, Broadway
included. This rhythmic foregrounding had its counterpart in the sexuali-
zation of social dancing—black-derived “animal dances,” a tango craze, and
the canny commodifications of world-class society hustlers Vernon and
Irene Castle.

It says something about the secondary importance of recordings before
World War I that composers like Cohan and Berlin remain legendary while
the era’s hit artists—uptempo ballad specialist Billy Murray, barbershop har-
monizers the Peerless Quartet, blackface singer-comedian Arthur Collins—
are forgotten. Crucially, it was only in the 20s that record companies thought
to single out the “race” and “hillbilly” markets. Besides providing access to
America’s most original musicians, most of whom were Negroes, this devel-
opment belatedly recognized pop’s rural strain, which in a drama of modern-
ization and accommodation with worldwide parallels has been infiltrating
our urban-suburban culture ever since. Combine a booming economy, an
impatience with the morality of repression, some youth culture, and a few
dollops of postwar alienation and it was the perfect time for blues and jazz
to come into their own.

It cannot be reiterated too often that “rural” doesn’t get us to the naive,
untutored, not-for-profit “folk” The rural music that got recorded had a



commercial purpose, and its creators were knowledgeable and shrewd. Old-
timey icon Uncle Dave Macon, for instance, went into music profession-
ally after his transport business failed and learned many of his songs at the
Nashville hotel his family owned. And the blues—well. The blues are a lot
more certainly twentieth-century than, for instance, jazz. There were plenty
of black marching bands and songsters after the Civil War, but nothing like a
bluesman existed before around 1890. Primitive though the twelve-bar form
may appear, it was brand new, and the individualism of the blues within that
form’s stretched and reimagined constraints constituted an existential leap
for the unreconstructed black people who played them. That individualism
is intrinsic to the blues’s enduring attraction. But just as intrinsic, Peter van
der Merwe argues in his fascinating Origins of the Popular Style, has been
the blues’s appetite for melody—not rhythm, as is always said and also true,
but melody, melody that encourages variation and hence both individual
expression and the generation of “tune families,” which van der Merwe be-
lieves often suggest a common ancient origin for African and Celtic music.
Blues and country are still cordoned oft commercially in the ’20s. Sus-
tained by rubes without money, they’ll make their move twenty years later.
But “race music” also signified “jazz,” which as a loosely defined genre soon
lent its deracinated name to the “age,” and closely coexisted with a Tin Pan
Alley then starting to peak with the harmonically ambitious pantheon com-
posers of so-called classic American popular song. Since even today it’s com-
monplace for literate ignoramuses to claim a monopoly on artistic worth for
the Berlin-Gershwin-Porter-Rodgers axis, there’s a temptation to ac-cent-
chu-ate the negative about musical comedy song, as do van der Merwe and
Hamm. But from “Always” to “Body and Soul” to “Hello Dolly” to “Send in
the Clowns” (would you believe maybe “Don’t Cry for Me, Argentina’?), it
stands as a titanic cultural achievement by hundreds of composers and lyri-
cists whose great songs number in the thousands. And however overrated
the legerdemain of their chord structures, these structures were a precondi-
tion of bebop, which render them a precondition of all postwar jazz.
Defying sociological determinism as riders of formal upsurges so often
do, Berlin-Gershwin-Porter-Rodgers-etc. just kept on writing songs and
shows during the Great Depression. The Jazz Age, on the other hand, took
anosedive, and the record business very nearly died. By 1935, however, jazz
had staged a comeback and pulled the biz back up with it, with Benny Good-
man, a student of black dance bands who hired Fletcher Henderson to do
his arrangements, leading the charge. The swing era quickly morphed into
the big-band era and was essentially over by 1940, but it occasioned a con-
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noisseurship barely approached in previous pop. This was the first time black
singers and players attracted anything like a mass audience, and the only
time in America that a predominantly instrumental music did, although fans
of rock improvisers from Jimi Hendrix to Sonic Youth come close enough.
As assiduously elaborated by and for an in group, swing was a subcultural
dance music that presaged disco, funk, and techno. It was the first pop to
inspire serious critical dialogue. Its hipper admirers evolved into the jazz
aesthetes who assure the real if parlous viability of jazz as both avant-garde
and institutionalized art music. It was only a moment, but a tremendously
pregnant one.

The swift demise of swing, in which formerly peripheral singers became
bigger stars than Goodman or Miller, is blamed on many things, includ-
ing the musicians union and the decimation of the male youth audience by
World War II, but in retrospect it was inevitable. Swing was too hard. Pop
connoisseurs habitually insist on the agency, expressiveness, originality, aes-
thetic acuity, and progressive political thrust of the music we treasure, and
we should. But chugging alongside all the effort and invention we honor has
been crap we really could do without. More should be made of the suppos-
edly bad things pop also is, and of the right of its audience to revel in them
until such time as leisure is wrested from ordinary people by implacable
capital or an angry God. To name names, pop is easy and it is escapist, often
at its best and almost invariably at its least momentous. There’s nothing so
mysterious about cheap tunes. People love them because they’re a stroll in
the park—scenic, diverting, even surprising, without ever tempting anyone
to get lost on the way home. The Castles are credited with dispatching the
parlor ballad by pushing songs with a beat, but all they really did was to
speed it up alittle. Sentimental slow ones never go away, and sometimes they
take over, especially after virtuosic energy has one of its runs; we should be
thankful that their "40s comeback gave us Frank Sinatra and, less directly,
Ella Fitzgerald and Nat King Cole.

By 1940, music was everywhere and runaway variety was pops most salient
and democratic virtue. Encouraged by a radio smitten with the economies
of canned music as it maneuvered through publishing feuds too sordid to go
into, the record industry once again marketed the rural musics of the "20s—
as “country and western,” which had never fully disappeared, and “rhythm and
blues,” an easy, escapist, exclusively African-American alternative to big-
band dance music that instead of emulating the machine via arrangement



exploited it via amplification. Jazzy Western swing and jump blues notwith-
standing, country and r&b mined folkish sounds. In country, a constructed
traditionalism—Bill Monroe inventing bluegrass in a cowboy hat, say—did
battle with sinful honky tonk impulses; r&b swallowed every blues trick to
hit the big city and was secularizing gospel’s vocal calisthenics and ecstatic
beats before soul knew its name. True, Nashville became Tin Pan Alley soon
enough. But if Hamm is right to believe that pop belongs to the performer,
not the composer, then the triumph of the twin roots genres was a fulfill-
ment of history rather than the betrayal of civilized standards fogeys have
whined about ever since.

Enter rock and roll, which has now prevailed in its many guises for nearly
half a century. The standard oversimplification, which declares rock the bas-
tard child of blues and country, ignores the pop savvy of its overseers and
exaggerates the whiteness of its roots, but does serve to emphasize its proud
dependence on the modal melodies and small-group dynamics that drove
country and r&b. In addition to these essential attractions, rock privileged
three elements that had been knocking on pop’s door since 1900: youth,
race, and rhythm. Pop music had always been youth music, never more than
in the ’30s, but ’s0s teendom—enjoying an explosion of spending cash as it
resisted a resurgent nuclear-family ideology out of step with too many other
realities—was far more sure of itself than earlier youth cultures. And though
American music has always been crossbred and American culture has never
stopped being racist, the integration of pop in the ’50s was far more drastic
than anything suggested by the Mills Brothers on the hit parade. Of course
whites maintained economic control and configured dozens of rock subgenres
to their preferences and expectations—often to excellent effect, too. It’s even
conceivable that all of rocK’s radical racial metaphors were epiphenomena of
the civil rights struggle. But it’s crude reductionism to charge, for instance,
that hip-hop’s pop reach is blackface all over again. African-American musi-
cians exert a status and power denied them fifty years ago.

To prove it, there’s rhythm. Since minstrelsy at the latest, the basic story
of American and then world popular music had been cheap tunes getting
their beats ragged. But the tunes, arguably part African themselves, re-
mained paramount. With rock the balance shifted—Elvis and Chuck Berry,
who had nothing on Jerry Lee Lewis and Bo Diddley, stressed and isolated
the beat as even Count Basie’s riff-heavy rhythm kings had not. And it was
only ten years after Elvis that James Brown upped the ante with “Papa’s Got
a Brand New Bag,” which established polyrhythm as the nexus of pop musi-
cality and jump-started a funk that motorvated not just George Clinton but
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Stevie Wonder, Miles Davis, Prince, disco, a rainbow of Latin tinges, and the
entire techno movement, not to mention the hip-hop fad. Still moving on up
after two decades, that fad—a model of international phonographic cross-
fertilization, with roots in the Caribbean as well as the South Bronx—has
kicked as much ass as rock and roll itself. Before it’s over, in some century or
other, it threatens to stick unmitigated beatmastery and electronic sonics in
the privileged place where melody and harmony have reigned since Bach.

Yet although African rhythm clearly deserves pride of place, rock and roll has
been so much more. You don't find folk in the country because folk is an urban
idea about the primitive—an idea that’s been sneaking around with the vul-
garities of rock and roll since before James Brown found his bag. It’s folkies,
whether they call themselves that or not, who are forever revitalizing outmoded
musical resources they discover on old records. And bigger than that, folkies
turn out to care a lot about words. Bob Dylan sold out faster than swing, and
trailing behind him came a multitude of troubadours manque who turned out
their own thousands of great songs—sometimes with bridges and changes at-
tached, sometimes strophic versifying, sometimes three-chord rants, laments,
or anthems. The urbane wit and commonplace succinctness prized by classic
pop never died out, but rock’s vernacular was more all-embracing—slangy or
raunchy or obscene, earnest or enraged, confessional or hortatory, poetic or
dissociative or obscure or totally meaningless. Some lyricist is recombining a
personalized selection of these qualities as you read this sentence.

Where in classic pop the piano signified respectability and sold sheet
music, in rock the guitar signified revolt and sold records. And where in
classic pop Europe pursued pale imitations of American models alongside
its own song traditions, in rock it was Brits who grasped the possibilities.
Not only did the Beatles et al. show American folkies a way out of their own
gentility, they took for granted the music’s countercultural thrust, which
was self-evident on a continent that envied and disdained Yanks more than
ever. From the day they hit Hamburg, the Beatles were destined to redefine
youth culture as bohemian. Nothing is ever that one-dimensional, as waves
of prefab teenpop and sclerotic balladry have been proving ever since. But
consider for a moment the iconography and aesthetic pretensions of that
lowbrow epitome, metal. Consider the reckless hedonism, the monastic
immersion in virtuosity, the long hair, the antisocial stomp, the us-against-
them rhetoric. This is something unprecedented, and like hip-hop it shows
no signs of going away.



The Beatles’ native counterculture is long gone, of course, and with it,
many old hippies would claim, rock’s glory days. This smug lie was already
taking shape twenty-five years ago, when it helped trigger the supposedly
nihilistic but in fact stubbornly life-affirming love-hate of punk. Embrac-
ing marginality in a vacuum of imposed scarcity rather than the security
of a boom, punk was the starting point for the revolving-door rock sub-
culture called sometimes indie, sometimes alternative, sometimes late for
chow. This subculture is the most articulate locus of a connoisseurship that
is now a condition of pop life—although pop audiences have always been
more discerning than professional discerners give them credit for, the self-
conscious artiness and multimedia overkill surrounding genres both sub-
terranean and nationwide informs shades of aesthetic discrimination it’s
reasonable to regard as a bit much. Alt’s fling with the marketplace now
officially flung, it endures much palaver about its own glory days, but shows
no signs of going away either—the mean age of Sonic Youth is forty-two.
As long as young people contradistinguish themselves from society and/or
their elders by gathering in bars—or now also, to who knows what effect
on the “local;” on the Internet—it’s a safe bet that there’ll be music in the
vicinity.

Pure populists will grouse that the musics of this subculture—these sub-
cultures, really: some trad and some avant, some guitar and some synth, some
shoegazing and some internationalist, some white and some multiculti and
some black-identified and some black, some gay and some het and many
feminist, some tethered to their record collections and some eager slaves of
the disco round, with all combinations and possibilities left unmentioned
also valid—are barely pop at all. And cultists who can be distracted from
their Discmen may well agree. But they can’t escape their debt to pop’s his-
tory and assumptions. They are all children of the ragged beat, all acolytes of
the easy and escapist no matter how abstract they get about it. It’s pop at its
massest that permeates—not even top-whatever radio pap, but advertising
jingles and soundtracks and the Microsoft fanfare and the stuff they make
you listen to on hold. Nonetheless, what’s propelled pop out of anyone’s con-
trol is the heedless productivity of listeners turned musicmakers, of count-
less individuals, coteries, and congregations putting sounds in the air and on
tape. We're often told that this has been the most horrific of centuries, and
in some respects that’s undeniable—technology and capital are inhumane by
definition. But it’s not as if there haven't been paybacks—or that many aren’t
happy to settle for the quid pro quo. Fact is, all this music has transformed
culture and even bent power relations. And one reason it’s succeeded is that
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that’s not what it’s for. It's not a way of changing the world, but of living in the
world—sometimes by getting away from the world.

So let’s do it. Let’s get this party started quickly. Let’s get physical. Let’s get
it on. Let’s get together. Let’s stick together. Let’s work together. Let’s dress up
like cops, think of what we could do. Let’s talk dirty in Hawaiian. Let’s do the
Freddie. Let’s call the whole thing off. Let’s go get stoned. Let’s get lost. Let’s
take the long way home. Let’s take a walk around the block. Let’s have another
cup of coffee. Let’s have a tiddley at the milk bar. Let’s put out the lights and
go to sleep. Let’s live for today. Let’s fall in love. Let’s spend the night to-
gether. Let’s wait awhile. Let’s do it again. Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go everybody.
Let’s all sing like the birdies sing. Let’s face the music and dance.

Village Voice, 2000

Rock Lyrics Are
Poetry (Maybe)

I want to say right now that none of the categories 'm going to be using
are worth much. All but a few artists resist categories; the good ones usu-
ally confound them altogether. So a term like “rock” is impossibly vague;
it denotes, if anything, something historical rather than aesthetic. “Mass
art” and “kitsch” are pretty vague as well. Say that mass art is intended only
to divert, entertain, pacify—Mantovani, Jacqueline Susann, Muscle Beach
Party. Kitsch is a more snobbish concept, and a more sophisticated product.
It usually has the look of slightly out-of-date avant-garde in order to give its
audience the illusion of aesthetic pleasure, whatever that is. An important
distinction, I think, is that many of the craftsmen who make kitsch believe
thoroughly in what they are doing. That may be true of the creators of mass
art, too, but their attitude is more businesslike—they don’t worry about “art,”
only commercial appeal.

The songwriter who sounds most like a poet is Bob Dylan. Dylan is such
an idiosyncratic genius that it is perilous to imitate him—his faults, at worst
annoying and at best invigorating, ruin lesser talents. But imitation is ir-



resistible. Who can withstand Little Sandy Review’s Paul Nelson, who calls
Dylan “the man who in every sense revolutionized modern poetry, Ameri-
can folk music, popular music, and the whole of modern-day thought”? Or

The Village Voice’s Jack Newfield wandering on about “symbolic alienation . . .

new plateaus for poetic, content-conscious songwriters . . . put poetry back
into song . .. reworks T. S. Eliot’s classic line,” while serving up tidbits from
Dylan’s corpus, some of which don’t look so tasty on a paper plate? However
inoffensive “The ghost of electricity howls in the bones of her face” sounds
on vinyl, it is silly without the music. Poems are read or said. Songs are sung.

“My Back Pages” is a bad poem. But it is a good song, supported by
a memorable refrain. The music softens our demands, the importance of
what is being said somehow overbalances the flaws, and Dylan’s delivery—he
sounds as if he’s singing a hymn at a funeral—adds a portentous edge not
present in the words alone. Because it is a good song, “My Back Pages” can
be performed in other ways. The Byrds’ version depends on intricate, up-
tempo music that pushes the words into the background. However much they
mean to Jim McGuinn, the lyrics—except for that refrain—could be gibber-
ish and the song would still succeed. Repeat: Dylan is a songwriter, not a
poet. A few of his most perfect efforts—“Don’t Think Twice,” or “Just Like a
Woman”—are tight enough to survive on the page. But they are exceptions.

Such a rash judgment assumes that modern poets know what they’re
doing. It respects the tradition that runs from Ezra Pound and William Car-
los Williams down to Charles Olson, Robert Creeley, and perhaps a dozen
others, the tradition that regards Allen Ginsberg as a good poet, perhaps,
but a wildman. Dylan’s work, with its iambics, its clackety-clack rhymes and
scattergun images, makes Ginsberg’s look like a model of decorum. An art
advances through technical innovation. Most modern American poetry as-
sumes (and sometimes eliminates) metaphoric ability, concentrating on the
use of line and rhythm to approximate (or refine) speech, the reduction of
language to essentials, and “tone of voice” Dylan’s only innovation is that he
sings, a good way to control “tone of voice,” but not enough to “revolutionize
modern poetry” He may have started something just as good, but modern
poetry is getting along fine, thank you.

Dylan’s influence has not always been so salutary. Lennon-McCartney
and Jagger-Richard would have matured without him. But had there been no
Dylan to successfully combine the vulgar and the felicitous, would we now
be oppressed with the kind of vague, extravagant imagery and inane phi-
losophizing that ruins so much good music and impresses so many Kahlil
Gibran fans? I doubt it.

(FGAVIN) AYLIOd FHV SIIYAT ¥I0Y



HISTORY IN THE MAKING

Not much better is the self-indulgence of the Doors’ Jim Morrison. “Twen-
tieth Century-Fox,” “Break on Through,” “People Are Strange,” and “Soul
Kitchen,” listed in ascending order of difficulty, all pretty much succeed. But
Morrison does not stop there. He ruins “Light My Fire” with stuff like “our love
becomes a funeral pyre’—what does that mean? nothing, but the good old ro-
mantic association of love and death is there, and that’s all Morrison wanted—
and noodles around in secondhand Freud in “The End” Morrison obviously
regards “The End” as a masterwork, and his admirers agree. I wonder why. The
music builds very nicely in an Oriental kind of way, but the dramatic situation
is tedious stuff. I suppose it is redeemed by Morrison’s histrionics and by the
nebulousness that passes for depth among so many lovers of rock poetry.

Paul Simonss lyrics, on the other hand, are the purest, highest, and most finely
wrought kitsch of our time. The lyrics I've been putting down are not nec-
essarily easy to write—bad poetry is often carefully worked, the difference
being that it’s easier to perceive flaccidly—but the labor that must go into one
of Simon’s songs is of another order of magnitude. Melodies, harmonies, ar-
rangements are scrupulously fitted. Each song is perfect. And says nothing.

What saddens me is that Simon obviously seems to have a lot to say to
the people who buy his records. But it’s a shuck. Like Kahlil Gibran, all he’s
really doing is scratching them where they itch, providing some temporary
relief but coming nowhere near the root of the problem. Simon’s content
ism’t modern, it's merely fashionable, and his form never jars the sensibili-
ties. He is the only songwriter I can imagine admitting he writes about that
all-American subject, the Alienation of Modern Man, in just those words.
His songs have the texture of modern poetry only if modern poetry can be
said to end with early Auden—Edwin Arlington Robinson is more like it.
Poets don't write like Robinson anymore because his technical effects have
outlived their usefulness, which was to make people see things in a new way.
And even in such old-fashioned terms, what Simon does is conventional
and uninspired. An example is “For Emily, Wherever I May Find Her,” in
which “poetic” words— “organdy;” “crinoline,” “juniper” (words that suggest
why Simon is so partial to turn-of-the-century verse) and “beautiful” im-
ages (softer-than-the-rain, wandered-lonely-streets) are used to describe a
dream girl. Simon is no dope; he knows this is all a bit corny, but that's ok
because Emily is an impossible girl. Only in order for the trick to come off
there has to be an ironic edge. There isn’t, and “For Emily” is nothing more
than a sophisticated popular song of the traditional fantasy type.



This kind of mindless craft reaches a peak in Simon’s supposed master-
piece, “The Dangling Conversation,” which exploits all the devices you learn
about in English class—alliteration, alternating concretion and abstraction,
even the use of images from poetry itself, a favorite ploy of poets who don’t
know much of anything else—to mourn wistfully about the classic plight of
self-conscious man, his Inability to Communicate. Tom Phillips of the New
York Times has called this song “one of Paul Simon’s subtlest lyrics . . . a piti-
less vision of self-consciousness and isolation.” I don’t hear the same song,
I guess, because I think Simon’s voice drips self-pity from every syllable (not
only in this song, either). The Mantovani strings that reinforce the lyric cap-
ture its toughness perfectly. If Simon were just a touch hipper, his couple
would be discussing the failure of communication as they failed to com-
municate, rather than psychoanalysis or the state of the theater. But he’s not.

It is by creating a mood that asks “Why should this mean anything?” that
the so-called rock poets can really write poetry—poetry that not only says
something, but says it as only rock music can. For once Marshall McLuhan’s
terminology tells us something: rock lyrics are a cool medium. Go ahead
and mumble. Drown the voices in guitars. If somebody really wants to know
what you're saying, he’ll take the trouble, and in that trouble lies your art.
On a crude level this permits the kind of one-to-one symbolism of pot songs
like “Along Comes Mary.” The recent Simon & Garfunkel hit “Fakin’ It” does
other things with the same idea. But the only songwriters who seem really to
have mastered it are John Phillips and Lennon-McCartney.

Phillips possesses a frightening talent. Scott McKenzie’s “San Francisco,”
catering to every prurient longing implicit in teenage America’s flirtation
with the hippies without ever even mentioning the secret word, is a stun-
ning piece of schlock. A song like “Once Was a Time I Thought” (as if to say
to Swingle Singers fans, “You thought that was hard? We can do the whole
number in fifty-eight seconds”) is another example of his range. You have the
feeling Phillips could write a successful musical, a Frank Sinatra hit, anything
that sells, if he wanted to.

Perhaps you are one of those people who plays every new Lp with the
treble way up and the bass way down so you can ferret out all the secret
symbolic meanings right away. Personally I think that spoils the fun, and
I suspect any record that permits you to do it isn’t fulfilling its first func-
tion, which pertains to music, or, more generally, noise. The Mamas and
Papas’ records are full of diversion: the contrapuntal arrangements, the idiot
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“yeah’s, the orchestral improvisations, the rhyme schemes (“If you're enter-
taining any thought that you’re gaining by causin’ me all of this pain and
makin’ me blue”) and Phillips’s trick of drawing out a few words with rep-
etitions and pauses. Perhaps this isn’t conscious. In songs like “California

>3«

Dreamin,” “Twelve Thirty,” and many others, he’s obviously just a good lyri-
cist with a lot of tender respect for the fantasy world of pure pop highbrow
critics derogate so easily. But his lyrics are rarely easy to understand. Maybe
it’s just me, but I wonder how many of you are aware that a minor track on
the second album, “Strange Young Girls,” is about LsD. No secret about it—
there it is, right out in the open of the first stanza: “Walking the Strip, sweet,
soft, and placid / Offering their youth on the altar of acid” But you don't
notice because there’s so much else to listen to.

Phillips achieves rock feel with his arrangements. The lyrics themselves
are closer to traditional pop—Rodgers and Hart’s “My Heart Stood Still” on
the second album sounds less out of place than Bobby Freeman’s “Do You
Wanna Dance?” on the first. Lennon-McCartney do it with diction. Their
early work is all pure rock—the songs are merely excuses for melody, beat,
and sound. Occasionally it shows a flash of the subtlety to come, as in the
sexual insinuation of “Please Please Me” or the psychological premise of
“There’s a Place” More often it is pure, meaningless sentiment, couched in
the simplest possible terms. By the time of A Hard Day’s Night the songs
are more sophisticated musically, and a year later, in Help!, the boys are
becoming pop songwriters. “Help!” itself is a perfect example. Words like
“self-assured” and “insecure” are not out of rock diction, nor is the line “My
independence seems to vanish in the haze” This facet of their talent has cul-
minated (for the moment) in songs like “Paperback Writer;” “A Little Help
from My Friends,” and “When I'm Sixty-Four,” which show all the verbal
facility of the best traditional pop and none of the sentimentality, and in de-
liberate exercises like “Michelle” and “Here, There and Everywhere;” which
show both.

Other songs—like “Norwegian Wood,” “Dr. Robert,” and “Good Morn-
ing, Good Morning”—are ambiguous despite an unerring justness of con-
crete detail—little conundrums, different from Dylanesque surrealism
because they don't fit so neatly into a literary category. Most of their mate-
rial since Rubber Soul is characterized by a similar obliqueness. Often the
Beatles’ “I” is much harder to pin down than the “I” in Donovan or Jagger-
Richard, a difficulty that is reinforced by their filters, their ethereal harmo-
nies, and their collective public identity. This concern with angle of attack is
similar to that of poets like Creeley.



Lennon and McCartney are the only rock songwriters who combine high
literacy (as high as Dylan’s or Simon’s) with an eye for concision and a truly
contemporary sense of what fits. They seem less and less inclined to limit
themselves to what I have defined as rock diction, and yet they continue to
succeed—the simultaneous lushness and tightness of “Lucy in the Sky with
Diamonds,” for instance, is extraordinary. They still get startling mileage out
of the banal colloquial—think of the “oh boy” in “A Day in the Life,” or the
repeating qualifications in “Strawberry Fields Forever” But they have also
written two songs which are purely colloquial—“She Said She Said” and “All
You Need Is Love”

“She Said She Said” is at once one of the most difficult and most banal of
Beatle songs. It is a concrete version of what in “The Dangling Conversation”
remains abstract despite all those details, a conversation between a hung-up,
self-important girl who says she knows “what it’s like to be dead” and her
boyfriend, who doesn’t want to know. (If Simon had written it, the boy would
have argued that he was the one who knew.) The song uses the same kind of
words that can be found in the Beatles’ quintessential early “She Loves You,”
yet says so much more. Its conceit, embodied in the title, is meaningless; its
actuality is a kind of ironic density that no other songwriter except Dylan at
his best approaches. One of its ironies is the suggestion that callow philoso-
phizing is every bit as banal as the most primitive rock and roll.

“All You Need Is Love,” deliberately written in basic English so it could be
translated, makes the connection clearer by quoting from “She Loves You” while
conveying the ironic message of the title. Is love all you need? What kind of
love? Universal love? Love of country? Courtly love? “She Loves You” love? It’s
hard to tell. The song transforms rock and roll—dominant music, big beat, re-
peated refrain, simple diction—into something which, if not poetry, at least has
a multifaceted poetic wholeness. I think it is rock poetry in the truest sense.

Maybe I'm being too strict. Modern poetry may be doing very well, thank
you, but in terms of what it is doing for us, and even for the speech from
which it derives, it looks a bit pallid. Never take the categories too seriously.
It may be that the new songwriters (not poets, please) lapse artistically, in-
dulge their little infatuations with language and ideas, and come up with a
product that could be much better if handled with a little less energy and a
little more caution. But energy is where it’s at. And songs—even though they
are only songs—may soon be more important than poems, no matter that
they’re easier too.
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Once there were bards and the bards did something wondrous—they
provided literature for the illiterate. The bards evolved into poets and the po-
etry which had been their means became their end. It didn't seem to matter
much after a while, since everyone was literate anyway. But semiliteracy,
which is where people go when they’re not illiterate anymore, is in some
ways a worse blight.

The new songwriters think there should be bards again and they’re right,
but the bardic traditions are pretty faint. Too many of them are seduced
by semiliteracy—mouthing other people’s ideas in other people’s words. But
they are bards, and that is very good. Maybe soon it will be a lot better.

Cheetah, 1967

“We Have to
Deal with It”

Punk England Report

I recently spent nine days pursuing punk rock in England without once
trying to contact the Sex Pistols. I just didn’t have the time. The Sex Pistols are
superstars, at least momentarily, and contacting superstars is more trouble than
it's worth even when nothing else is happening, which was hardly the prob-
lem in London and the other English cities I visited. Anyway, secondhand
contact with the Pistols was as inescapable as tales of the Weathermen used
to be around the Movement in 1970.

Paranoid Backbiters
Many informed sources offered tidbits about drugs and sex, said to inter-

est the Pistols more than they pretended, and about record producers and
movie directors—Cambridge rock avant-gardist Fred Frith, a hero of Johnny



Rotten’s, was in contention for the first job, while Hollywood decadent Russ
Meyer, who had wanted to set Sid Vicious to fucking his (screen) mother, was
on his way out of the other. But one theme overshadowed the gossip: failure.
Again and again the fear was expressed that the Pistols had blown it. Having
replaced bassist Glen Matlock with nonmusician Vicious in February, I was
told, Rotten had deprived the band of its most gifted composer, and now
a Rotten-Vicious faction was feuding with a Jones-Cook faction and with
manager Malcolm McLaren. The Pistols’ long-awaited album would include
only three songs written since Matlock’s departure and cost as much to pro-
duce as a Richard Perry extravaganza. It was even reported that the Pistols’
deal with American Warners had been finalized only because McLaren and
his minions had already gone through the 150,000 quid advanced them by
EMI, A&M, and Virgin in England. The original strategy had been to post-
pone the assault on the U.S.A. Now, suddenly, it was sink-or-swim time, for
the Pistols and maybe for everybody.

It’s only natural for so much of the paranoid backbiting that afflicts En-
glish punk to be aimed at the Sex Pistols, who began the movement and who
symbolize it not only to the outside world but to the punks themselves. No-
torious antistars, dole-queue kids awash in record-biz money, nihilists who
have made something of themselves, the Pistols are everything punks are
supposed to be, and more—they live out the contradictions most punk mu-
sicians have barely begun to dream about. No wonder they’re resented. If we
are to believe that punk’s future is up to the Pistols—and that is definitely the
conventional wisdom—then their fall could well precipitate everyone else’s.
But at least the Pistols have someplace to fall from. What will be left for the
others? Their picture in the papers, a self-produced record or two, perhaps a
brief contract with a treacherous major, and the chance to watch a few pos-
ers make a career out of a defunct fad that once promised life.

What makes this scenario so bitter is that it proceeds from the star sys-
tem punk challenges so belligerently. The English punks, with their proud
concentration on the surface of things, rebel against rock royalty on the ob-
vious ground that a pop elite cannot represent the populace. But they miss
a subtler paradox: the apparent inability of most rebels to do without heroic
images. When an idea turns into a movement as fast as punk did, chances
are that some leadership figure is out there symbolizing away, and that if the
symbol should fade or crumble the movement will find itself at a loss.

The loss would be a big one. Only ten of the twenty bands I managed
to catch in my nine days played genuine punk—vocals shouted over raw,
high-speed guitar chords and an inflexible beat. But within that tiny sample,
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three or four bands—the Clash, X-Ray Spex, the Killjoys, and perhaps the
Cortinas—put on hotter shows than any I've seen from the year’s newcomers
at cBGB, where the infusions of energy have been provided by born-again
old-timers like John Cale and Alex Chilton or improved vintage-1975 stars
like Blondie and Richard Hell. What's more, punk was clearly making itself
felt in the other music I saw. Weirdos like Elvis Costello and Ian Dury and
Wreckless Eric do not sell out Birmingham Town Hall when the pop en-
vironment is stable. All-female French blues-rock bands like the Lous do
not open major concerts if some Wardour Street money man controls the
bill. Bluegrassers turned pub-rockers turned hit journeymen like the Kur-
saal Flyers do not dirty up their guitar sound and smash television sets on a
suburban stage just because the fancy strikes them.

But if punk were to do a quick fizzle because of the Pistols, it would be
more than unfortunate. It would be unfair. Johnny Rotten is an inspiration
and a media focus out of a flair for self-dramatization that is coextensive
with his extremism. He is typical of nothing. No matter how much he is imi-
tated (and he was imitated by a fast-moving cult well before Glen Matlock
said fuck on television and started the avalanche), he will never be a punk
prototype—not because he is monumentally talented, which is beside the
point, but because he comes a lot closer to genuine nihilism than often happens
in the world. If he should fail, his nihilism will be at the root of his failure.
It will have turned people off the Sex Pistols, and hence (in our paranoid
backbiters’ scenario) off punk in general. Yet no matter what you've heard,
most punks are not nihilists. Bored, cynical, destructive? Well, perhaps, at
least in part. But all that’s been blown out of proportion as well, and nihilism
is a lot further down the road.

In fact, one thing that has made English punk so attractive—both to
well-wishers like me and to fulltime recruits—has been its idealism. Despite
all the anti-hippie feeling, it really is Haight ’67 that it most recalls—not in
content, but in form. It’s a new counter-culture; the sense of ferment and
burgeoning group identity more than compensates for the confused sectar-
ian squabbling, although maybe I'd be harder to please if I'd been around
when hopes were highest. And in a way, it is the tragic end of hippie—not
the disintegration of a generation the punks were never part of in the first
place, but the way longhaired guitar assholes have continued to preach their
hypocritical go-with-the-flow—that has imbued punk idealism with its sav-
ing skepticism. These kids may be naive, but they’re not foolish. They know
the world is a hostile place.



First-Person Plural

Having watched the Lous (enjoyed with no audible sexist remarks) and
Richard Hell and the Voidoids (received with fair enthusiasm in back and
moderate-plus pogoing up front) from a limited-access balcony, I decided to
take my notebook down into the Clash crowd at the University of Leeds, two
hundred miles north of London. The capacity of the room, which looked like
an old-fashioned church rec hall only bigger, was officially 2,200; eighteen
hundred tickets were sold to a crowd that appeared to break down two-to-

one student-to-punk and at least nine-to-one male-to-female. Everyone was
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standing even though it was intermission. I'd found that as a competent New
Yorker I could push to the front of most English crowds, but that was out
of the question in this press, so I stood toward the back and listened to two
students behind me talk like upper-class twits. Phil Spector and even some
Kraftwerk came over the pA to augment the customary dub, the bass-based
reggae English punks love the way early hippies loved blues. But as the wait
stretched past forty-five minutes push was turning to shove up front, and
I wrote with some annoyance: “an intermission worthy of Black Sabbath.”
That was the last time I thought of my notebook until after the Clash had
finished.

The beginning I remember clearly. The band came out looking quite hale
in what might almost have been store-bought punk safari gear, shirts and
chinos with lots of zippers; the sole bizarre touch was the artfully tattered
fishnet top on bassist Paul Simonon. Straightaway, using a conversational
version of the friendly, stump-toothed, wet-mouthed, muttery snarl he
sings with, Joe Strummer leaned into the mike and said, “We’ve come to play
some of the heavy metal music you love so well” Then there was a rush of
fast guitar noise and everything became an exciting blur. I remember a lot
of up-and-down motion in the audience—timid bobbing to the balls of the
feet in back, wild pogoing up front. I remember the twits behind me singing
along. I remember thinking that it was quite good, but not mind-blowing,
and going upstairs to be with my wife. I remember the entire crowd shouting
along—“T'm so bored with the Yew, Ess, Ay,” “White riot, wanna riot”—with
no coaxing from the stage. I remember wondering how I would feel when
they finally got to my favorites—“Career Opportunities,” “Garageland,”
“Janie Jones” And I remember my mind gusting away when they did.

Before I left the States, The Clash had replaced the Vibrators’ Pure Mania as
my favorite UK. punk Lp. Apparently tuneless and notoriously underproduced,
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it was, I knew, a forbidding record, especially since the mix was dominated
by Strummer’s vocals, which I loved for an unmusicality others found ugly.
Because of Strummer’s cockney pronunciation and bad teeth, lyrics were
hard to make out; my enjoyment increased markedly after I obtained a crib
sheet, but I was annoyed at times by the band’s more cynical me-firstisms.
After seeing them, though, I stopped hedging.

Visually, the three front-liners—guitarist Mick Jones, Strummer, and
Simonon, the cute one—generated a perfect, condensed punch. They oc-
cupied their far-flung locations on stage like a unit of partisans charged
with some crucial beachhead—instead of roaming around to interact,
the way most exciting rock groups do, they held to their posts. Yet at the
same time they seemed to be having lots of fun, with Jones marching ju-
bilantly behind his mike, Simonon executing flashy Cossack split steps in
his big boots, and Strummer eventually falling to the floor in an elation
that seemed entirely of the moment. It became clear that many of the bitter
lyrics that had always made me laugh—*“I wanna walk down any street /
Looking like a creep / I don’t care if I get beat up / By any kebab Greek”—
were in fact intended to be funny. Also, I began to hear what was missing
in the album’s sound—there was a lot more guitar in the live mix, good
punk guitar devoid of platitude, with Jones’s terse leads clanging irrepress-
ibly against Strummer’s below-the-belt rhythm. This music lacked neither
craft nor melodys; it did what it set out to do with formidable verve. The
songs were about as cynical as one of the football cheers they recalled, with
a lot more content.

For me, the Clash are almost a return to the time when I had to see A Hard
Day’s Night before I could tell Paul from George. They are the Clash, not
four guys who play in the Clash—not a star-and-support outfit or recon-
stituted supergroup. Drummer Nicky Headon, much the last to join, has
yet to achieve his place in the gestalt, but the three front-liners form an in-
divisible body; their separation on stage (which isn't always absolute, I'm
told) strengthens the group’s structural unity. Perhaps this is simply because
Simonon, the most visual of the three and one of the many punk bassists
to reject Bill Wyman-style immobility, makes it impossible for Strummer
and/or Jones to take over. But that it should work out this way reflects the
Brit take on punk attitude, in which hippie love-in-the-sky is replaced by
provisional solidarity, alliances no less potent for their suspiciousness. I feel
confident that next time I see the band, Headon will have gained full part-
nership. That’s the kind of lads they are.



COUNTER-COUNTER-CULTURE

Punks are so much a counter-culture that they’ve produced a reaction—
the teddy boys, regrouping and recruiting at an amazing clip in direct re-
sponse to punk’s explicit contempt for the racism and dumb violence of
working-class youthcult tradition. In Coventry, an auto-manufacturing
city where I saw two punks pogoing to the Boomtown Rats in a disco,
the teds were down to a few pathetic father-and-son pairs plus some
stragglers only six or eight months ago. Now they dominate many youth
clubs. The only music they’ll listen to is rockabilly. Another favored pas-
time is beating up punks.

After the gig, about half of the eight or so groupies I'd spotted, including the
one whod been trying unsuccessfully to crack a whip backstage, were visible
at the hotel. Joe was obviously proud of his catch, announcing genially: “She’s a
college girl. She speaks French” Then he whispered a message to me in her ear.
The young woman—nervous, attentive, and dressed (like most of her sisters)
in FredericK’s of Hollywood support garments and Threepenny Opera cosmet-
ics, translated: “Tu ressembles a Woody Allen, mais tu as les cheveux longues.”
Later I had a talk with Mick about his hobby, which is reading; he recom-
mended Brighton Rock, Decline and Fall, and his favorite, Christopher Ish-
erwood’s Berlin Stories. We discussed the Socialist Workers' confrontation
strategy for defeating the National Front. And he told me about his mother, a
former movie actress who lives in Michigan and sends him Creem. Recently
she mailed off some song lyrics; they were, Mick sighed, “all about the desola-
tion of living in the city with safety pins” Hed encouraged her to continue
writing, though. He just advised that she try to keep things more optimistic.
Except for the Sex Pistols, the Clash are the biggest punk group in
England, but that’s not as impressive as American punk fans imagine. Punk
is very much a minority music in England; while the Clash were not quite
drawing around two thousand in Leeds, Yes was selling out six nights at
London’s Wembley, which seats six thousand. Anyway, to call the Clash
number two is stretching it, like saying the Stones were number two in 1964,
when the Hollies and Gerry and the Pacemakers were both doing better on
the charts. United Artists’ Stranglers have outsold cBs’s Clash by far and
may even pass the Pistols. But (as with Gerry and the Pacemakers) nobody
takes the Stranglers seriously because (like the Hollies) they commercialize
what should be a music of discovery. The Clash have status, significance,
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symbolic clout. They are the class of the field, defining its possibilities; most
of the punk people I spoke to in England—hardly a cross-section, but an
influential minority—preferred them to the Pistols. So do L.

Because its suppositions are critical and apparently pessimistic where those
of Beatlemania and hippie were full of hope, punk turns ideas upside down.
The Stranglers, who sing about fucking rats and assaulting women, qualify for
vilification as commercial because their subject matter recapitulates the received,
best-selling, megapolitical macho of heavy metal. And a revised definition of
“commercial” makes for an even stranger reversal. Although the Sex Pistols
definitely got there first, always the prime issue in the Beatles-Stones rivalry of
the ’60s, the Pistols are to the Clash what the Stones were to the Beatles in both
musical strategy and general scariness. The switch is that this time the buying
public prefers the Pistols/Stones. After all, in a world where nihilistic offensive-
ness has become a popular option, they offer a relatively uncomplicated message
dramatized by a single, visible antihero. And in that sense they’re easy to sell.

It is because the Pistols are more accessible that the committed English
punk tends to identify with the Clash. For him, it’s simple: theyre his. But
for participant observers like me, it's more complicated. Say that the Pistols’
negativism—passionate, closely observed, and good to dance to though it
certainly is—seems a bit facile compared to the Clash’s jubilantly militant en-
semble aggression. Even better, say that in 1965 we loved the Beatles’ ebullience
but found that we wanted (and needed) the cautionary, hard-edged, rather
dangerous irony of the Stones, while in 1977 we get oft on the Pistols’ prom-
ise to tear it all down but find that the Clash help us imagine what it might
be like to build it back up again. Moreover, one can imagine both participant
observers and committed punks sharing in the building. But it’s best to be
careful with this revised version of the rock and roll “we.” The solidarity it
implies is so theoretical it makes the provisional solidarity among the punks
themselves seem as irrevocable as Arthurian fealty.

Participant Observers and La Vie Boheme

After my crash course in English youth culture, all I'm clear about is that it’s
much more complicated than anything we’re used to here. I don't know how
many kids actually perceive all the arcane details, but some obviously do.
Accustomed to rigid tracking in the schools and a class system unashamed
of its name, they define subcultures for themselves; these are picked up in
the popular press and thus propagated, formalized, and put to death. Yet of



the six big ones—teddy boys, rockers, mods, hippies, skinheads, punks—all
but the mods and rockers are still around. (Those who presume the skinheads
extinct didn’t just confront eighty of them marching out of a Sham 69 gig;
for that matter, enclaves of rockers are said to survive in motorway cafs.) Ex-
cept for the hippies, who began in America, each of these groups crystallized
around the stylistic innovations of working-class teenagers, who dress just
as obsessively as black and Latin kids do in this country, and a lot more regi-
mentally. But because street fashions have some of the same sort of upward
mobility in England that they do here, these uniforms are no more likely to
remain purely working-class than are the subcultures they symbolize.

For the punks, this sociological fact of life is traumatic, because the
punks are ideologically working-class. There was a certain ambiguous nose-
thumbing in the outmoded posh of the teds’ Edwardian gear, and the rockers
probably resented the implicit upward mobility of the mods as much as the
skinheads resented the putative classlessness of the hippies. But despite the
English tradition of resenting the rich and an adolescent anti-establishment
bias that alienated them from anyone with power, these groups took class as
a given. No so the punks. Punks are equally scornful of the scant material re-
wards of welfare capitalism and the boredom that inevitably deadens what
rewards there are; they’re hostile to America and hate the cultural imperial-
ism of television with a passion that elevates cliche into myth. But more than
that, they place blame. Their us-against-them isn’t young-against-old or hip-
against-square, but a war of the deprived against the privileged.

It would be nice to say that punk’s class consciousness arose spontane-
ously from the dole queues, council flats, and dead-end educational levels
of a depressed Britain. But since most working-class kids, including those
without work, don't really identify with punk, it's more accurate to credit the
musicians themselves with the analysis, and in fact a lot of it has come from
participant observers—semi-official theoreticians in management and jour-
nalism. Malcolm McLaren, the self-described anarchist who launched the Sex
Pistols from his anti-couture boutique (called first Rock On, then Too Fast
to Live, Too Young to Die, then Sex, and currently Seditionaries) understood
early on how butch working-class fashion iconography might épater le bour-
geois. Caroline Coon of Melody Maker and Jonh Ingham of Sounds (a couple at
one time) perceived punk as a movement that could only occur in a deterio-
rating economic environment—although it combined the hoodlum-friends-
outside youth politics of rock and roll with more “bolshie” counter-culture
ideas. And Bernard Rhodes, an East End Jew who worked for McLaren before
he began to manage the Clash, gave the music a more explicitly leftwing cast.

a9
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But especially significant, I think, was a “real” punk proficient at both
journalism and music business—Mark P., who brought all this raw art and
rough theory together in his Xeroxed fanzine Sniffin’ Glue and then, with the
help of rock-biz pro Miles Copeland, became the finest of the punk a&r men
on his own Step-Forward label, responsible for strong singles from Chelsea,
the Cortinas, and the Models. A teen genius with vanguard instincts in both
music and politics, Mark P. was the East End council-flats guyser that punk
legend is made of, and as near as I can tell, it was from Sniffin’ Glue that the
whole issue of class authenticity in punk, the anti-poser ethic, really took off.
I did it, Mark P. said, and now you should. And so fanzines sprouted by the
score, and pioneer fans organized pioneer groups like Siouxsie and the Ban-
shees, Subway Sect, and the Slits. Outsiders became more and more suspect.

DIRTY MINDS

Jimmy Pursey of Sham 69 says he got the name off the wall of a loo; it
sounds good and means nothing, he insists, specifically including fake
blow job. Pete Shelley of the Buzzcocks says the name of his group came
from a caption in the London entertainment weekly Time Out: “Get a
buzz, cock” (“cock” means roughly the same thing as “fellow” in working-
class slang). When I told him that many Americans took the name as a sa-
distic play on “buzz saw” he seemed to feel it spoke poorly for this nation.

SUPERLATIVES

To call something extraordinary in hippie argot you would say it was
“far out” Among punks, the term is “over the top”

English punk bands have never pretended to be dumb. Sentimentality and
intellectualism are out, but the prevailing mood encourages the (admittedly
satiric) Snivelling Shits to attack “Terminal Stupid” and the (admittedly
demi-commercial) Boomtown Rats to boast: “I'm gonna go somewhere
where it doesn’t stink / Away from the alleys, somewhere I can think” What
does slip into the rhetoric, however, is the implication that Johnny Rotten
or Mick Jones or Mark P. is an ordinary guyser, a bloke who goes to see
bands like anybody else. Needless to say, this is nonsense. Despite the usual
lemmings, loonies, and losers, the fringe people that fringe movements like
punk always attract, punks tend to be bright and sensitive—they have to
be, to detach themselves from the accepted belief that one’s lot is one’s just
desert unless one manages to work one’s way out of it. Nevertheless, Rotten



and Jones and Mark P. are a lot more gifted than most punks—and probably
than you or me.

At work here is a delusion over-twenty-fives will recall from the hippie
days: the we-are-youth line. To their credit, punks don’t pretend to be every-
body’s brothers and sisters. They savage contemporaries who don't share
their self-interests—the grammar-school boys, the art students, the revital-
ized teds—and they savage each other with continual exhortations to cut the
shit. “Try to evade reality / And now you're just a novelty,” warn the Killjoys,
and when punks at the Vortex cheered the news of Elvis's death—another
old fart gone—Danny Baker of Sniffin’ Glue grabbed the mike in a rage and
reminded them just where theyd be without him. But like most minority
groups, they take comfort in the thought that their situation is not only of
central social significance, but also a source of magic powers. The notion
that Everypunk can just walk off the dole queue and make great rock and roll
is essential to their sense of themselves.

Behind punk’s belief in its own magic is the old idea that if you live close
enough to the edge of reality you gain some special grip on it. But despite
the legend, their edge doesn't turn out to depend on brutal poverty. Poly
Styrene, the mulatto who leads X-Ray Spex, giggles that compared to where
she grew up council flats are pretty soft, and Joe Strummer jeers at the way

«>

Americans romanticize Britain’s plight: “’Ey fink it’s really orful over here,
don’t they? ’Ey fink we can't afford ’arf a pint o’ beer” In fact, many punk
musicians live at home and spend their meager dole or boring-job or gig
money on themselves, and not all boast impeccably impecunious pedigrees.
Joe Strummer has been exposed as the son of a career diplomat who was
himself born working-class (as well as the former lead singer of a band of
hippie squatters called the 101%rs); the parents of the Damned’s Rat Scabies
invited disc jockey John Peel to a sherry evening in a well-to-do London
suburb, signing the engraved card “Mr. and Mrs. Scabies”; the Cortinas
are middle-class boys from Bristol; Chelsea’s Gene October, author of the
militant “Right to Work,” is reputedly of moneyed stock. So when reporters
discover middle-class thrill-seekers at punk gigs, that’s hardly surprising.
Only because the punks themselves have made an issue of posing does such
evidence appear damning to those whod just as soon dismiss them anyway.

Perhaps the way to understand it is to say that rather than a working-class
youth movement—potentially revolutionary, proto-fascist, or symptomatic
of the decadence of our times—punk is a basically working-class youth bo-
hemia that rejects both the haute bohemia of the rock elite and the hallowed
bohemian myth of classlessness. Not that it’s purely working-class (or purely
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youth, for that matter). But it gives the lie to the (basically Marxist) cliche that
bohemia is petit-bourgeois. For punk, class replaces such bohemian verities
as expressive sexuality and salvation through therapy/enlightenment/drugs.
It is a source of identity and a means of self-realization. So the cockney accent
replaces the blues voice, and disdain for luxury becomes an affirmation of fel-
lowship with one’s allies rather than a withdrawal from the economic world.

Punk doesn’t want to be thought of as bohemian because bohemians are
posers. But however vexed the question of their authenticity, bohemias do
serve a historical function—they nurture aesthetic sensibility. Punk definitely
has attracted musicians hiding arty little secrets; if Mick Jones acknowledges
having gone on scholarship to art school, that unfairly discredited rock insti-
tution, can Dave Vanian be far behind? Nor is it surprising that the best punk
retailer-distributor, Rough Trade, is run by Geoft Travis, an idealistic Cam-
bridge lit grad in the boho stronghold around Portobello Road. That many en-
trenched (and lapsed) bohemians regard punks as mindless yobs doesn’t mean
half as much as the observant participation of disaffected university students,
restless suburban teens, and assorted dropouts. Most of the hip folks I know
could use a shot of punk, which revives the oldest bohemian tradition—artists
with no visible means of support banding together against the cruel world.

Of course, most of these kids aren't artists, and they often enjoy invis-
ible support from their parents or the state. But it’s equally obvious that for
talented working-class rebels denied access to Britain’s scarce, narrow, and
overcrowded escape routes, bohemianism—in which poverty is no bar to
freedom, identity, and the pleasures of the moment—presents a way out. A
recent study among the supposedly middle-class hippies of Birmingham,
for instance, revealed that most of those whod stuck with the lifestyle had
working-class origins. Of course, Marxists can dismiss hippies and punks
alike as lumpen because, unlike real working-class people, they’re not inter-
ested in work. But it remains true that for punks class is a charged category.
They have raised both their own consciousness and that of the participant
observers who are now part of their movement, and it’s at least conceivable
that when they all grow up they’ll unite to marshal their energy into a real
attack on the system they detest.

I hardly expect this to happen. But I do think punk represents an advance
in sensibility. Those punks who aren’t direct victims of the economic ratio-
nalizations that have been wreaking drab havoc over Britain have certainly
been induced to think about them a lot. The edge they all claim, their magic
handle on reality, is that they’re painfully familiar with powerlessness. And
they want no part of it.



The Bad Stuff

I'm aware that I've made the punks sound like poverty-stricken lads who
only want to build a better life for themselves, and that this probab lydoesn’t
jibe with your preconceptions. What about the safety pins and dog collars,
you must be wondering. What about the violence? What about the misogyny
and pathological anomie? What about that groupie with the whip?

My guess is that six months from now safety pins and dog collars—but
not the wonderful spikey punk hair—will be as passe as platform shoes,
replaced by less disquieting concepts in costume jewelry. But the rest of
the bad stuff seemed durable enough. I saw fans betoken their affection by
gobbing—spitting, in thick gobs—at their idols, I saw X-Ray Spex abandon
the stage to their own rampaging fans, and I saw little Kevin Roland of the
Killjoys placekick one kid off the monitors without missing a beat. I wit-
nessed numerous fistfights. I learned that punks sometimes pogo with their
hands at each other’s throats and embrace in holds that resemble hammer-
locks. And I read both Strummer and Rotten on love. Strummer: “I can love
them providing they don’t come near me.” Rotten: “Love is what you feel for
a dog or a pussy cat. It doesn't apply to humans.”

Yet none of this was anywhere near as appalling as I'd expected. I mean,
I almost didn’t bring my down jacket for fear someone would knife me and
the feathers would all fly out, but the most antagonistic remark any punk
offered in nine days was when some youngster addressed me as “guv’nor”
after I declined to share my beer with him. Admittedly, I didn’t spend much
time with the punk on the street, and I worry that I've somehow been hood-
winked by the British music biz, which is now taking the line that punk
is nothing more than teenagers venting their sociologically justified frus-
trations. But while I continue to find some punk music frightening, I am
no longer very scared by the punks themselves. On the contrary, I consider
their hostility healthy, especially given how much they’ve been maligned.

SYNFESIS

Poly Styrene is a plump young woman the color of a Kraft caramel who
brings a pop-art kind of pop sensibility to punk. She prefers “synfe-
tic” clothes and wears braces on her teeth. Reputedly a former reggae
singer, she’s vague about how she made money before X-Ray Spex. But
she did tell me that her manager, Falcon Stuart, used to direct films,
and I know this is true because I've seen one—French Blue, a rather
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arty and off-putting exercise in kink porn. This could make you worry
about lyrics like “Bind me tie me / Chain me to the wall / I wanna be a
slave to you all” But they continue: “Oh bondage up yours / Oh bond-
age no more.” Poly says she tries to make sure her lyrics arent obvious;
they’re collections of images. Her artistic aim? “I try to make people fink”

FASHION PLATE

For five minutes after we were introduced, Bernard Rhodes, the
Clash’s manager, subjected me to skeptical questions and comments
implying that I was a poser. I held my ground, which was apparently
what he wanted, because soon he was treating me to the English teen
version of Sartor Resartus. “The differences are so subtle;” he told me.
“Shoelaces—you can spend half an hour deciding what shoelaces to
wear” Rhodes was wearing aviator glasses, a bezippered gray cloth
jacket, a Clash T-shirt, a large digital watch, jeans with rolled culfts,
chartreuse socks, and black oxfords. I didn't notice anything special
about his shoelaces.

Gobbing I could do without, as could the gobbed-upon, but the pogo is a dif-
ferent matter. The pogo is more than oafs jumping up and down; its reputa-
tion as an idiot dance preceding a punch-up misses entirely the joy, humor,
and madness of the real thing. Pogoers don’t just jump—they leap, as high
as they can for as long as they can, exhilarated to the point of exhaustion. The
dance is very physical, with much flailing and crashing near the center, and
most pogoers are male. At first they flew strictly solo, but soon couple-dancing
began, and with it the stranglehold developed. It was startling to see two
sixteen-year-old boys, their faces shining with sweat and glee, pretending to
throttle each other in what amounted to an airborne playfight. But I hadn’t
encountered such joyful-looking kids at a rock concert in years. This dance
did justice to something about rock and roll that all the fast steps and sexy
grinds ignored—its exultant competitiveness, its aggressive fun.

Not that pogoers confine themselves to playfighting. People trip and
tromp on each other and come to blows—Iless often than has been reported
but more than at a Renaissance concert. Only who needs Renaissance concerts?
This is rock and roll, and in England rock and roll—like football, only less
so—has always occasioned violence. Yet there were only one or two scuffles
a night at the gigs I attended, and I neither saw nor was told about anything
to compare, for instance, with the Beatles’ second professional engagement,



where a sixteen-year-old boy was kicked to death. I would describe firecrackers
at Bad Company concerts as violent, and I would describe Johnny Rotten’s
vocal attack as violent. But I would describe punk as rough.

It is also of course predominantly male. But this, too, must be understood
in the context of England, which has produced a rock folkway without exact
parallel in the States—boys bands, with their all-boy audiences. “Quo, Sab-
baf, and ‘Eep”—a legend you can still see on the backs of jackets—were and
are boys bands; so was Mott the Hoople, the group Mick Jones used to fol-
low around. This sort of fandom is clearly much like rooting for a football
team, with the ominous difference that rock’s sexual content might be more
sanely absorbed in a coed environment. Jones was amused that the Clash
now seemed to be a boys band, and expressed the hope that the photo-
genic Simonon would break the pattern via the teenybop magazines—not so
much to up the band’s market share as to humanize its audience.

But beyond such camaraderie there is a lot of woman-hating in English
punk—not as much as is reported, once again, but more than in America.
Lately the Stranglers, who can be passed off as pseudopunks, have ceded their
Gold Dildo to Eater, who cannot: “Why don’t you get raped / Why don’t you
get raped / Why don’t you get raped / Go and get fucked” You can call this
underclass scapegoating, you can talk about the virtues of irony, you can talk
about the virtues of candor, you can even praise certain artists for exposing
misogyny as the sex-fearing pathology it is. Those lyrics are still hateful.

They’re not the whole story, though. On specific songs—the Sex Pistols’
“Bodies,” for instance—the power of the statement does, I think, justify
and perhaps even necessitate the hatefulness. And there’s something more
important, especially if you believe, as I do, that an aggressive popular art
like rock and roll is a better way to fuse righteous anger than acoustic folk
songs or documentaries about the siblinghood of humankind. For coexist-
ing with the misogyny is an unprecedented opportunity for women to make
rock and roll. Mick Jones voiced the prevailing attitude: “There ought to be
as many girls in bands as boys by now. But if 'm gonna like em, they gotta
be as tough as we are” In addition to the all-female Lous and X-Ray Spex
(where Poly Styrene braved the onstage pogoing of her admirers long after
her male musicians beat their retreat), I ran across a bassist and two key-
board players in three other bands. That's no population explosion, but it
does represent a significant increase over the number of females who played
electric instruments at the Palladium in 1977—one, a punk, Patti Smith—
because in punk conceptual energy does the work of chops. Not that punk

women seem any more inclined to be nice little feminists than punk men.
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They choose names like the Castrators and the Slits. They talk about free sex
like acolytes of the Playboy Philosophy. And they believe in looking out for
themselves. Says sixteen-year-old Arri Up of the Slits: “The reason there’s
hardly any girl rock 'n’ roll stars is because most girls are not strong enough
in their own minds.

I hope Arri figures out sometime just why girls have this problem, insofar
as they do, and insofar as it’s a problem. I also hope Joe Strummer and Johnny
Rotten change their hearts and minds about love. The fervent alienation that
fuels such ideas suggests an egoism and a crippled capacity for outreach that
alarm me. The most encouraging note I can add is that egoism and crippled
outreach are no less adolescent than idealism and a desire to reach out, and that
maturing—exotic term—is basically a process of becoming aware that other
people exist. Hippie romanticized youth’s potential for good and foundered on
its gift for evil. Punk errs in the other direction, but the good is there too,
however reluctantly acknowledged, and it may develop more naturally if not
too much is expected of it. The thought of punk growing up is not an altogether
happy one. But I hope it does grow up, because it’s going to get older regardless.

What Is to Be Done?

The word “punk” can refer to a music and/or a youth movement because the
two are inseparable. Not even rockabilly or disco, and certainly not “psy-
chedelic” rock, have enjoyed such a clear, before-and-after, cause-and-effect
relationship with a support subculture. In fact, punk rock was conceived
by Malcolm McLaren and Bernard Rhodes (out of the intuitions of avant-
punks like Iggy and David Johansen) to inspire such a subculture. Not that
it turned out exactly the way its prophets imagined—the unpredictability of
talent was essential to what they wanted to instigate. Still, their ideas have
had appreciable effect.

While in England I looked up pioneer punk propagandist Jonh Ingham,
who was a student of mine at the California Institute of the Arts when he de-
cided to change the spelling of his name in 1970. This precocious bit of image-
building was typical of both his sharpness and his shallowness, but punk
has clearly deepened him. The apolitical acidhead now wears a Marx patch,
and the lines around his eyes belong to someone who’s discovered passion.
Not that he’s so passionate anymore. For Ingham, the turning point came
last January, when McLaren, instead of investing the Pistols’ £40,000 settle-
ment from EMI in a punk countereconomy, chose to expand punk—that is,



his punks—on establishment capital. So it was going to come down to good
groups after all, Ingham said to himself. Within months he was managing
Generation X, now signed to Chrysalis.

The punk counter-economy, such as it is, was destined to arise anyway.

“It was easy, it was cheap, go out and do it,” sang the Desperate Bicycles, who
produced their own single for £153 in March 1977, basically to show people it
could be done, just as the Desperate Bicycles themselves might have learned
from Australia’s Saints, who scored a 1976 hit by mailing their forty-five to
UK. journalists, and Manchester’s Buzzcocks. Many of these instant labels
record one group exclusively, but others go on from a profitable sale—ten
thousand is pretty good, twenty not unheard of—to work with others. It’s
likely that one or two of them—London’s Deptford Fun City? Manchester’s
Rabid? Cambridge’s Raw? Edinburghs Zoom?—will join the worldwide
trend toward specialty labels for minority popular musics. In this they will
be following two somewhat older indies, Stiff and Chiswick, which although
they’re known here as punk labels actually cater to the rock 'n’ roll dis-
cophiles who supported pub-rock.

One implication of independent production is that punk too could turn
into a collectors’ music, a hobby; as is brought home by such frivolous market-
ing devices as the twelve-inch single (saving vinyl is for hippies). But indepen-
dent production doesn't reflect punk’s eccentricity, or its idealism, so much as
its refusal to withdraw from the economic world. It’s a trick of survival, a way
to prepare your own demo at a profit. Mark P’s backer and boss at Deptford-
Fun City, Miles Copeland, is typical; he has placed his managerial clients the
Cortinas with cBs and is codistributing a twelve-inch with Sham 69’s new
label, Polydor. Copeland, the son of a c1a bigshot, calls class consciousness
“England’s big sickness” and used to advise Wishbone Ash how best to carry
their hods; he struck me as one of the more dismaying professionals now at-
tached to punk, but his business ideas are the norm. He describes how the
Cortinas “wanted to go pro” and “wanted the strength of a major worldwide,”
while the Buzzcocks’ manager—a twenty-four-year-old art drop-out named
Richard Boon who oversaw their debut Ep on New Hormones and then signed
the band to ua—talks coolly about doing an album only when the time seems
right. But neither can imagine a new way to get this music out there.

Not that I have any bright ideas. My first minutes with Joe Strummer
were spent in praise of medium-sized halls, an article of faith with the punks
now as it was with the Who and the Grateful Dead a decade ago, although
it’s not hard to figure out that if you sell three thousand tickets a night for a
brutal three hundred nights a year you still don't play to a million people, a
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rather small-scale cultural crusade. Strummer went along with me—modest
venues were best. But then he doubled back: “Nah, you do it too much that
way and you get just like the hippies. Keep it small, keep it efnic ... Basi-
cally, Strummer didn’t see any way to avoid turning into what hed rebelled
against. No matter how staunch his own idealism—not that he made inflated
claims for it—someone would always be checking his rear for him. “People
say, if you don’t do that the So-and-Sos are gonna catch up. You don't wanna
get behind the So-and-Sos, do ya?”

Like Jonh Ingham, I really wish it could be different, and I'm somehow
disappointed with the punks for not cutting through the old masscult para-
doxes. If powerlessness is your secret, shouldn’t you have something more to
say about power than vague plans to recycle your capital and specific prom-
ises never to own a Bentley? But in the absence of such a miracle, I agree—
better the Clash than the So-and-Sos, whether the So-and-Sos are good
guys like the Jam (Who-style punks-as-mods not averse to Bentleys) or the
Vibrators (Velvets-style metaphysical sex on the surface and a perfect blank
ambition underneath) or bad guys like the semi-fictitious Pork Dukes, who
offer a record sleeve and T-shirt depicting a woman sucking off a pig, and
who are rumored on excellent authority to include two moonlighting folk-
rockers from that apogee of rock gentility, Steeleye Span. But the very profusion
of so-and-sos is positive, especially since even the so-called posers—both
the Jam and the Vibrators are dismissed that way by much of punk’s hard
core—can make wonderful rock and roll. Punk really is a new wave—a new
wave of musicians. Some of those so-and-sos are going to be playing the En-
glish rock and roll of the "8os.

Which raises two questions: one, will this rock and roll remain strictly
English, and two, will it remain punk? As extraordinary as the Clash are,
they’ll have to do as an example. The Clash may be the greatest rock and roll
band in the world, but they haven’t conquered Britain yet, and if they gain
a following over here—which they seem in no special hurry to do—it will
be proportionally smaller. Their fierce national identification strengthens
their music but narrows their American potential, because our class system
is afraid to speak its name. Even if their second album, unlike their first, is
picked up by American Epic or some other U.S. label, T'll be pleased if they
gain enough audience to support an annual tour, perhaps inspiring some
young American rocker to translate the English punk way of seeing things
into terms as fiercely national as the Clash’s own. But the sustenance that
keeps whatever dozen English punk bands eating and recording over the
next few years should come from England.



Because finally it’s the sensibility that must survive—the sensibility that
thinks in terms of class and means to bring home the class conflicts that un-
derlie every one of our lives. If it comes to that, I'll even settle for hobbyists,
a few genius musicians making overpriced direct-to-disc collector’s items
for ten thousand connoisseurs of raw power. That’ll be enough to keep the
word alive. As the Clash sing on—and about—“Hate & War”: “And if I close
my eyes / It will not go away / We have to deal with it / It is the currency”
No matter how many people are resisting right now, they’re going to find out
eventually that these ill-mannered boys are right.

Village Voice, 1978

Rock 'n’ Roller Coaster

The Music Biz on a Joyride

1. Woe Is Us

Because only those willing to suspend their disbelief in eternal youth invest
any real confidence in the staying power of rock and roll, premature obituar-
ies have been as much a tradition of the music as teen rebellion and electric
guitars. Ever since the ’60os—hell, the ’sos—I've scoffed at them. The 1982
rumors that followed in the wake of the Great Disco Disaster of 1979 and the
Bad Christmas of 1981, however, proved so persistent, pervasive, and per-
suasive that by the fall of that year I was half a believer myself. And though
they’ve now vanished as utterly as Peter Frampton, that never seemed fore-
ordained. The nadir was gloomy trend pieces in February and April of 1983
by Jay Cocks and Jim Miller of Time and Newsweek, which crystallized gen-
eral unease into near panic.

Both were essentially laments for what used to be called rock culture, but
Miller, who is less sentimental than Cocks, got the scoop in the process. Rather
than indulge in blanket critical condemnations of a music that had afforded
different kinds of success to the Police, Rick James, and X, he concentrated
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on dipping profits and the dubious utility of marketing strategies designed
to revive them. His conclusion was grim: “Rock 'n’ roll has a future all right.
But whether it can ever recapture its cutting edge and resume a leading
role in defining the frontiers of America’s popular culture is another matter
entirely”

The official explanation for the falloff in gold and platinum albums and
two consecutive ten percent sales dips was the social evil of home taping,
which Recording Industry Association of America president Stan Gortikov
still sums up with the remarkable claim that for every record bought another
is home-taped, consumer “theft” that supposedly costs the record business
upwards of a billion a year. Although a suspiciously unspecific October 1983
RI1AA study asserts that 425 million hours of prerecorded music were home-
taped annually (1982 blank tape sales were barely half that), detached analy-
sis of a more detailed 1982 Warner survey suggests a maximum annual loss
of around $350 million, much of it absorbed by distributors and retailers.
This no more accounts for a billion-dollar slump than that other slant-eyed
bogeyman, videogames. Although the audiocassette industry is still fight-
ing off proposed legislation to control record rentals and institute a hefty
surcharge on blank tape sales, the no-nonsense social science theory is that
the “recession-proof” music industry simply wasn't—that in tandem with
the demographic dip that always awaited rock and roll as the baby boom
grew up, the near depression of the early 8os was too much for it to take.

Without doubt the much-bruited Reaganomic “recovery” occasioned a
mood shift that helped bring young middle-class record buyers back into
the stores. But the biz earned its recession-proof rep by surviving several
recessions, and I say it got beat in the latest one for the most fanciful reason
of all: quality. By this I hardly mean that if only the big labels had promoted
Blood Ulmer or the Human Switchboard or Southside Johnny or Black Flag,
the world would now be safe for rock and roll. I've never sung that old song.
But I'll settle for the answer record, “Nobody Loves You When You're Bored
and Bland” One thing about cults—they do love what they like, enough to
seek it out and if necessary pay a premium for it. All of the industry’s payola
and market research and supergroup status-mongering couldn’t instill that
kind of enthusiasm in the passive audience shaped by radio’s cowardice and
conservatism—its consultancies, its racism, its fear of tuneouts. Whatever
excitement people are once again finding in music begins with content—or
anyway, form/content. As bizzers like to say, it’s in the grooves—or anyway,
that’s half the story.



2. New Technology, MTV, MR, “New Music,”

and Michael Jackson

So many accounts of rock and roll’s recovery dwell on new technology—
business analysts always prefer machines, which can be owned, to human
beings, who according to enlightened capitalist theory can’t. But in fact bizz-
ers progressed with science only after clambering headlong in the opposite
direction. It took years of ghetto blasters and Walkmen, both far more stim-
ulating to the public appetite for music than high-end hi-fi, before the tape
crusaders had the bright idea of lowering the price of prerecorded cassettes.
A similar pattern is evident in video. Before their misreading of disco ate up
all that venture capital, forward-looking record execs used to dream about
producing and selling consumer videos, which five years later is still risky
business. But even Warner, half of MTV’s parent corporation, clearly had
little inkling of the vast hype potential of the twenty-four-hour rock-video
cable service. For all its infinite venality, MTV livelied up the rock audience
and juiced record sales. But if the majors had been prepared with Linda
Ronstadt and REO Speedwagon videos when the channel went live in 1981,
it might have gone nowhere. Instead, bizzers handed the ball to appearance-
obsessed, mostly British “new wave” longshots so eager to stake some of
their Eurodollars on the Stateside profits all rock and rollers dream of that
they came up with lots of snazzy clips.

Thus MTV was the making of such bands as Men at Work, whose debut
eventually outsold both Asia and John Mellencamp’s American Fool in 1982;
the Stray Cats, London-trained Massapequabillies whose midline-priced
compilation is now double platinum; A Flock of Seagulls, with their high-1qQ
haircuts and dumb hooks; and let us not forget Duran Duran. And much as
I hate typing with my fingers crossed, 'm willing to venture that it won't ever
be as conservative a cultural force as A0R. The circumstances that thrust it
briefly into the commercial forefront of “new wave” were temporary, and
that was never the whole story—the rampaging “new” heavy metal has also
been a major beneficiary, as have “Puttin’ on the Ritz” and Linda Ronstadt’s
Nelson Riddle album. But because visual information is so specific that
people quickly get bored with it, the channel craves novelty by nature.

For many younger bizzers, of course, the innocent words “new music”
resonate with significance, and the New Music Seminar launched by Rock-
pool and Dance Music Report in 1980 is their very own confab. The term
“new music” was appropriated from the downtown minimalist avant-garde

just as “new wave” was taken over from the French auteurist avant-garde,

431LSVY0D ¥3770d N. ¥00d



HISTORY IN THE MAKING

and no one knows exactly how to define it—the Wall Street Journal has

>

called it “futuristic ‘technopop’” and “a blend of rock, soul and reggae” in
the same sentence. I'd suggest that, as with “postmodernism,” the sweeping
yet abjectly relative vagueness of the term signifies above all a fervent desire
to deny antecedents that are in fact inescapable. Having once defined the
equally amorphous “rock” as “all music derived from the energy and influ-
ence of the Beatles,” I would now define “new music” as “all music deriving
primarily from the energy and influence of the Ramones and the Sex Pis-
tols” Then I would hope against hope that two qualifications were under-
stood: first that in both cases “energy and influence” is meant sociologically
rather than musically, and second that ’'m making fun.

The New Music Seminar began as a mildly bohemian one-day affair in a
friendly recording studio, and it was still pretty bohemian in 1982, when it
attracted eleven hundred to the Sheraton Centre. In 1983 it was at the Hil-
ton, enrollment had more than doubled, and bohemian it wasn’t. “Everyone
realizes that they are the future of the industry, so there is less rowdiness,”
opined organizer Joel Webber, and with the Police, Eddy Grant, Kajagoogoo,
David Bowie, Culture Club, and Madness in the top ten, this sense of destiny
was understandable. Not that some bohemian stragglers didn’t hoot at the
chasm between the Sex Pistols and Kajagoogoo, and not that all the skepti-
cism about new music came from disillusioned punks—“It’s our business
to give the audience what they want,” announced Ocean City, Maryland,
deejay Brian Krysz, who clearly didn't think these New Yorkers had any idea
what that might mean where he was from. But somewhere in between the
old bohos and the old pros gathered a comfortable consensus that the ailing
music industry had pulled itself back from the brink by finally coming to
terms with the progress it had resisted so pigheadedly for so long.

One factor was missing from this analysis, however: Michael Jackson.
“New music” is a very broad concept, but there’s no way it subsumes Michael.
The overwhelming success of Thriller fulfills the blockbuster fantasy that has
possessed the industry ever since Saturday Night Fever. For years retailers
argued that if only the nudniks over in production could suck people into the
stores with another piece of product like that, theyd take care of the rest. And
there are those who believe Thriller is the whole secret of the recovery. But it
couldn’t have happened in a vacuum. The new Anglodisco’s rapprochement
between the white rock audience and dance music helped make it possible.

For all its whiteskin provincialism, its defanged funk and silly soul, the
new music world is in fact somewhat more open to black artists than Aor.
After all, what isn't? Certainly neither Prince nor Eddy Grant could have



crossed over without the white dance clubs, and while Jackson didn’t need
the boost, he did benefit from it. And here too MTV was crucial. Indulging 69
its disgraceful if not unconstitutional reluctance to air black music, MTV
only started airing Jackson’s videos after cBs president Walter Yetnikoff
threatened to withdraw cBs clips from the channel. And soon thereafter,
the $200,000 production number Jackson contrived around “Beat It” turned
into the channel’s biggest hit ever. With M1V fallen, AoR finally jumped in,
and a hit album was transformed into an unprecedented megacrossover.

The triumph of Thriller, in which music marketers heroically sold the
new to the yearning masses, would seem to refute my brave assertion that
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the recovery owes more to art than it does to hype. But just like the neat bi-
nary opposition between form and content, the old hype-vs.-art polarity is a
middlebrow convenience that camouflages the vulgar details of the pop pro-
cess. With Michael Jackson or the Stray Cats or Culture Club, it’s hard to say
where art leaves off and hype begins, because all three devote unmistakable
aesthetic energy to promulgating image as well as inventing music. Image
promulgation is tricky business and trickier art, but after a dull gray decade of
grind-it-out professionalism I'm rather enjoying the current flashstorm. My
pleasure is sure to diminish as the most cunning of the young posers currently
overrunning the London video industry dig in for the careerist haul. But if
hype it’s gotta be, T'll take mine tacky, thanks.

3. Kajagoogoomania

All descriptions of the current pop moment invoke the British Invasion hook
sooner or later, so why not? But let’s get one thing straight. Unless you favor
the formulation in which the second British wave began Hollies-Donovan-
Cream circa 1967 (making the current incursion number seven or so), the
first one was more like an occupation, or an endless parade that lasted from
1964 all the way till 1977, when Malcolm McLaren set about revitalizing the
troubled U.K. branch of an industry that was marching off a cliff.
Overlooking the Sex Pistols’ unseemly politics, many armchair promo
men professed surprise when McLaren’s gambit failed to conquer America,
where disco and AOR were reaching sizable new audiences. So I propose that
we think of this “second” British Invasion as a reactive return to normalcy, with
conveniently prepackaged Brits regaining their customary advantage in the
musical balance of trade—not to beef up my pitch for American music, but
to make sure all the British Invasion guff doesn’t make this pop moment
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seem more . . . gear than it actually is. It’s different, sure; times change. But it
isn’t Swinging London all over again.

Young music fans may be acquainted with the music of the first British In-
vasion, but its excitement comes to them secondhand, and while British punk
was a pop moment, it was also an antipop moment, excluding potential
listeners far more antagonistically than any generation gap. When it didn’t
put new clothes on the radical fallacy that youth is sitting out there eagerly
awaiting an Alternative, it exploited the supposed truism that rock and roll
thrives on shock—just outrage the Establishment and every teenager in the
NATO alliance will throw money at you. It would have been wonderful if
some synthesis of these ideas had reunified the pop world, and in fact it was
wonderful anyway. But unity didn’t ensue, because punk’s antagonisms were
aimed not just at the Establishment, but at the complacent or self-deluded
or indifferent or just plain different rock fans who failed to get the message.
Some of these converted, others got pissed off, others remained indifferent,
and still others changed their minds a little. So say that Swinging London II
comprises most of those who changed their minds plus many indifferents
and a significant admixture of reconverted converts. And for all its backbit-
ing, infighting, and sectarian trendiness, its pop impulse, meaning nothing
more noble than its craving for commercial success, is more wholehearted,
though not more idealistic, than punk’s ever was.

Yet avant-garde polemicism notwithstanding, 1977 does stand as a great
pop moment, and reconciliations notwithstanding, 1983 remained a dubious
one. That’s because 1977 held out a promise at once more radical and more
realistic than that of Elvis or the Beatles or the hippies. Where the myth of
rock culture had vitiated rock and roll’s rebel strain by glamorizing it, punk
amplified it by focusing it, and though it perceived the mechanics of hege-
mony and oppression clearly enough to despise ’60s-style utopian folderol,
it stuck by its idealism-in-the-negative. In contrast, all 1983 could offer was
fifteen minutes in the limelight, or maybe three. Punk’s populist strategy was
to reclaim the quick hooky virtues of the then-moribund pop single, and
“new music” has definitely embraced that punk idea. Thus it’s also inherited
two kinds of burnout—not just the no-future cynicism affected by 1977’
cynosures and pennyrockets, but the flash-in-the-pan one-shotism of the
pre-“rock” era. There’s nothing more British Invasion about all of this than
the bewildering profusion of new names on the charts. How do you sort
them out? Is one of these bands really the Rolling Stones and another the
Moody Blues? One the Yardbirds and another the Nashville Teens? One the
Herd and another Dave Dee, Dozy, Beaky, Mick & Tich?



Nevertheless, I can’t go along with McLaren, who claims that the newest
Brit wave broke because American bizzers “don’t want black music taking
over.” It’s not just that McLaren is oversimplifying with an ulterior motive as
usual. Nor is it that Michael J. has rendered further race war superfluous—
Afrika Bambaataa and Blood Ulmer and the perennial George Clinton did
great work in 1983 too, and none of them cracked mTv. My skepticism has
more to do with the sometimes useful, often unavoidable, but here merely
obfuscatory vagueness of the term “black music” itself. Insofar as Angloma-
nia kept conciliatory, professional black pop down in a strong year for the
genre, it did so on the merits; James Ingram may be a nice fellow, but Boy
George has more to tell the world. And there’s no reason to believe that if
every fop in England were to expire of synthesizer poisoning, hard, tricky
black funk would fill the vacuum. Both punk and funk are avantish styles
that articulate megapolitan street values. Insofar as they’ve failed to make
a serious dent in middle America, that’s largely middle America’s fault, and
choice: hegemony is subtle and not altogether undemocratic stuff.

If this seems like a retreat from my traditionally staunch affirmative
action stand, I'm sorry, but it isn’t. Of course black music would be more
popular if it got the exposure it’s denied by the manipulatively racist market
calculations of AOR and MTV. But that doesn’t mean those calculations have
no basis in white listeners’ actual tastes—tastes that don't necessarily reduce
to race, and tastes they have a right to even though they live worse for them
(and sometimes they live quite well, thank you). Always craning their necks
toward the next big thing, opportunists like McLaren make pop music hap-
pen, but even in the punk years there was great work from old farts like
Fleetwood Mac and the Stones, oddballs like the McGarrigles and Ronnie
Lane, and all the soul and funk and disco and blues and folk and coun-
try professionals who rolled merrily along as if Johnny Rotten didn't exist,
which for them he didn’t. More often, several promising-to-exciting things
will go on at once. And then there are times that throw up no markers at all.

4. What Recovery, Exactly?

It’s a distortion to label rock videos commercials; at worst they’re promos,
which is not the same thing, and if they borrow advertising techniques that’s
an inevitable consequence of their brevity, their lyric structure, and their
roots in the hook aesthetic. But to excuse the directors somewhat is only to
make the music look—and sound—worse. Great exceptions and pleasant
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surprises notwithstanding, most rock videos diminish the second-rate
songs they’re supposed to enhance; however circumscribed rock artistes
may be musically, their literary and dramatic endowments tend narrower
yet. Because videos visualize lyrics and compel contemplation of the artists’
mugs, they bring home how slick, stunted, smug, self-pitying, and stupid
rock culture has become. Even more offensive than the racism M1V pro-
mulgates by omission is the way sexism that’s only implicit in words and
live performance is underlined again and again by the vaguely sadie-maisie
mannequins who sing backup or play their mute roles in male jackoft and/or
revenge fantasies. The clips make it all but impossible to reimagine songs
you like—Billy Idol’s fake-gothic misogyny and adolescent fear of commit-
ment have ruined “White Wedding” for me forever. And of course, they re-
place participation with spectatorism on the physical level as well.

True, whenever I think such thoughts I remind myself that early brain-
wash theorists once leveled similar charges at talkies. Because pop culture
evolves like anything else, there’s a chance “Atomic Dog” and “Burning
Down the House” and “Thriller” and “Atlantic City” and even, yes, Phil Col-
lins’s “You Can’t Hurry Love” will eventually prevail, enabling rock video
to escape its current box, the one with genre movies, film school dream se-
quences, Helmut Newton, and Midnight Special at the corners.

But even in this best instance the little matter of capital would make mTVv
one of the bad guys. Clips cost $15,000 for technically acceptable concert
footage, with forty or fifty grand par for concept videos and two hundred
grand not unheard of. As an accepted part of promotion, videos raise the
ante for struggling artists even more inescapably than high-tech audio; eight
years after the first Ramones album seemed to harbinger a new era of rock
and roll access because it cost $6,400 to record, they put the game squarely
back into the hands of the money boys. And while I don’t buy the Mass Cul-
ture 101 fantasy of a nation of suburbanized adolescents lulled into passive
consumerist pseudo-community by their television sets, I do believe that
every popular form has its optimum audience size, and that rock and roll
climbs above five million or so at its occasionally invigorating peril.

In the stagnant information system of AOR, MTV provided liberating,
pluralistic input. But MTV’s tuneout-sensitive national programming leaves
even less leeway for local quirks than, well, Lee Abrams’s Superstars HQ,
which in October sent out a typically visionary memo warning its stations
that “progressive music is out.” Artists such as Elvis Costello, Graham Parker,
and Joan Armatrading (as well as many heavy metal acts) had “no business



being on the radio” because the nation’s tastes had turned “horizontal”—
consultant talk for top forty, music that crosses demographic boundaries,
which as cHrR—Contemporary Hits Radio—is the new hot programming
idea. In New York, Aor bellwether wpLy set tongues wagging a year ago
when it added Prince’s “Little Red Corvette,” and by June was playing noth-
ing but hits, which in current radio parlance doesn’t equal “rock,” a term that
designated all popular music except country and disco five years ago but is
now considered too vertical.

There’s something comic about this commotion—just imagine, maybe
people actually want to listen to hit records. But in fact the pop single had be-
come almost theoretical during the slump—after wasc went all-talk in 1981,
New York was left without one genuine top forty station, and if it weren’t for
MTV and the attendant Anglomania the format mightn’t have come back at
all. And insofar as it brings down bastions of white power like wpLJ, CHR is
incontrovertibly a good thing. But this doesn’t justify the eager comparisons
to the Beatlemaniac glory years I've heard from bright-eyed populists old
enough to know better. It can’t, because Beatlemania’s excitement was bound
up in a sense of expansive social possibility as well as artistic reach, with
rock and roll more reflection than source. In the age of Reagan, that kind of
utopian optimism is effectively dead.

Anyway, horizontal radio ain’t necessarily so great for the record busi-
ness. One survey indicates that for every cHr fan who buys six Lps a year
there are three AoR faithful, and while cHR isn’t the cause of such deplor-
able penny-pinching (the younger, predominantly female audience it at-
tracts has never been all that free with its music dollars), it’s not helping
any. The phenomenal growth of the album market was predicated on the
passionate, committed, “vertical” myth of rock culture; pop commitments
simply aren’t as all-consuming. So perhaps it shouldn’t be a surprise that,
just as the slump was never as severe as the tape-obsessed doomsayers said
it was, the recovery clearly doesn’t qualify as a boom. When the tally was in,
it turned out that the great slump of 1982 had generated more gold and plati-
num albums than the great recovery of 1983. The dollar volume of only four
megasellers— Thriller, Flashdance, Def Leppard’s Pyromania, and the Police’s
Synchronicity—probably accounted for most of the industry’s total 1983 gain.

This is inauspicious, because it commits venture capital to a blockbuster
mentality. Experience has shown that blockbusters can’t be predicted posi-
tively—in 1983, only Synchronicity wasn't a major surprise. But they can
be predicted negatively, and they will be. It's going to get even harder for
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marginal artists with zero-plus platinum potential to find backing. Because
make no mistake, folks, the problem is capitalism. What else did you think
I've been talking about—the natural order of things?

5. Eternal Youth

I'm aware that such rhetoric is apt to exasperate many readers. Because make
no mistake about this either: rock and roll is capitalist in its blood. Its excite-
ment has always been bound up in the individualistic get-up-and-go of am-
bitious young men who looked around their land of plenty and decided that
they deserved—hell, just plain wanted—a bigger piece, and it would never
have reached its constituency or engendered its culture without the entre-
preneurial derring-do of countless promoters, hustlers, petty criminals, and
other small businessmen. But the most ambitious young rock and rollers
are rarely as likable or as visionary as they were twenty and thirty years ago.
And the derring-do of the big businessmen involved is often on a grandly
international scale. Like the man says, it’s a jungle out there, and for those
who aspire to a musical vocation what might have seemed like a dream or a
lark in 1967 or even 1977 now feels more like a go-for-broke gamble.

The alternative that attracts many gifted musicians is avant-gardism
whether pop or renegade. Devolving into three-chord clamor or forging
toward total cacophony, recombining roots musics or traversing alien struc-
tural, harmonic, and improvisational concepts, these artists put the limits of
their acquiescence in boldface and let the fans fall where they may. Inacces-
sibility both formal and physical assures that their audiences won't be passive,
and sometimes they make music galvanizing enough to jar loose some free-
floating complacency. But by definition avant-gardists sacrifice the special
political purchase of popular form—the way it speaks to and for the popu-
lace. The charm of a walking tolerance advert like Boy George or a raving
idealist like U2’s Bono Vox is that their refusal to make that sacrifice doesn't
seem ostrichlike; rather it evinces the kind of willful provisional naivete that
these days is rarer and wiser than irony. The enduring beauty and pleasure
of black music from pop to rap likewise inheres in its will to keep on keep-
ing on—nowhere are the material satisfactions of living in the U.S.A. evoked
more seductively, and nowhere do they sound more earned.

Nor did punk destroy the rock faith among those it moved most directly,
so that now two otherwise adverse youth populations—AoR’s still sizable
white male demographic and the tiny core of perhaps fifty thousand (?) post-



punk clubgoers and record collectors who send their elected representatives
to hoot at functions like the New Music Seminar—continue to make music
the measure of things. We veterans are loath to pass the flame to either side
because in rock and roll populists and avant-gardists are supposed to keep
each other honest. But if that hasn’t happened, the reason isn’t the music’s
breakdown as a cultural organism so much as capitalism’s breakdown as a
nexus of social possibility.

To put it simply, in the present go-for-broke environment all the arts are
fucked. Those popular forms that remain cheerful avoid making stringent
demands on themselves, as in the rich but rather complacent neoclassicism
enjoyed by many jazz musicians and Hollywood folk. Network television is
network television, and while video artists are bursting with technological
imperative, their visions of a public-access future are utopian folderol. Note
too that video artists are rarely disdainful of rock and roll—or rather, of the
capital that will be ventured if rock video opens up some. And among poets
and visual artists, for instance, the punk and funk subcultures that seem
so truncated to participant-observers like me are viewed as a means to the
“vitality” of their fitful dreams. There’s still a profusion of good rock and roll
coming down, of every conceivable description in a state of continual su-
perpluralistic international cross-fertilization. In fact, there are times when
the music’s somewhat shapeless quality nowadays seems almost a virtue—a
metaphor redolent with democratic fecundity where the myth of the Great
Artist has become a quintessential capitalist hype.

So if I conclude that the current situation still won't do, it’s not because I
pine for rock culture. It's because I refuse to suspend my disbelief in eternal
youth. That theme has been turning sour for a decade now, but the older I
get the surer I am that it carries meaning—something like what Bob Dylan
called busy-being-born before life got to him. It’s an idealism that might
conceivably foster the kind of cross-generational alliances that have always
been too rare among white Americans. Even after you factor in America’s
inferiority complex and dead-ass bizzers, what puts the U.Ks young rock
and rollers in the chips and ours in day jobs boils down to style, by which
I do not mean haircuts. The good young rock and rollers here still partake
of enough of our tattered national optimism to act as if youth rebellion is a
real-life possibility, complete with a hearty fuck-you-if-you-can’t-take-the-
heat that as always I could do without, but also with a depth of commitment
that seems to come naturally. In London, on the other hand, youth rebellion
looks like a desperate game, a flamboyant, fleeting masquerade. What fas-
cinates the new Brits about youth is that like everything else it'll betray you
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eventually, and for many there’s a comfort in that. Expectations are such a
burden these days.

It can certainly be said that like rock culture itself, eternal youth is an illu-
sion worth discarding—that kids today are realistic and good for them. But
that kind of realism is exactly what the neoconservative thrust of capitalist
culture means to inculcate, and 'm against it. Of course I believe people
should grow up, and yes, I think it’s the better part of grace to accept the in-
evitable decline of body pride, the purely physical exuberance that fuels rock
and roll’s fabled energy. But the fact that people grow up doesn’t mean they
have to stop growing, and if that sounds like some Marin County bromide,
well, T learned it from Chuck Berry and John Lennon and George Clinton
and indirectly Karl Marx too. Only people who insist on changing them-
selves are liable to end up changing the world around them, and although it
would be nice to think rock and roll could change the world all by itself, I've
never had much use for that fallacy. All I expect from rock and roll is what
rock and roll taught me to expect: more.

Village Voice, 1984 . Substantially condensed

Not My Fault,
Not My Problem

Classic Rock

No no no, you've got it all wrong. Kids today, jeeze. It’s like we used to say—
never trust anyone under thirty. (Wasn't that it?)

I know classic rock isn’t the issue, exactly. In its orthodox form, classic
rock is for people who aren’t quite as cool as Joe and Jo College—people
who may go to college, but who don't go away to college, if you catch my
drift. Yet somehow classic rock seems like the key concept here: art thats
stood the test of time, as my professors used to put it. And although it would
be deluded to claim that critics created this concept—the buying audience



has never taken us that seriously—we certainly collaborated in establish-
ing the canon. For if the early rock critics were more enamored of Chuck
Berry than the typical progressive jock, and also more receptive to punk
than any population group this side of Houston Street, we did play the game
of vaunting our “generation”’s “artistic achievement.” We celebrated pop
flux, insisting—despite our distaste for if-it-feels-good-do-it, love-the-one-
youre-with, hope-I-die-before-I-get-old banality—that music, like life itself,
was best experienced in the present. But we couldn’t resist valorizing it in the
historicist terminology of the academy.

I'm not sure we had an alternative, either. As the Rock and Roll Hall of
Fame wishes to remind you, somebody was gonna do the canonizing, and I
guarantee you it wasn’t us who enshrined paragons of excess Jim Morrison
and Led Zeppelin—Genuine Artists though both may have been—so near
the top of the heap. So we put our two cents in, plumping for Van Morrison,
say, or Randy Newman—cultish figures who needed all the help they could
get—as well as validating Hendrix and the Beatles and the Stones. We did
our damnedest to absorb the shock of the new, and almost invariably caught
on to future icons quicker than radio or retail. We got hip to our own history,
listening beyond the hits of our youth till we got to know parallel geniuses
(George Jones, Thelonious Monk), major minor artists (Wanda Jackson, the
“5” Royales), and loads of great predecessors (Hank Williams, Billie Holiday,
Louis Armstrong, Franz Liszt). And if none of this turned out as we would
have wished, from shooting-star-of-the-week on the cover of you-name-it to
the Hall of Fame, well, who ever said we ruled the world? Not us. So it seems
like a good time to point out some stuff.

First of all, though we might be accused of extravagant hero worship—
and for many poor souls, an audience with a rock star was a brush with
the divine—there was actually another reason we hung on John Lennon’s
every word and scrutinized the jacket of John Wesley Harding until we fi-
nally discerned with our own eyes the tiny heads concealed in the leaves
of that literal-looking black-and-white tree. To put it plainly, we believed
these guys spoke for us. That means we felt there was an us for them to
speak for, and it also means their power didn’t reside solely in their personal
charisma. Their power derived not just from their audience, though in these
starstruck days that self-evident observation flirts with heresy, but from the
imminent worldwide movement supposedly prefigured by that audience.
We paid close attention to their pronouncements to find out how history
was going, and sometimes to find out whether our public spokesmen were
still on the bus.
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Although classic rock draws its inspiration and most of its heroes from
the ’60s, it is a construction of the ’7os. It was invented by prepunk/predisco
radio programmers who knew that before they could totally commodify ’60s
culture theyd have to rework it—that is, selectively distort it till it threat-
ened no one. Three crucial elements got shortchanged in the process: black
people, politics, and Pop-with-a-capital-P, Pop in the Andy Warhol sense.
Granted, rocK’s chronic inability to come to terms with any of the three made
the betrayals easier. Even when Motown and Stax-Volt were getting respect,
the soul artist was an exoticized Other, and in the wake of Black Power and

>«

James Brown’s “Mother Popcorn,” any African-American who didn't fly his
or her freak flag high got frozen out of “progressive” radio. The understand-
able tendency of musicians to believe that music is the most important thing
in the world was elevated into pseudo-political, antipolitical ideology—the
aforementioned imminent worldwide movement was expected to effect its
transformations not just peacefully but naturally, spontaneously, without
tactics or strategy. As for Pop—well, 60s rock was a Californian faith, espe-
cially in America. It had little use for Pop irony, for its hard edges or primary
colors; at its most pretentious it never fully absorbed that it was part of the
entertainment business. Too bad—though the sellout would probably have
been every bit as gross had it been informed by Pop’s sane and distanced
self-consciousness, it wouldn’t have been quite as grotesque. Even if you
don’t much like Mick Jagger, you have to admit his sense of irony rendered
him a more attractive bigshot than David Crosby or Grace Slick.

Yet for all the mistrust and bitterness that’s ensued, the "60s were when
the black people who are America’s greatest musical asset were accepted
(more than in theory, if less than in fact) as equals—when the national com-
mitment to social integration was finally (I hope) established. We're only
beginning to learn what that means, but where once rock and roll was in the
forefront of the educational process, now it struggles to keep up—because
in the official rock pantheon the Doors and Led Zeppelin are Great Artists
while Chuck Berry and Little Richard are Primitive Forefathers and James
Brown and Sly Stone are Something Else. Hippiedom and rockdom were
never as radical as cliche has it, but before the *60s were over the Vietnam
War was anathema throughout youth culture, and the idea of this country
throwing its moral weight around had zero credibility. In case you hadn't
noticed, that kind of skepticism is now again utterly marginalized, so that
a war in which a hundred thousand human beings die is considered blood-
less because not much of the blood was ours—so that as the attack on Iraq

>«

began, the black station in my town kept playing Sean Lennon’s “Give Peace



a Chance” while the A0R outlets moved on to “The Star-Spangled Banner”
Meanwhile, out in Theoryland, Pop has spawned postmodernism, cough
cough. And while pomo’s trivial pursuits can stand to bump up against a
canon now and then, for college students’ pop-music aesthetic to wallow
instead in AOR’s dumb, received Victorian romanticism is not the kind of
irony Andy had in mind.

In short, race and Pop and politics are the other half of sex and drugs
and rock 'n’ roll. They're half of what the "60s were about—what made the
’60s dangerous, and what made them a good time to be alive. And since they’re
the “serious” half, to leave them out of your myth of rock as art-that-stands-
the-test-of-time is to render it totally fatuous. But let me add that to attrib-
ute this transmogrification solely to the machinations of media manipula-
tors is also fatuous. It had, as we rads like to say, a material base. All of
this risk-taking cultural outreach proceeded from the two decades-plus of
real prosperity that followed World War II. It would never have occurred
if your average student longhair had grown up with the radical economic
insecurity of parents whod survived the Depression. Nor would it have oc-
curred if the kid had grown up with the gnawing sense of socioeconomic
contraction that was soon to afflict his or her younger siblings and offspring
(including you, gentle reader). By the early "7os a whole mess of chilling
effects—some material, some perceptual—were impinging on the collective
confidence of my generation and everybody else’s, especially as our values
and aspirations were picked up and found wanting by the unluckier kids
crammed toward the lower end of America’s broken-runged class ladder.
Not for nothing did classic rock crown the Doors’ mystagogic middlebrow
escapism and Led Zep’s chest-thumping megalomaniac grandeur. Rhetori-
cal self-aggrandizement that made no demands on everyday life was exactly
what the times called for.

It’s hard to think realistically about the future when you’re young, and
for all our forward-looking idealism, even the most political among us did
a lousy job of figuring out how our vaunted culture was going to keep re-
newing itself. We really weren’t much better than that tie-dyed fool John
Sebastian, whose “Younger Generation” is not a song that’s stood the test
of time in Radioland, though I still find it touching in a Pop-ironic way.
“Can I put a droplet of this new stuff on my tongue?” Sebastian imagines
his unborn child (a son, of course) asking, inspiring Dad to formulate some
verities: “And then I'll know that all I've learned my kid assumes / And all
my deepest worries must be his cartoons.” Progress along a line to infinity,
the permanent cultural revolution: spontaneous, natural, automatic. How
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sad that it didn’t turn out that way—sadder for you than for me, whether
you know it or not.

I’'m not naive enough to think there’s much to be gained by do-gooder ap-
peals to conscience or idealism, though in case there’s a stray bleeding heart
reading this, I don’t mind mentioning how politically retrograde the classic-
rock mindset is. The really sick thing is that as heartily as I disapprove of
the establishment con that the permanent cultural revolution turned into,
it does me more good than it does all the lost young people who are buying
it retail. After all, how better guarantee that boomers remain in control? I
almost said us boomers, only it's been a long time since I've made com-
mon cause with David Crosby—better Johnny Rotten, who didn’t turn out
so great either. But even so there’s a sense in which my generation remains
a cultural entity while John Sebastian Jr’s generation doesn’t. No wonder
the old stars rule so omnipotently for their fifteen years or eons—it’s been
forever since the young audience they ought to be responsible to had any
sense of itself as a collectivity, as opposed to a put-upon consumer group.
This absence of collective consciousness is insured by the progressive frag-
mentation of rock marketing. The imaginative young listeners who might
assume some sort of leadership role are stricken with contempt for anybody
who doesn’t share their taste (for indie rock, or rap, or dance music, or film,
or theory, or whatever). But youd think some smart person would grab this
dilemma by the tail and twist it till it cries uncle. After all, fragmentation
is itself a shared experience, a paradoxical common bond worthy of ironic
exploitation.

Good luck, kids. If you (or your younger siblings) manage the trick, ’'m
sure I'll be confused by the details—by what’s honored and what’s rejected.
But it'll beat being appalled by the smugness of my contemporaries and the
banality of their children. And let me warn you—until it happens, I get to
write more articles like this one. Only you can stop me.

Details, 1991



A Weekend in Paradise

Woodstock '94

In my job, the idea is to have fun. If you don’t have fun most of the time,
you're not doing your job. And if you do, youre permitted to conclude that
when you don't, they’re not doing their job. So one reason I attended Wood-
stock IT was to have fun. But I never thought it would be easy.

For one thing, I had trouble finding a date, and understandably so:
preliminary reports read like Monty Python fantasies. The rigidly sched-
uled arrivals at inaccessible parking lots in groups of not more or less than
four, the severely limited egress, the bans on not just drugs and alcohol but
children and coolers and, Jesus, tent stakes, and—the crowning touch—the
scrip that would be the only legal tender at the overpriced concession stands
made Woodstock-in-Saugerties sound like a cross between Tommy’s Holi-
day Camp and the company store Tennessee Ernie sold his soul to. My life’s
companion preferred to stay in bed.

Still, I found much of the nay-saying misguided. Doing talking head duty
as one of the few veterans of Woodstock *69 with a public claim to enthusi-
asm for Rock and Roll ’94, I was dismayed when an interviewer complained
that the new model was “commercial” I mean, this was rock and roll. The
main reason the first festival didn’t make money, if it didn't after residuals,
was that the exploitation of popular music was so primitive back then. Even
sillier were the whines of Catskill locals that Michael Lang and his PolyGram
collaborators had purloined a sacred spirit from either a bunch of washed-
up folkies at the old Max Yasgur place or the town of Woodstock. By refus-
ing to countenance a real rock concert in a neck of the woods where the
old-timers I've talked to look back on the first festival with nostalgic pride,
the Sullivan County powers-that-be got the traffic jam and terrible music
they deserved (although the Deadhead-style Free Festival that replaced Sid
Bernstein’s abandoned fiasco clearly did have a utopian-escapist magic of its
own). As for the boho yokels sequestered in Woodstock-the-municipality,
let me be perfectly clear. One factor above all made both Woodstock I and
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Woodstock II whatever they were: size. They were big, b-i-g big. BIG. BI-
fucking-1G. And they wouldn’t have been that way without money, m-o-n-e-y
money. Shekels. Dollars. Venture capital.

None of which is to suggest that the basic pretension of Woodstock II,
which is that somehow a myth would return to life with the proper applica-
tion of money, wasn't totally and permanently ridiculous. “They say history
repeats itself,” we in the press tent heard again and again from PolyGram’s
John Scher, who emerged as corporate spokesperson once the event was
underway and Lang’s patina of authenticity had outlived its usefulness. Yet
though the conceit goes back to Thucydides, as a’60s fart I prefer Marx, who
amended Hegel with “the first time as tragedy, the second as farce”’—only
since the original Woodstock was more like a miracle, call the follow-up
a spectacle. As I told one interviewer, it’s impossible to re-create your own
marriage five years down the road, so how could anyone expect to re-create
so much vaster a social fact? But as I also told her, that didn’t mean some-
thing else fairly wondrous couldn’t happen instead.

That wasn’t the main reason I ended up at Woodstock II, however. The
main reason was that I wanted to see the bands. Maybe somewhere in the
world there’s an equally vast social fact, perhaps a religious pilgrimage I'm
too culture-bound to know about. But this one wouldn't have happened—
wouldn’t have happened once, wouldn't have happened twice—without
rock and roll. The music wasn't what the original seekers remembered about
Woodstock I, but it was why they were there, and as the crowds jamming the
North Field at Saugerties Saturday and Sunday proved, no amount of mud
or mind-boggling gestalt could distract second-generation celebrants from
the cultural commodity that brought them together. Over the past twenty-
five years, however, that commodity has become almost incomprehensibly
more huge and various. Partly as a result of forces unleashed or catalyzed
or just plain symbolized by Woodstock I, the range of available music had
increased tenfold.

Newsday’s Ira Robbins rightly pointed out that the bill was “solidly
second-drawer. No Springsteen, no Pearl Jam, no Dead, no R.E.M., no Uz,
no Led Zeppelin reunion” To which one might add, no Guns N’ Roses or
Dr. Dre, no Elton John or Rolling Stones, no Madonna or Michael or Janet.
Although the general suspicion of Woodstock II contributed to this short-
fall, economics made it inevitable—most of the above-named are stadium
draws capable of selling fifty thousand seats in a single city, well beyond
the reach of promoters hoping to attract a mere 250,000 customers to two
and then three full days of music. In 1969, there was no such thing as a



stadium draw, and the only acts with the undeniable commercial-artistic
cachet of the above-named were Dylan-Beatles-Stones, none of whom
played Woodstock. And though in retrospect the Who and Jimi and Janis
and Sly put Aerosmith and Metallica and Peter Gabriel to shame, through
1969 they had two No. 1 LPs among them, and their lifetime total was four.
The long list of folkies at Woodstock I says a great deal about the provenance
of American “rock” in the hippie era, and also suggests why Crosby, Stills,
Nash & Young proved the festival’s real commercial powerhouse. And the
total lack of lineup controversy says even more about rocK’s focus back then.
Nobody foresaw the future of Led Zeppelin or Pink Floyd, and nobody was
smart enough to complain that the Velvets and the Stooges were already of
far greater aesthetic and historical moment than Mountain and Jefferson
Airplane. What alternatives were there? The mc5? The Mothers of Inven-
tion? Come on. Maybe we were utopians, but we didn’t think we could have
everything.

And then there’s the most crucial difference of all. In 1969 the music was
the locus of a culture that everyone believed was out there whether they
were part of it or not. Going for the music meant going for the culture in
a way it no longer can—the two were inextricable. Looking back to ren-
der an analysis that would have seemed pointless then, I realize I went for
the culture. This wasn't because I didn’t care for the acts, although I sat out
Friday’s rain-soaked folk bill in the commodious tent of some generous
acquaintances my girlfriend and I bumped into and spent the weekend with.
(Thanks again, Josh and Babette.) It was because as an unmarried twenty-
seven-year-old rock critic living in a forty-five-buck-a-month apartment
five blocks from the Fillmore East, I had caught most of them many times.
As an overemployed fifty-two-year-old rock critic with a nine-year-old and a
coop to run, 'm lucky to get out three times a month, and when I do I have
alternatives galore. As a result, I hadn’t seen a single one of the twenty-two
acts announced as of mid July since the Neville Brothers played the Bottom
Line long about 1987. For me, music is a job that’s inextricable from my life.
So those “two more days of peace and music”—hell, even three—sounded
like they might be fun. And they were for sure, albeit not exactly in the ways
I'd pictured. No two ways about it—I had a great time. Guess somebody was
doing their job.

Ten days earlier, however, all qualms in re lineup, companionship, and to-
talitarianism were operative, and I had conceived a remedy: Lollapalooza IV.
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Alternathink plaints about Perry Farrell’s ripoft only convinced me I'd love
the thing, and in 1994 the bands were L7, George Clinton, the Beastie Boys,
the Breeders, A Tribe Called Quest, and Smashing Pumpkins—plus, oh well,
the Boredoms and Nick Cave, but six out of eight is smoking. I was beguiled
too by tales of the second stage, political tables, and interactive gewgaws.
We journalists call this kind of thing a setup. It would be sheer joy to shake
my fun in Michael Lang’s face when his ill-laid plans went thataway. I hoped
thered be a press area to hear music from, but if not, me and Carola and
Nina and our friend Marc would simply bask further back, exploring the
sideshows when Nina got bored and repairing to the misting tent to cool off.

This fantasy proved seriously barmy. Maybe the August 3 Lollapalooza at
Quonset State Airport in Rhode Island was merely the victim of the four-car
accident that closed Route 4 and turned an hour-and-a-half trip from Bos-
ton into a four-hour crawl that cost Ly their slot and effectively reduced the
number of bands we caught to four even though we saved forty-five minutes
on back roads. But I think it went deeper than that. In fact, ’'m ready to won-
der how much effective fellow feeling a postutopian aesthetic can generate.
Thank God last-minute child care reduced our party to three—at best Nina
would have been the only preteen on the premises, and at worst she might
have gotten hurt.

Certainly three of the sets were fine. The Breeders’ rough-hewn diffi-
dence, too raggedy a year ago, has evolved into sweet mastery of noise-tune
tension, edging out toward chaos then bringing it all back home; it took just
four or five brief songs for Marc, a forty-two-year-old whose appetites tend
toward the blues-based and lately the African, to get inside the aesthetic.
Although Clinton wasted precious minutes on a lousy white female rapper, a
mediocre black female soul singer, and a lecture about drugs and the cia,
most of the P-Funk All-Stars’ music was classic in the best sense—together
and comfortable at its most galvanizing and up-for-the-downstroke. And
the Beasties proved themselves headliners who preferred leaving early to
topping the bill. But in any mass setting quality per se is never enough. You
have to be able to hear it. And you have to enjoy the company.

Having left our car near the gate for a quick exit, we had plenty of chance
to look the crowd over as we hoofed across a thickly weeded cement-and-
asphalt parking lot. It was three-thirty at a concert announced for two, yet
there was tailgating everywhere as kids downed their verboten beers. About
half looked nonstraight—hair colored or braided or long or shaved or coyly
unkempt, funny boots, a very few male skirts or kilts, loads of alternaband
T-shirts. Between sob stories at the comp window and contraband iced tea at



the frisk point, it was four before we were inside, barely in time to get bored
with the Verve's second-stage feedback and discover that that dim throb over 85
there was Quest finishing its set. After the rappers had baptized the moshers
up front, the audience trod past and over our poncho. We moved up, then
found ourselves packed tight for the Breeders half an hour later. They were
wonderful, as I said. But sometimes the music was obscured by more im-
mediate sensory stimuli.

At sixty or seventy-five yards from the stage we were close enough to get
a good look at moshing that was willfully rough and intense for such a gentle
band, and occasionally a floater would pass by. Since my body is breakable and
Carola’s more so, I elbowed the guy who crashed next to me for future refer-
ence, although I felt more kindly toward the girls, who were not just smaller
but braver, more vulnerable—giving up their physical safety to the group,
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which is the theory, rather than menacing wimp standees, which was too
often the male fact. Then, during a lovely “Driving on Nine,” a pit opened up
right in front of us, threatening a perimeter the moshers would have been
happy to enlarge even if a few small young things went home with abrasions.
Between eight and a dozen muscular boys, every one taller or broader than
me and most both, crossed play-fighting with turf war—no fists, but plenty
of hard shoves, with the requisite grins frequently forced or absent, a mark
of cool rather than camaraderie. Most of them looked like frat assholes feel-
ing their hormones, the same thing that makes dance night fight night from
El Paso to Liverpool. Earlier I'd been bemused by the pit-etiquette advisories
in the Beasties’ free newspaper. Now I understood.

If only because the crowd never closed up, things were better for Clinton,
and if half of those who stayed barely paid attention, much less danced or
knew the hand signals, at least they could spy L7 boogieing on the scaffold.
As the twenty-five-minute intermission ended, Marc took his camera for-
ward for the Beasties, then quickly returned—it was too crazy up there. The
set began fast and strong with “Sure Shot,” and almost immediately two pits
combusted spontaneously within five yards of us as everyone else pogoed. We
were having too much fun to retreat. But around the end of the second song
that choice was denied us as several scared-looking girls led a stampede,
which we joined instantly with the help of a tall, intrepid black kid—one of
two dozen I saw all day—scooping up our stuff. I shoved a few times, stum-
bled a few times, caught Carola once or twice; when it was over a minute later,
my notes were gone and our distance from the stage had almost doubled.
Musically, this made a tremendous difference—the difference between inhabit-
ing the music and observing it. The excitement was secondhand now, and
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although the blanket-tossing that started up front eventually reached our
depth, where we were the music was the occasion rather than the inspiration
for this far friendlier physical rite.

It was after eight, so we spread our stash of Armenian food on a desolate
press table slightly aft of the stage, but although we hoped to avoid Nick
Cave, all too soon rampant self-expression was drowning out dinner con-
versation. We took our time returning, then lounged far back as the decent
conventional rock and unriveting arena solos waxed and mostly waned. Oc-
casionally the star would announce that he was about to knock our socks oft,
but he never came close, and around nine-twenty he started complaining in
a strangely un-Australian accent. He dissed Rhode Island, he dissed the site,
he told us we should “tear up the empty lot” when the show was over, he
congratulated us sarcastically for attending: “There may be a bomb under-
neath you but you are rocking—at least you can tell your children that you
came and you rocked.” He pouted: “I'm sorry we suck” He rationalized: “We
apologize for trapping ourselves in a vortex we can't get out of.” Finally, just
before ten, he advised us to drive safely and limped off to widely scattered
cheers. The Quonset edition of Lollapalooza was over.

I was pissed off and deeply confused. For half an hour I'd been jeering
this bad expressionist band in the expectation that soon I'd hear a good one,
Smashing Pumpkins. God, I thought, that must have been some traffic jam.
But when Carola asked who the female musician was, I figured it out. Nick
Cave had preceded Quest—that was Smashing Pumpkins. How embarrass-
ing for me—but how much more embarrassing for Billy Corgan. Carola,
who isn’t normally given to hyperbole, called it the worst performance shed
ever witnessed in her life. I told her shed never seen Richie Havens.

Lollapalooza was no disaster, but as an event it was nothing. The security
was irritating and so was the sound system. Most of the food concessions
sold greasy street-fair schlock. The overtaxed sideshows closed early and the
second-stage schedule was impossible to figure. We never found the mist-
ing tent. Racially, Quest and Clinton didn’t make a dent. Generationally,
the festival was not only uniformly young, but almost uniformly eighteen-
to-twenty-five, a subset of young. And culturally it seemed fucked up—
dumbass collegians seizing the symbols of the alienated contemporaries
who made the scene possible in much the way carpers claim.

Also, the stampede spooked my wife, whod been considering a date in
Saugerties, and now decided I should reconnoiter first. I used to regard



moshing as postutopian sublimation and complex metaphor, and I still do,
but one facet of that metaphor now dominates—whilst responding poeti-
cally to these parlous times, it posits the rigidest version of rock and roll
physicality extant. What makes rock and roll a youth music is above all
the raw energy it demands, and moshers mean to drive off anyone who
for reasons of age or gender or size or temperament can’t take that energy
to the limit—a limit they define. This is significant not just because a new
breed of mosher became one of Woodstock IT’'s media symbols, but because
both Woodstocks were bound up in the physical demands they imposed
on participants. Although these had nothing to do with the mosher ideal, I
had trouble convincing Carola that smashing pumpkinheads wouldn’t be a
threat in Saugerties, and maybe she knew more than I did. Who would have
thunk anyone would slam-dance to the Allman Brothers?

So we dealt with the demands we could foresee. I packed changes of clothes,
a jacket, shorts, two hero sandwiches, two bottles of seltzer, fruit, trail mix,
crackers, peanut butter and jelly, a loaf of bread, sunblock, insect repellent, a
poncho, a flashlight, and (bingo) an umbrella. I purchased maps of Ulster and
Greene counties. And though I'd found friends to put me up after learning
the Kingston Holiday Inn wanted $340 a night, on general principles I bought
a sleeping bag. Prevented by snafu from driving to the site, I found a use for
my map when the shuttle driver got lost on the way from the hotel park-
ing lot, but the congestion proved bearable—a fifteen-minute tie-up near
Saugerties followed by two miles of stop-and-go. My first impression was
tents everywhere—fields, hills, woods, roadsides. Some of them had stakes.
John Hughes of the Fort Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel, an easygoing Nevilles and
Allmans fan who reads me in Playboy, had suggested I stow my stuff with
him in case I needed to share his two-person tent. So at three-forty-five we
disembarked at the nexus behind the main stage, checked out the giant press
tent, and found high ground in a press camping area. And soon the avantish
hip-hop I couldn't believe I was half hearing drew me away.

The North Field was full but negotiable. As I shuftled past the main con-
cession bank and picked my way laboriously to a more distant spot than
I'd ever settled for at Lollapalooza, I determined that this was indeed one
of my favorite live bands, Philadelphia’s Goats, who finished their abrasive
rock-rap to polite applause augmented by my yells. Kindly crew members
hosed down a knot of moshers up front. There was a burst of deja vu as a fat,
balding, clownish Wavy Gravy warned of strychnine in the white, blue, and
dark green acid, pronounced the Felix the Cat and Skeleton brands “shitty;’
and couldn’t believe what he was reading about the brown tabs with black
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spots: “Its . .. good? Hey, it’s good!” Then came the first of many entreaties
to those camped on the North Field proper, which was intended as listening
space, capped by Wavy’s John Lennon rewrite: “All we are saying / Is please
move your tents.”

Since the never-ending Blues Traveler was up and I needed to get ori-
ented, I made my way back, passing through the gate with the laminate that
was the mark of privilege in this community. At Woodstock I, where the
press tent turned into a hospital, my only privileges were a lucky limo ride
in with Peter Townshend and the providence of my ad hoc hosts. Here my
laminate meant something—free Pepsi products and Saratoga water in the
press tent, queueless phones that worked occasionally, camping close to the
stage, relatively undisgusting latrines, two useful service roads—and no
matter how much these advantages unbalanced my participant-observer
tightrope walk, I would have been stupid (and a very atypical participant) to
turn them down. I called Carola, whose knees are trickier than mine, to tell
her that our jitney-and-child-care contingency plans would be ill-advised
even if I could get back to the car, which seemed dubious. This was what sleep-
ing bags were for.

An hour later I returned to a North Field that was reaching critical mass.
Still learning the terrain, I was funneled onto the vehicle-clogged road be-
tween the main concessions and Ecology Village, ending up well past the
camping line. Hopscotching over jammed tents and pushing slowly through
impassable walkways, I encountered numerous children, plenty of mid-
teens, and an enormous number of over-twenty-fives, with alternakids
much sparser than at Lollapalooza. Even the college types lacked that balls-
out spring-break arrogance; however much role-playing it did for the cam-
eras, this was not a notably rowdy crowd. After twenty minutes I claimed
a one-man patch of grass at the edge of a crosswise aisle, where for four
hours I listened to Del Amitri, Live, James, King’s X, and Sheryl Crow. The
only one I might have sampled in New York was Crow, whose singer-with-
backup wilted in the space, but only Del Amitri, a meaningless pop-metal
outfit who were one of five PolyGram-associated acts on Friday’s supposedly
“cutting-edge” bill, enjoys zero word of mouth. As it turned out, James alone
showed me something. But just finding out whether any songs stuck was a
trip: I was touched by the way some onlooker or other always seemed ready
to don this mediocre stuff like a press-on tattoo, humming Del Amitri’s hit
or strumming air acoustic to Crow or explaining a James lyric to an older
sister-in-law up from New Mexico because her Utica-born husband had
gone to Bethel when he was fifteen.



The Friday show was mostly a con. Added when ticket sales seemed omi-
nously slow, its concept was the pseudo-alternative niche now favored for
breaking acts, a subdivision of the little-of-this, little-of-that strategy that de-

fined Woodstock II’s programming as it does all current megabiz marketing.

At the first Woodstock, the more naive pilgrims assumed a fundamentally
homogeneous music that was the locus of a culture—a culture they were
eager to share with or even absorb from their hipper, slightly older fellows
(so unlike the dumbasses of Lollapalooza, who were intent on transforming
its culture into their own). The run of celebrants at Woodstock II expected
nothing more than bands they knew, or knew about, which in 1994 includes
both Crosby, Stills & Nash and Nine Inch Nails, a bizarre Saturday-night segue
that didn’t produce anything like the exodus wags predicted. This-and-that
was fine with these folks, who could calculate that the much-maligned $135
ticket boiled down to $3.50 a band even if there was no way you could see
them all. Revolving stages kept boring intermissions to a minimum—I twice
clocked the turnaround at under three minutes, about as long as it takes the
Dead to start the next song. And the sound system beat Woodstock I's (and
Lollapalooza’s) all to shit—loud and clear at a quarter mile, with giant video
screens for visuals, not the way I like to listen but a legitimate aesthetic mode
nevertheless.

Still, halfway through Crow I'd had enough. I needed to talk to my wife
and shoot the shit with my pals in the press tent, and Collective Soul wasn’t
going to stop me. It was midnight before I rejoined a much looser crowd for
the dregs of Candlebox, the last band on my handout. Then, back through the
gate, I heard a familiar clatter. Damn! That was “Blister in the Sun,” by the
announced but presumed-canceled Violent Femmes. I ran back and listened
joyously to a long, animated set, often pausing to admire a vivacious teen-
ager who was far from the only one dancing and mouthing the words. This
was the first band with a serious following all day, and also the first with a
signature sound. The difference was heaven. Give Gordon Gano credit—
maybe he deserves a cult as much as Jonathan Richman. The Femmes played
the most exciting music I heard all weekend. I've yet to meet another press
person who caught it.

I'd been sleeping badly on the ground outside for two hours when some
combination of a passing vehicle and the putatively ambient Aphex Twin
woke me up. This was Ravestock, John Scher’s message that sleep was for
wusses, and when the volume rose I gave up and embarked on a futile search
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for the South Stage. Raindrops sent me racing back to the tent, where John
Hughes helped me pull in my stuff. Adrenaline coursing, I grabbed my um-
brella and set off down the slick entrance road, where I was refused access
at the backstage gate before clambering over a pipe railing and through a
breach in a cyclone fence. Onstage, two DJs were mixing loud, tribal, and flu-
ent for an audience in the high hundreds, few of whom pretended to dance.
Back at the fence, gleeful kids with bedrolls snuck in like ballplayers at a
locked schoolyard. It was dawn.

pBJ for breakfast, and at the nine-thirty press conference, announce-
ments of portajohn progress, tent struggles, overtaxed parking lots, road-
blocks, an unbroken perimeter (sure), and 200,000-plus customers, most
of whom seemed to be out taking the air. The foot traffic was so dense
I could hardly move, and suddenly my misty memories of Woodstock I
cleared: never, never had the bodies been this packed. It took thirty-five min-
utes to negotiate the half-mile route to the South Stage; the swath of grass
leading down from the Craft Village concession (and camping) area was al-
ready the scene of a mud-climbing exhibition. But the South Field itself was
idyllic—I was closer than at Lollapalooza, with room to lie down. Regrets to
Joe Cocker, scheduled for noon in the main arena—I wanted to guard my
spot for the Cranberries. A bland, overpriced curried lentil pita from a local
vendor convinced me to stick to the knockwurst-sized $2.50 hot dogs and
twenty-four-ounce $2 Pepsis of the Fine Host oppressors. At twelve-thirty
sharp, the Irish folk-rockers began a set so tuneful and weird I never thought
of leaving. That was my m.o.—to listen till I didn’t want to listen, just like a
real person. PolyGram’s Italian rocker Zucchero assured that at two-thirty
I would have no trouble reclaiming my turf for a disappointingly excellent
Youssou N’Dour, who without his male dancers and singers didn't live up
to the hype I'd been feeding anyone who would listen, who wouldn’t have
drawn like the Cranberries if he did, and who cost me Cypress Hill.

By then a bifurcation was emerging—two festivals, almost. Over in the
North Field were the stars and their stalwarts, content to do the funky sar-
dine or stand six hundred yards from the stage in a dead flat space far less
ideal than Max Yasgur’s rolling amphitheater. In contrast, the much smaller
but never jammed South Field attracted open-minded hedonists, whose dis-
taste for suffering often earned them better music. And of course there was
migration back and forth. With the Band’s comeback not even a throwback
and their South Field show penciled in at two and a half hours, however, I set
out for Henry Rollins via the press tent. And though thered been sprinkles
the whole gray day, that’s when the real rain began—a gusty downpour that



ran off the canvas roof in thick rivulets for most of an hour. In the hostile ele-
ment immersed, Rollins howled and flexed through the storm like an Out-
ward Bound poster boy—or so it appeared on the closed-circuit feed. When
the rain slackened to umbrella strength, I opted for the Band after all. Avoid-
ing the new mud on a sideline, I couldn’t tell when the guest was Bob Weir
and when Roger McGuinn, but everyone was sharp and loose. Eventually,
though, the group’s once bracing repertoire of grand old blues and personal
bests seemed too predictable. On the North Field, Melissa Etheridge was
into her climactic Janis Joplin routine, which to my considerable surprise
she had down. Two over-thirty babes with wedding rings shimmied and
grokked. I wondered whether they knew Melissa was gay. I wondered again
when they both started groping a twenty-four-year-old male law student.

This Woodstock inspired volumes of dumb reporting about sex and
drugs and rock and roll, always a danger when you send a generalist out
to do a rock critic’s job or Kennedy out to do anything. I never got close to
the pits, where I'm sure clothes were often extraneous, and I don’t doubt the
existence of the three naked cuties who posed for five thousand snapshots.
But in forty-eight hours I observed half a dozen nude men and precisely one
nude woman—a lush blonde who wasn’t actually nude, but wearing an open
shirt, as was her well-muscled and nicely hung male companion, a very sexy
image. Although I'd be sad to learn there was no fucking going on, orgias-
tic it wasn't. The promised searches were perfunctory, mostly verbal, but
the scare worked. Muddy Evian bottles outnumbered muddy liquor bottles,
beer was as much beverage as inebriant, and though there was considerable
cannabis around, it was far from pervasive and never freely shared. Where at
Woodstock I it took effort not to get stoned, here that was one option among
many. Yet loose behavior remained an ideal, and my gropers had it going on.
I laughed on the outside and cried on the inside when Crosby (your crazy
uncle just before he burps), Stills (aging surf shop owner who likes his tal-
ent stupid), & Nash (seedy public schoolmaster well into his cups) greeted
them with “Love the One Youre With” Soon, however . . . well, you know.
Morbid curiosity loses its charm. Craving normality, I made for the South
Stage and Primus.

The band every kid I'd chatted up had the hots for was Nine Inch Nails, and
by eight-thirty the North Field had long surpassed critical mass. Supposedly
due to a sound glitch (I bet they were in a snit or applying their makeup),
they came on half an hour late, the longest such delay all weekend, but they
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sure knew how to make an entrance—plastered with the mud that was al-
ready WoodstocKk’s universal currency. “You miserable muddy fuckers,” spat
Trent Reznor, launching what should have been a set of unparalleled ca-
cophony and aggression. Only it wasn’t—half of it was dirges that gave me
no reason to fight off the throng. At thirty minutes I'd listened till I didn't
want to listen. Other refugees bitched bitterly when they were turned back at
the laminate gate, almost breaking through—the only anger I encountered
away from the stage and the press tent all weekend. Finally feeling sleep de-
privation, I failed to get to the South Field until Salt-n-Pepa were over. John
Hughes was flat out atop his down bag, and soon I was drifting off to the
dulcet strains of Metallica, a band I don’t get who sounded like the Kronos
Quartet under the circumstances. At one-thirty I woke to a downpour on
the rain shield of our efficient little tent and fell asleep to a rowdy Aerosmith
I regretted missing. And at three-thirty I woke to World War IIL

I thought it was gunshots and stayed down; John thought it was an ex-
ploding transformer and burst outside. In fact it was the ten-minute fire-
works display the rowdies had capped their show with. But blessed sleep had
drained from my body, and when the adrenaline didn't subside by five, I went
out. Deserters whod penetrated the laminate barrier waited for shuttles they
could only hope would come. A medical guy I helped phone his parents
from the thickly littered press tent claimed countless breaks and sprains in
the treacherous slampits and four obs nobody else reported. The rain had
added a slippery cushion to the firmest surfaces, and past the gate the mud
was much deeper. Nonsleepers and new arrivals lurched around with arms
outstretched, the ubiquitous Pepsi cups their best footing. I've been phobic
about mud ever since losing a shoe at a construction site as a seven-year-old,
and between my wits and my laminate I was good at avoiding it, but it has a
great advantage—it’s drier than water, so even when you go over your shoe-
tops you don't get soaked. And so I wandered down into the mostly empty
area by the now enormous North Stage pit. Beer drinkers grossed each other
out with piss tales. Two Canucks hit on a two-gal-one-guy posse just in from
Poughkeepsie. A black suburban teenager in a lounge chair gave her white
boyfriend a thousand-watt smile.

By now even Scher had abandoned the fable that free entries were negli-
gible—if 300,000 attended, and it was probably more, at least a third didn't
pay. Ticket-checking had been inefficient from the git, and by Saturday after-
noon there was no need to crash the gate because you could walk through.
Even when I came back at nine-thirty, few of those positioned up front wore
the wristbands that signified official entry, and quite a few talked about driving



close and hitchhiking in after midnight. This new blood kept the energy
high, but also increased the spring-break quotient; for some, it seemed, this
was no longer “Woodstock,” just a free concert—a little of this, a little of that.
CeCe Peniston’s pop-gospel supergroupSi sters of Glory followed fast upon
an equally glorious surprise visit from Bethel’s own Country Joe McDonald,
who worked up vigorous sing-along action on “Feel-Like-I'm-Fixin’-to-Die
Rag” and gracefully retired. Thelma, Mavis, et al. commanded the weekend’s
strongest voices this side of Youssou, and I enjoyed their Sunday standards
until yet another downpour drove through my umbrella-poncho combo.
Back in the press tent, we were told the rain would continue all day—and
that departures were overwhelming the shuttle system.

Actually, the rain would soon let up, then hold off till late, but the real
person in me was worried. Nina had burst into tears when she heard my
voice on the phone, and I didn’t want to drive the thruway at three a.m. on
coffee and good intentions. I estimated the likelihood of transcendent Dylan
at one-in-five, could just barely stand to miss Porno for Pyros and the Chili
Peppers, and had never figured to stay for designated closer Peter Gabriel.
So when a four oclock ride to Kingston was proffered, I decided I'd probably
take it, and in the end I did. But before that, Woodstock would change, as it
kept doing. Nearly three hours of Gabriel-approved womap Afrofolk-pop
wore out Green Day fans on the South Field, whose mood wasn’t improved
by Hassan Hakmoun’s intense guitar weave or Wavy’s grave assertion that
these were “some of the best musicians in the world” when they weren’t
even some of the best musicians in Uganda. I spent half of this time stand-
ing on a tent-chocked hillock in the North Field listening to the Allman
Brothers, who were both a revelation and utterly familiar—Warren Haynes
an ace Duane substitute, Dickey Betts an ace Garcia fan, “Ramblin’ Man” as
hooky as “Blister in the Sun,” whole band as classic as P-Funk—then tranced
out against a fence to Hakmoun. But just two minutes after he finished, the
stage turned and Green Day’s Billy Joe shouted, “How you doin, all you rich
motherfuckers?”

The Berkeley wise guys Dookie is so secondhand I'd never pinned it
down, and I couldn’t name a song on it, but the hooks had stuck. Those fast
chords were a jolt of adrenaline I wanted—somehow the punk strategy, con-
ceived as a corrective to fuzzy Woodstock Nation vibes almost two decades
ago, still sounded fresh, while the Allmans’ hardly older boogie seemed time-
less. Spurred on by Billy Joe—“We suggest that you throw mud, that’s fine”—
the pent-up kids were soon pelting their speedy antiheroes with handfuls of
mud and clods of wet turf. The whole scene was exhilarating and hilarious,
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pure punk venting—blue-haired bassist Mike Dimt caught a clod and stuffed
it in his mouth, stage-divers scampered around worried, then angry guards.
But quickly it went out of control, and before Billy Joe had egged the crowd
into demanding they walk off, drummer Tré Cool had lost two teeth. “Let’s
hear it for the earth which were moving around so magnificently,” Wavy
requested pathetically. “Play hard, play fair, nobody gets hurt. These are the
good old days. Thank you for sharing mud with me”

An hour and a half later, having decided that the Spin Doctors were a stu-
dio band and failed to cash in $22 worth of scrip, I was hiking the two miles
to the vip lot. When I called home from Kingston to say I'd be back by eight,
Nina burst into tears again. Shed wanted to go see The Mask.

There were 300,000 stories in the not actually naked city, and mine is but
one of them. It would be easier to write the definitive account of, say, Des
Moines, which has the virtue of staying in one place for longer than an eye-
blink. I never got to the Surreal Field or the far-side campground or the
pizza whose poetry-bedecked boxes doubled so nicely as disposable seating.
Beddy-bye bound, my colleagues missed my fave set of the weekend; home-
ward bound, I missed Dylan and the Chili Peppers, either of whom, by all
reports, might (and might not) have changed the festival yet again. But at my
Woodstock, even the finest ’60s rock, by the Allmans and the Band, seemed
ultimately unmomentous, a little of this leading only to a little of that, while
new music carrying a deeper charge, like Green Day or Nine Inch Nails,
threatened the post/imitation/wannabe-utopian vibe. So did alternarock’s
gift to Woodstock II's counterculture, the mud people the cameras made so
much of, who by late Saturday were tending toward the position that any-
body within reach deserved the immersion these moshers were certain de-
fined the Woodstock experience.

Straight out of Woodstock-the-movie, the mud idea emerged from the
pits as textbook Woodstock spectacle, and judging by the wide berth they
got, the mud people never understood what it ended up meaning to most of
us. By “us” I don’t mean my interest groups—the laminated, most of whom
were unduly appalled by the weekend’s discomforts, or the many over-thirties
the laminated ignored, who totaled perhaps five percent of the attendees,
concentrated on the two fields’ fringes. I mean the big “us”—everyone who
had the unduplicable and pretty much indescribable experience of getting
up in the morning crowded into a specially designed, surreally overpopulated
outdoor space with the same music lovers whod been there the night before,



and who then shared the limited, manageable challenge of overcoming ad-
versities that defeated enough celebrants to make the whole thing seem like
real life.

Which it wasn’t, of course. More or less as PolyGram intended, Wood-
stock IT ended up an incalculably complex and profitable entertainment ex-
perience. “I suspect that if there were 200,000 forty-to-fifty-year-olds you
wouldn’t have such a mellow atmosphere,” Scher boasted Saturday morn-
ing, and this meaningless hypothetical had its truth value. If only because
they didn’t want to ruin the movie, the young celebrants were nice to each
other, keeping a lid on their aggressions however free they were with their
joints, and they’ll no doubt construct their own myths around an incontro-
vertibly wondrous event. But it's hard to imagine those myths unleashing
or catalyzing or symbolizing any social forces; in fact, it’s hard to imagine
them competing historically with the fucked-up antiutopian struggle that
is Lollapalooza, where much of the most momentous music at Woodstock
II first came to prominence. These celebrants didn’t believe the commodity
that brought them together was the locus of a culture—at best they may
have thought it was the province of a generation. Although the minuscule
black population (a guesstimate two-tenths of one percent, up after the front
door was opened) was probably a tiny improvement over both Woodstock
I and Lollapalooza, most of the celebrants were just as glad the artist lineup
represented little if any progress in the battle against racism the first Wood-
stock generation supposedly cared so much about, and although their range
of female role models had broadened visibly since 1969, I wonder how many
reflected that not one of the few women who played Saugerties had the stature
of Janis Joplin or Joan Baez or the potential of the Breeders or L. Fun was un-
derrated in the 60s, which favored putatively permanent modes of transcen-
dence. In the ’9os, people I wish knew better are all too ready to settle for it.

Somehow the foursomes of fellow deserters at the thruway rest area looked
wrong to me. Hey—they were clean! Most seemed to have rinsed their bare
legs somewhere; even their shoes had the outer crusts knocked off. Me, I
wore my mud like a badge all the way to the East Village. Carola and Nina
were impressed. But my weekend was over. When I strode home from
alternate-siding the car with my laminate swinging and my lower extremi-
ties still showing that good clean country dirt, not a soul looked twice.

Village Voice, 1994
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Staying Alive

Postclassic Disco

Eons ago, in the strange time when punks and stoners disagreed about
everything except whether disco sucked, rockist sages would complain bit-
terly about all the ways dance music wasn't alive. It was prefabricated, they
charged—mechanical beats and studio thrills stripped of human error, with
producers exerting such complete control that the so-called artists were little
more than names on a label. More ecumenical souls wanted to deny these in-
sults outright, but unfortunately, there was truth to them. The proof came
whenever the latest flash made her or his pitiable attempt to cash in with a
personal appearance. Without label subsidies and concerted image buildup,
these were almost always solo. The norm was a brief set in a club designed for
dancing during which the name on the bill attached itself to a body and
emoted the words over tracks blasted from a cruddy pa. Soul has-beens and
never-wases did what they could to invest this format with whatever audi-
ence skills they'd accrued on the usual hodgepodge of small stages. With
the younger hitmakers, fans were grateful to be spared actual lip-synching.

Once the smarter punks sussed that disco wasn’t about to take over the
world, they made their peace with dance music. In some cases, in fact, they
tried it themselves, and just exactly who was coopting who remains debat-
able. As the most insatiable rock and rollers of the time, the children of 1977
wanted it all and got plenty, so that if it was fair to say that Boy George was
“like punk never happened,” it was just as fair to retort that punk made glam
dance-pop possible. This connection was predominantly Brit, epitomized by
Scritti Politti’s migration from noise-punk to tune-funk and Joy Division’s
rebirth as New Order. The American variant, briefly dubbed dance-oriented
rock or DOR, never surpassed the B-52’s, who started it.

The more significant postpunk development Stateside was a club circuit
that turned human error into a consumer fetish and electric guitars into a
way of life. In the Nirvana era, however, this proving ground has revealed

its limits as a school for stagecraft, a concept it never much encouraged any-



way. Many name “alternative” acts—think Pavement, Liz Phair, Guided by
Voices, Magnetic Fields—are studio rats disinclined to look people’s ears in
the eye; others—think American Music Club, Jayhawks, Sebadoh—are song
bands of the sort whose performances have never been all that kinesthetic,
and whose human errors are usually artistic flubs as well. My worst suspi-
cion is that “alternative”’s muddled ambivalence about success has produced
a generation of art wonks emotionally and intellectually incapable of putting
out for an audience—for every Belly or Green Day showing me how to hear
their records there’s a Spinanes or Auteurs convincing me to forget theirs.

And so one of my favorite shows of a nightclubbing year was a March date
at the Academy by the declasse song band Veruca Salt. They could have been
more unerring and kinesthetic, but I loved Nina and Louise’s wisecracking,
fondly skeptical familiarity with the assembled “Seether” fans. Acciden-
tal queens of MTYV, they had half-intentionally attracted a bridge-and-tunnel
crowd they weren’t always sure they liked, yet they were committed to dealing
with it, which was a tremendous up. Not that the scene-soaked Soul Cough-
ing (and the unsigned Cake Like) weren't just as inspirational agitating the
downtown converted at Wetlands in January. But Veruca Salt renewed my
faith in the rewards of audience-mixing—my belief that, ideally, what hap-
pens at a gig should be social and popular-cultural as well as musical and
subcultural. And over a recent two-week stretch, that faith was lifted heav-
enwards by, of all things, three dance acts.

Tricky, Moby, and M People are so dissimilar that sticking them in the
same genre mainly illustrates the genre’s elasticity—only insofar as it insists
on its own functionality is “dance” any narrower a category than “alterna-
tive,” and nowadays its functions have been expanded to include trance, re-
pose, and, it sometimes seems, total unconsciousness. In fact, maybe what
unites them is their will to deliver dance music from pure use value without
undercutting its pleasure potential. In their very different ways, all three in-
sist that their music doesn’t just do something, it means something. Since
unlike most creators in the dance world, which goes about its business by
sucking up rivers of singles and remixes, all three apply themselves to the
craft of album construction—M Peoples Elegant Slumming won Britain’s
Mercury Prize in 1994, and Moby’s Everything Is Wrong and Tricky’s Max-
inquaye have been ecstatically reviewed—maybe it shouldn’t have been a
surprise that they also put so much into that other staple of full-fledged star-
dom, the tour. But surprise certainly boosted their charge. This was disco,
right? So what were those bands doing up there?
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Granted, M People sometimes used backing tracks and Moby depended
on them. In the kingdom of the keyb, how could it be otherwise? What
was astonishing was that Tricky—whose album is the darkest, dourest, and
deepest of the three—tried to reproduce his disjunct, claustrophobic stu-
dio escape-ism with guitar-keyb-bass-drums. Not reproduce, actually—that
would be impossible and Tricky knows it. Say render, in a soundscape long
on rock guitar, with Tricky himself more forthcoming and Martine inspir-
ing the sick fear that she may want to be Desree when she grows up. Tricky’s
show was the least successful of the three, somewhat less compelling in the
packed confines of the Bank, where he headlined for an ultrahip house of
dance scenesters, than preceding PJ Harvey at the Academy, where his dif-
fident opener’s cool meshed with the plusher surroundings to recall the rec-
ord’s mood while the rock gestalt reinforced his live sound. But either way it
was smarter and more engaged than the last Pavement and Sebadoh gigs
I caught, ace recording artists though both may be.

Tricky is a depressive with attitude, a complicated malcontent whose cyni-
cism can’t quash his capacity for euphoria or rebellion. Beatwise yet deter-
minedly lo-nrg, his live shtick translates dance-music-by-association into
rock-by-association. Playing Irving Plaza before Tricky came to town, Moby
was something else: a rabid pessimist of the mind and politics and a rav-
ing optimist of the spirit and music who leads a revival where rock and
roll, “dance,” and, oh yeah, “classical” become interchangeable gateways
to ecstasy. Live, the hardcore punk turned techno whiz proved the rare
rock shaman who makes good on his pretensions. A blond ascetic wear-
ing earplugs and accompanied by one white trap drummer and one white
percussionist, he screamed his own lyrics and mimed those of the black
divas and toasters he hires and samples. Usually he jumped around or beat
drums organic and electronic, but in the middle he donned a guitar for one
furious punk song and one subsatanic metal number, playing the straighter
beats of both for the joyous release that was his purpose throughout. To
climax he stood shirtless through a long electronic chord-crescendo as a
light show played over his slight body. Martyr, messiah, universal man—
Godstruck humility as human exaltation as superstar ego. His crowd was
more “alternative”-looking than Tricky’s, which may just mean it’s getting
harder to tell the ravers from the rockers, and although I never trust self-
appointed saviors, the faith he manifested looked to me like an antidote to
the scene’s terminal irony. I just hope his presentation gets as multiculti as
that of Tricky, a black male auteur who foregrounds a black female singer



and fronts a white band. As political pessimists should always remember,
multiculti needs all the help it can get. 99
Multiculturalism wasn’t the only reason the most retro show of the
three was my favorite, but it definitely helped. M People’s U.Sen ly Elegant
Slumming, baited with extra hits from the UK. Northern Soul, is a perfect
disco album, an unending succession of hooky-beaty concoctions flavoring
Heather Small’s deep, robust, confident shout. But pj-turned-conceptmaster
Michael Pickering and musical helpmate Paul Heard seemed such studio
mavens that a naive Yank would never have suspected that they and Small
and their percussionist buddy Shovell had spent two years touring Europe
with a full band, which on their new Bizarre Fruit would replace the ses-
sion musicians theyd made their name with. There’s a musical cost—Bizarre
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Fruit isn’t mechanical enough. But there’s also a live payback.

Although I can’t attest that the well-rehearsed biracial nine-piece—two
drummers, three saxophonists, four keyb players (one of whom provided
only bass, two of whom were also among the saxophonists), male-female
backup duo—provided that spontaneous spark humanity bufts go on about,
watching them be into it sure was fun. And if Small’s enthusiastic vogue-
pose and bump-and-grind moves were elementary (she should try holding
the mike in her left hand sometimes), I admired how she played her sexy
body—navel barely exposed under a full top that revealed no cleavage, legs
clad in a pedal-pusher skort. More important was the infectious everyday-
people congeniality she projected. This was not a glam outfit—Pickering’s
sweaty midneck locks could be the worst haircut in English rock—and that
was a crucial element of their charm.

Better still was the crowd—somewhere under half gay guys, many of
them jammed up near the pit, augmented by loads of het couples, many
unusually stable-looking. This was probably because the median age was
over thirty, with the gays somewhat older than the straights. The sense you
got from the grizzled out-alones who knew all the lyrics and the dressed-up
dames dancing around their handbags was that M People serve the same
function for old and/or loyal disco denizens as the Ramones, to choose a
clear if extreme example, once did for veteran rock and rollers—they recon-
firm old verities by intensifying them. Not only does disco live (a vitality
that has special resonance, of course, for the style’s gay fans), but it’s alive
in precisely the way rock puritans used to claim it wasn't, and M People get
profundity points just for proving it. Pickering and Heard like to say that their
songs are getting more soulful and meaningful, but the deepest meaning
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they have to offer is bound up in their formal commitment to what’s most
frivolous in classic disco—the fun positivity of Saturday night fever. That
positivity provides the emotional ground on which Tricky and Moby build
their more complex but not necessarily more valid meanings. And these
days, rockist sages have plenty to learn from it.

Village Voice, 1995

Afternoon of the Roar

Lollapalooza ‘95

Living entities grow in power or they die. So no matter how revolutionary or
new age or full of shit the “alternative” premise of Perry Farrell’s culturally
and commercially seminal Lollapalooza festival may have been, its metamor-
phosis into an institution was inevitable. Lollapalooza is now a recognized
music-biz fixture. With a goodly push from a band called Nirvana, the long-
shot aesthetic that catapulted such unlikely properties as Nine Inch Nails
and Primus to platinum now powers an industry within an industry. Any-
one who calls this disillusioning is a liar or a fool.

So accept the fact that Lollapalooza is no longer cool. Be glad there are
scoffers out there, even if they’re pumping ritual scarification or Dean Mar-
tin records—negations fertilize innovations, and if one should take root and
flower, we get to put it in the salad. Meanwhile, we also get Lollapalooza.
Give up on it changing your life and take it for what it is—one live music
option among many, with the built-in drawbacks of any festival. Even under
the worst circumstances—as I can testify as a survivor of Lollapalooza *94’s
notorious Quonset State Airport stop in Rhode Island—you get a hell of
a big bang for your entertainment buck. The ’95 bill was criticized for its
college-radio predictability, cinched when Courtney Love vetoed Snoop
Doggy Dogg on grounds of “sexist/racist lyrical content” But having at-
tended many such gatherings, both Woodstocks included, I swear the last
time I saw so much exciting music in one place was at the Monterey Pop



Festival in 1967, before all but a smattering of my fellow celebrants at the
Meadows in Hartford were born. 101
I like the sound of surprise as much as the next living entity. But pre-
dictability has its uses. Hole made 1994’s album of the year, Sonic Youth has
amassed the deepest catalogue in Alternia, Pavement may catch up, Cypress
Hill’s brawny sonics and instantly recognizable hits could knock out any
Beastie Boys stoner, Beck’s best-selling 1994 debut remains a hoot, and Elas-
tica’s best-selling 1995 debut is sassier than anything by Sinead O’Connor,
whom the English girls replaced after O’Connor sanely decided that preg-
nancy and heat waves don’t mix. On the main stage, only aggro-metal indie
tokens Jesus Lizard and ska-boy frat tokens the Mighty Mighty Bosstones
were questionable. And at the show I attended, the second-stage lineup was
first-rate. Having sampled about half of every act except Laika, I'd rank them
Moby, Superchunk, Dambuilders, Pharcyde, Geraldine Fibbers, with only
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the last-named worth fleeing. And hey, Moby and Courtney both praised
the Fibbers from their respective stages, so maybe I was wrong.

I mean, the free play of taste is what smorgasbords like Lollapalooza are
for. Sure the show could and should have been more eclectic—I would have
loved to see Naughty by Nature, Jimmie Dale Gilmore, Tuvan throat sing-
ing, or, hell, Mary J. Blige. But I was impressed by how much variation this
bill made room for. Not counting the Bosstones and the hip-hoppers, every
artist was an exponent of what I call The Roar—the loud, rhythmic, bone-
drenching electric-guitar drone that is grunge’s gift to our brains, our ear-
holes, and our bodies themselves. Even techno shaman Moby, a hardcore
veteran who integrates guitar into his keybs, adapted his rave version of this
concept to the setting—he interpreted “Sweet Child o' Mine” as a techno
song, covered “Sweet Home Alabama,” and climaxed with “Purple Haze”
In a sense the show was as undifferentiated as pretentious know-nothings
always say rock and roll is. Yet in a blindfold test, the most casual fan would
have had no appreciable trouble telling these acts’ instrumental sounds apart.

Evolving folkie Beck fronted a piano-augmented punk band whose healthy
willingness to fool around didn't prevent it from making the appropriate
noises at the appropriate times. Superchunk also seemed relatively generic,
but where Beck’s best moments too often involved barely audible words, the
Chapel Hill standard bearers regularly transcended themselves in rushing
hyperdrive raveups. Both the straight-ahead Dambuilders and the expres-
sionist Fibbers augmented their guitar onslaught with violin. And if Elas-
tica’s retro punk-pop Roared mostly by association—this was the only band
propelled by its drummer, who banged with irrepressible precision—Hole’s
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pomo grunge-pop epitomized the sonic idea: at once inescapably, sing-
alongably catchy and gloriously, unkemptly clamorous, a sound bath that
heightened the consciousness as it enveloped the spirit. Courtney also blath-
ered some, natch; eventually, the vigilant Lollapalooza timekeepers pulled
her plug and she was carried off by security. But don't let anyone tell you she’s
not a musician first. None of this melodrama—which seemed somehow ex-
pected, almost normal—was as memorable or as meaningful as the focus
she applied to the songs of her life.

Hole also covered Nirvana’s “Pennyroyal Tea” and the Replacements’ “Un-
satisfied,” perfectly, and played two new songs that traded catchiness for an
implosive force that recalled In Utero without living up to it. But Lollapalooza’s
unchallenged masters of the internal-tension Roar remained Pavement and
Sonic Youth. Steering away from the theoretical teen anthems no one now
doubts they can write, the godparents topped the show with its most avant-
garde set, a clanging two-guitar barrage (three-guitar on the new songs where
Kim Gordon put down her bass and strapped on a man’s instrument) that
evoked their symphonic mentor Glenn Branca more than anything they’ve
sold in years. Which was gutsy, but in the wake of Pavement, also artsy.

Pavement played the epochal set that elevated the rest of the day’s excel-
lent music into what felt like a utopian fantasy, a double-barreled cornucopia
always ready with a new treat on the next stage. Finally in control of their su-
periority complex, these arch wise guys projected. Steven Malkmus emptied
his lungs without moving his lips, and the licks he laid on Scott Kannberg’s
leads combined Sonic Youth’s upsetting dissonances with Elastica’s sure-shot
hooks. Like their records, sure, only shocking in its increased intensity—the
next level an ordinary Pavement show doesn’t approach.

One of alternative’s coziest myths is that it's club music, naturally appreci-
ated in close quarters by a few hundred kindred spirits. Yet except for Jesus
Lizard, who I'd never seen before and will never see again, all five of Lolla-
palooza’s main-stage Roarers showed strengths to a crowd of twelve thousand
that were absent in the smaller venues where I'd caught them. This is partly
because the Roar translates to giant sound systems that muck up more de-
tailed styles—the Bosstones might have been as much fun as their dancer
if we could have heard the arrangements. But I also credit the Lollapalooza
concept itself, which compels overprotected cult heroes to reach out to curi-
osity seekers who don’t know them from ABBaA.

Scofters note scornfully how indifferently many Lolla acts are received—
Pavement got a good hand and deserved a standing O. But that’s the way it
is in the world of live music options—you pay to hear a few faves and check



out the rest, as casually or ecstatically as the synergy between the band and
your sensorium permits. At Lolla ’95, the star attractions were Hole and—
surprisingly until you thought about it with your body hair bristled by their
stupendous basslines—Cypress Hill, putting out for strangely normal kids
who dug their Buddha/buddah shtick. But most of the curiosity seekers were
psyched for one or two other bands as well. And taken collectively this mass
of consumers provided the economic base for the best nine hours of music
anyone’s likely to hear in America this year. Not bad for a bunch of alienated
kids who don’t know any better.

In several respects, we at Hartford had it lucky. The smallish crowd at the
spanking new Meadows shed-and-lawn assured efficient movement, man-
ageable toilet and concessions lines, cooling if uncool sideshow tents, and
a clublike intimacy near the second stage. And the seats proved an option
whose time has come at a festival that's now more about listening to music
than participating in culture, because they preclude a mosh pit. At Quonset
last year, the prototypical fan was a betesticled lug who endangered anyone
within shoving distance. At the Meadows, the prototypical fan was a not yet
glamorous girl who knew the words to every Hole song. Neither is espe-
cially, you know, alternative. But the girl is more progressive. And she’s also
smarter, nicer, and, yes, deeper into the music that Lollapalooza the institu-
tion served so well in 1995.

Spin, 1995

Harry Smith Makes
History

Anthology of American Folk Music

The best way to understand Harry Smith’s Anthology of American Folk
Music—six vinyl LPs released as three two-record sets by Moses Asch’s Folk-
ways in 1952 and digitally remastered into an exhaustively annotated six-cp
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set by the federal government’s Smithsonian Folkways in 1997—is to call
to mind two essential concepts of "9os rock. The highfalutin one becomes
ever more inevitable as rock gathers history and commentary: canon. The
other is a fact of commercial life as labels recycle catalogue for cp purchase:
compilation.

A canon is a definitive body of work. When Columbia University requires
its minions to survey specified landmarks of Western civ or the Spin Alterna-
tive Record Guide names the “Top 100 Alternative Albums,” canons are being
posited. Because they proceed from aesthetic pleasure, canons are rich and
essential repositories of wisdom and inspiration; because they presume cul-
tural authority, canons piss people off. Although many compilations claim to
be canonical, even single-artist boxes rarely are, and with multiple-artist jobs
keyed to a genre or “concept,” were lucky to get decent music and glimmers
of taste or sensibility; the most profitable variation, the soundtrack, is so
busy throwing singles against the wall it may not even bother to pretend it’s
about the movie. Yet soundtracks have been canonical: American Graffiti for
the ’s0s, Dazed and Confused for stoner AOR. When a serious reissue label
like Rhino constructs its Disco Years series, say, it effectively reconfigures
history. And on 1972’s Nuggets, which resuscitated galvanic singles by for-
gotten “psychedelic” garage bands, the visionary critic-musician-compiler
Lenny Kaye paved the way for punk.

Yet compared to Smith’s Anthology of American Folk Music, Nuggets
could be, oh, Robbins Music’s funky and far-reaching overview of sex-show
r&b, Strip Jointz. At a time when folk music encompassed Leadbelly, Woody
Guthrie, tame Piedmont bluesmen, guitar-strumming fellow travelers, and
many Alan Lomax field and Library of Congress recordings, Harry Smith
convinced the world that it was far weirder and more exciting. The canon he
established stretched back to the Middle Ages and forward to the Titanic and
beyond, but its pivot foot was in Reconstruction, when American blacks fi-
nally became free to create an autonomously miscegenated culture that their
white compatriots could miscegenate right back. Smith came at the concept
not as a scared McCarthy-era progressive, but as a pioneering record collec-
tor who was also a painter, filmmaker, and legendary bohemian scrounger.
Sifting through his thousands of seventy-eights, he confidently selected,
astutely sequenced, and cunningly documented eighty-four sides commer-
cially recorded between 1926 and 1932, most of them for the newly targeted
“race” and “hillbilly” markets.

In Harry Smith’s 1952, only twenty or twenty-five years had passed—as
much time as separates us from Nuggets. In one form or another, some of



these tunes were still widely known. Several were documented Child ballads;
“John Henry;” “Frankie and Johnny, and “Stagger Lee” had never left the
air; Guthrie had rewritten (and copyrighted) “Washington Blues” as “Lind-
bergh”; “I Woke Up One Morning in May” closely resembled “On Top of
Old Smokey” Yet by the testimony of the countless Northern young people
whose lives were changed by the Anthology, including musician-annotators
John Fahey, Peter Stampfel, and Dave Van Ronk, the virtuosically eccentric
sound and arcanely historical content of these recordings, which Smith had
chosen for variety as much as anything else, constituted a single thrilling
and startling revelation. And this revelation would change American music.
It would fuel the coming “folk revival” from the Kingston Trio to Joan Baez
and, very definitely, Bob Dylan, and directly impact such *60s rockers as Neil
Young, Jerry Garcia, and John Sebastian. It would inspire young explorers to
forage the South for more seventy-eights as well as such living musicians as
Anthology mainstays Mississippi John Hurt, Furry Lewis, Dock Boggs, and
Bascom Lamar Lunsford. Traditional musicians who had escaped Smith’s
net or failed to make his cut would also enjoy belated careers. The bluegrass
style that Bill Monroe invented in the mid-’30s spread north because Smith
planted the seeds.

So is the Anthology that good? Of course not. Nothing that changes one
person’s life is going to mean as much to the next. Even the folkie faithful
didn’t like it all equally—different listeners took exception to different tracks,
especially the dance and religious tunes Smith classified “Social Music” Any-
way, much of what made the Anthology so remarkable—not just individual
songs and sounds but Smith’s commitment to overlaying the surreal on the
commonplace—has been absorbed into rock, undercutting the shock factor
for a vast new audience that has once again never heard a minute of this
music.

Nevertheless, were talking treasure-house here. I've long adored a few
of these artists, notably John Hurt and the Memphis Jug Band. But I'd never
heard two thirds of the tracks or a third of the songs, and I can’t get enough
of them. The remastered set—which properly devotes an entire remastered
cD to each of Smith’s LPs, which were so subtly structured that cramming
three onto two discs would compromise the experience—makes nice archaic
background music if that’s your fancy. But just about every selection—my
chief exceptions would be a murder ballad or two and some Cajun accor-
dion pieces—rewards note-for-note concentration, and at least two dozen
(my estimate keeps rising) pack the endlessly renewable grace, delight, sur-
prise, and irreducibility of absolutely classic music. As I was writing this
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paragraph, Furry Lewiss “Kassie [Casey] Jones” came around again, its riff
so fetching and lyric so unpredictable that Smith couldn’t resist including

>«

both sides. And right after that up popped the Bently Boys’ “Down on Pennys
Farm. Just a banjo figure and some Bently or other (nobody’s even sure they
were from North Carolina) talking mortgage and agronomy in a sidelong
singsong that manages to be doleful and sprightly at the same time. Gets me
every time—in a way the next track, Delta daddy Charley Patton’s “Missis-
sippi Boll Weevil Blues,” does not.

I could have chosen many other examples, or gone on longer about
these—annotators Greil Marcus and Robert Cantwell have recently pub-
lished major books that center on the Anthology. But since canons wouldn’t
be canons if they didn’t piss us off, I must add a few impolite observations.
The most important concerns race. Smith is rightly renowned for ignoring
racial distinctions—the musical and thematic connections he draws tran-
scend black and white (forget brown—Latinos, unlike Cajuns, are absent).
In pre-Elvis and Brown v. Board of Education 1952, stressing the common-
ality of Southern music was holy work, and Smith’s dumbfounding claim
that it took folklorists years to figure out that John Hurt wasn’'t white re-
minds us that the struggle against stereotyping can never end (presumably,
Hurt sounded too gentle to be the same color as Leadbelly). Yet with all
Bentlys-vs.-Patton exceptions welcome, I'd say the black music here aver-
ages out a notch or two better than the white—it’s less repressed, musically
and sexually.

I also question Smith’s weirdo bias. One reason alt types will take to the
Anthology is that it's so quintessentially bohemian—when in doubt, Smith
went for strange. He obviously had quite an ear—most of the cD era’s many
multiartist folk concatenations are encyclopedia-dull by comparison. And
one reason his choices retain so much life is their access to the passion and
originality weirdness can unleash. Prey to no ideology of cash-nexus inau-
thenticity, Smith insisted on commercial recordings intended for paying
customers, and his tradition carriers include an Appalachian lawyer, a Hol-
lywood cowboy, and an obscure Minnesota dance band whose semiclassi-
cal theme makes room for a snatch of “When You Wore a Tulip” But I still
wonder whether some contented husband-and-wife team—with good ears,
of course—couldn’t concoct a radically more domestic musical image of the
“folk” Maybe not—song feeds off pain, and families generate it. But compar-
ing Legacy’s Joe Franklin Presents . .. The Roaring *20s Roar Again, twelve
terrific pop songs of canonical quality but not pretension, I suspect the bal-
ance could be shifted some.



So we needn’t believe The Anthology of American Folk Music represents
the “real” folk, much less the “real” America. It's one compelling and en-
grossing vision of those chimerical notions—profoundly influential rather
than the Rosetta stone. It would appear, after all, that the strains of ’60s rock
traceable to Jimi Hendrix, Lou Reed, Smokey Robinson, Randy Newman,
and the Nuggets collective have their proximate sources in traditions that
are peripheral to these at best.

But that isn’t to suggest for a moment that all those guys wouldn’t love the
shit out of this set.

Spin, 1997

Getting Their
Hands Dirty

Michael Azerrads Our Band Could Be Your Life

Before I'm overcome by the niggles, let me give Michael Azerrad’s Our Band
Could Be Your Life its well-earned thumbs-up. Here’s my rave: While reading
this five-hundred-page history of ’8os indie-rock, I only resorted to something
lighter to avoid putting my back out. All thirteen profiles are page-turners.
Azerrad has done so much interviewing that the material will be fresh even
for those whose lives these bands were. Though he does “concentrate on the
bands’ stories rather than their music,” his unhedged critical judgments make
the stories mean-not-be. And if you accept his precondition that only pure
indie acts qualify, it’s hard to argue with his choices: Black Flag, Minutemen,
Mission of Burma, Minor Threat, Hiisker Dii, Replacements, Sonic Youth,
Butthole Surfers, Big Black, Dinosaur Jr., Fugazi, Mudhoney, and Beat Hap-
pening. Right, I'll take Meat Puppets, Feelies, Pylon, Camper Van Beethoven,
and others over half of them. But except maybe for Camper Van, epitomes
of a “college rock” Azerrad references without going into, Id never claim my
faves were as relevant, symbolic, or influential as Azerrad’s.
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That’s only if you accept his precondition, however. And while indies-
only may seem a reasonable parameter in a history of indie-rock, note that
in the other excellent book on the subject, Route 666: On the Road to Nir-
vana, Gina Arnold links her attraction to R.E.M. to their “independent
label” Hmmph, says Azerrad—the eight L.R.S. longforms R.E.M. put out
before selling their souls to Warner were “manufactured and distributed by
A&M (which in turn had a business relationship with rca) and later, Mmca”
Well ok then, although you could also say the Herb Alpert-cofounded a&m
was a prototype of artist-owned labels like Black Flag’s ssT, where five of
Azerrad’s thirteen bands tarried. And like Mission of Burma’s Ace of Hearts,
LR.S. was the love child of an artistic hustler with money, although Richard
Harte was a lot shorter on hustle than I.R.S’s Miles Copeland, whose cur-
rent Ark 21 imprint has no business relationship with any major known to
me. That's why Copeland hooked up with A&Mm, where hed already placed
his brother’s band, the Police—just as punkzine publisher turned label head
Bob Biggs took Slash to Warner for a quick cash-in that by Azerrad’s rules
disqualifies X, the Blasters, and Los Lobos.

From the early ’80s, in other words, the majors heedlessly compromised
indie-rock’s indieness. The music so besmirched tended to be rootsy, like
the Blasters and Los Lobos, or at least melodic, like Hiisker Dii and the Re-
placements, both of whom quickly abandoned the indie cause for Warner—
which, since corporations do incorporate individuals, mainly meant a&r
goddess Karin Berg and Sire mastermind Seymour Stein, respectively. So Azer-
rad avoids “relatively conventional” bands like R.E.M., who as it happens pro-
vide the spiritual impetus for Arnold’s book, a sanely euphoric celebration of
a counterculture published in halcyon 1993. His indie-rockers, Azerrad says,
“just made sure they weren’t part of the problem and fought the good fight,
knowing theyd never prevail” And if prevailing wasn’t their thing anyway—
those who enjoyed the kind of good fight Saturday night’s all right for, like
the visionary Ian MacKaye, were protecting their own prerogatives rather
than challenging someone else’s—neither was making nice. All the bands
that meet Azerrad’s criteria except the childishly contrarian Beat Happening
are committed to guitar noise if not rooted in hardcore punk. They’re also
overwhelmingly male, and they sound that way.

In part because my vinyl chops have seen better days and in part because
my fondness for piledrivers exceeds that of my loved ones, I hadn’t heard
most of these bands in a while, and was surprised at how much getting used
to they required. Not that the guitar is dead or anything, but indie-rock as
Azerrad defines it generated a much narrower soundscape than we thought



a decade ago. For the most part, though, the judgments I made then hold. I
still prefer Hiisker Dii's Metal Circus and New Day Rising and sold-out Candy 109
Apple Grey to the grand but ill-recorded sprawl of Zen Arcade. I still think
Black Flag made one classic and some compendia. I still prefer Big Black’s
piledriving Songs About Fucking to its pneumatic Atomizer—not only does
it have harder beats and mock tunes, it doesn’t have “Jordan, Minnesota,”
based on a totally groundless right-wing child-care scare that Albini believed
proved “everyone in the world was as perverse as you could imagine them
being” I still enjoy the Butthole Surfers’ joke Eps and then vacate the van (up
by there the police station will be fine, thanks). I still admire Minor Threat
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and Fugazi from the distance they impose. I still think ] Mascis is the guitar-
god equivalent of Sir Mix-a-Lot. I still want to fix Calvin Johnson up with
a dominatrix who won't let him come. I like the Replacements a little less
(Paul Westerberg is such a banal adult that his brattiness has aged poorly)
and Mission of Burma a little more (via Sonic Youth’s tunings, I think). In
mourning for D. Boon, I overrated the Minutemen’s 3-Way Tie for Last, but
I underrated Double Nickels on the Dime when he was alive. I owe Azerrad
for Mudhoney’s Superfuzz Bigmuff, but he owes me for Mudhoney’s Every
Good Boy Deserves Fudge. And at this moment in history I love Sonic Youth
to pieces. Even Confusion Is Sex gives me a buzz.

Beyond guitars and once again skipping Beat Happening—who serve as
exception that proves the rule, representing the female principle and lo-fi
purism on the road around Nirvana—what unites this body of powerful
music is anger. The anger mutates, and with a few bands, like the passive-
aggressive Dinosaur Jr., it’s well-sublimated. But rage is what gives the music
its “edge;” as they say, and if blaming it on testosterone would be foolish, cred-
iting it as an attack on social injustice would be utter poppycock. Best just at-
tribute it to the individualism in extremis that has always fueled bohemia—
you know, bad attitude.

The storyteller in Azerrad can’t resist how impossible his protagonists
were. Tough, brave, ready to suffer for their art, all that—for months and
years, most of these guys risked starvation in penury severe enough to silence
any carping about middle-class slumming, especially given Azerrad’s eye for
interclass (and intraclass) advantage. But that doesn’t mean they weren't also
impossible. Greg Ginn was a driven ascetic, ] Mascis a lazy asshole. Steve
Albini was Steve Albini (always), Henry Rollins Henry Rollins (as of 1984,
estimates Azerrad, kindly). Ian MacKaye was a control freak disguised as
a ragged-trousered philanthropist, Gibby Haynes an M.B.A. disguised as an
avant-gardist, Calvin Johnson a billygoat disguised as a pussycat. Beyond
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Mission of Burma, prematurely departed due to tinnitus, and the Minute-
men, ditto due to death, every band here that didn’t own a label fucked over
friends who did, only sometimes the friends got there first. The cavalcade of
egos redefines the concept of the nice guy—D. Boon and Mike Watt debat-
ing ideology till they come to blows, for instance, or Thurston Moore & As-
sociates reinvesting specie from their favor bank to become the godfathers
of indie.

Azerrad’s gift is detail, not overview. Scan his introduction and conclusion
and you might never get to the good stuff. So although he unflinchingly speci-
fies the failings as well as the virtues of the indie labels he chronicles, he seems
unaware that majors also differ from each other. And although chronology
compels him to outline the disappearance of explicit politics from the scene,
he can’t shake the bromide that “the indie underground reclaimed rock’s
standing as the sound of a rebellious youth culture founded on deep and
far-reaching beliefs”—beliefs that, unsurprisingly, he neglects to articulate.
Better if, like Gina Arnold, hed put himself into the book, describing the
hopes, passions, alienations, and disillusions of a fandom that for some manly
reason he never fully admits. Indie was a bohemia, like punk and hippie and
beat before it—only note how each is more bound up in the business of music
than its predecessor. The history of bohemia is full of promoters and self-
expressers set on turning art into rent. But the bohemia Azerrad describes
is unprecedented in its penchant for entrepreneurship—from small-time
impresarios to subsistence road warriors, everybody gets their hands dirty
selling music. What he leaves out is who it’s sold to—the complex social rela-
tionships between seller and buyer that created a new counterculture where,
especially toward the bottom of the pyramid, one would often change one into
the other. Instead Azerrad falls into the oldest bohemian cliche—the belief
that utopia stopped short when yours ended.

On the other hand, what can you expect of E-popping ignoramuses with
no idea who (Black Flag guitarist and ssT bossman) Greg Ginn even is?
Seeking cps to make my listening easier, I asked a clerk at Other Music
where I might find Mudhoney and the Minutemen. He racked his brain
briefly, then ventured that the Minutemen might be over there. He pointed
to a bin displaying prominent index cards for the Kinks and Neil Young.
I had much better luck at Tower.

Village Voice, 2001



A Month on the Town

In the sixty-fifth year of my life on this planet, I went out to see live music

every night (or day) of June. The main reason I conceived this project, which

many considered nuts, was that I wasn’t liking enough new guitar bands. So

my professional purpose was to encounter young musicians in their natural

habitat. But since the idea of going out is to have fun, I wasn’t rigid about

this. In thirty days I caught all or most of fifty-two acts and bits of nine oth-

ers. To start, here are a few things that happened in New York in June—not

always the best, but worth remembering.

A teenage Be Your Own Pet fan danced on the Knitting Factory stage
with a basketball under his T-shirt to simulate pregnancy.

Andrew Geller of the Isles uttered the lyric “We should stop
breathing” Or was that “breeding”?

The art-damaged Excepter wore costumes: curly sombrero, boating
outfit.

CocoRosie’s Sierra Casady came out in white shaman paint and
white headdress.

Inspired by such new lyrics as “Got to be real now baby;” the !!!
crowd at Northsix shouted clever sayings like “Chk-chk-chk rocks!”

Aging Twilight Singer Greg Dulli reached over an adoring
twentysomething in kerchief and glasses to pull a more glamorous
girl from the second rank onto the stage.

CocoRosie, !!!, and the Twilight Singers all had African-American
friends do cameo vocals. Nervous, guys?

64-year-old Memphis legend Jim Dickinson said, “You've made an
old fat man happy” three times in an hour-long set.

62-year-old primal folkie Baby Gramps said, “Moving right along”
and then “Got a little number for you” eight times between his third
and fourth songs.

68-year-old modal folkie Peter Stampfel performed a song about raw
sewage engulfing a Hawaiian multiplex while he was there on vacation.
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On the same Friday night, twin titans Ornette Coleman and Chuck
Berry played eight oclock shows fifteen blocks apart. At seventy-six
and seventy-nine, they were minding their bedtimes.

62-year-old primal folkie Baby Gramps cadged a bed for the night
from the stage of the Lakeside Lounge.

Nellie McKay autographed a Van Gogh print for the Joe’s Pub patron
who knew that Paul McCartney wrote “When I'm 64” at sixteen.
“Can you write “To Renee’?” the patron asked. “Is there an accent on
that?” Nellie wondered.

Chloe Sevigny caught Sonic Youth at cBGB. Thurston’s mom was in
the pit.

A bunch of guys at the Bowery Ballroom established that the ugliest
word in the English language, when chanted in unison, is “Jux”

Tapes 'n Tapes’ Jeremy Hanson earned his sixteen-bar drum solo.
A twenty-minute Dungen song deserved its ten-minute flute solo.

The unknown Pterodactyl repeated the same climactic six-note riff
for six minutes (at least—it was underway when I arrived). This was

so much better than that flute solo.

Morningwood’s Chantal Claret licked the Warsaw microphone and
later her bazongas, which she claimed tasted like peaches. Bet they
actually tasted like sweat and cologne—unless she meant they tasted
like Peaches’

A short, slightly stout person in red ski sweater, red ski mask, and
black shades lectured Warsaw indie-rockers on the virtues of family
and the rigors of touring. Then she removed her mask, turned into
an Ape, and pumped organized noise from a Farfisa facsimile for
forty minutes.

James McMurtry got pin-drop silence for an a capella rendering of
the second half of “Holiday”—until some dame started arguing with
the Bowery doorman. McMurtry’s motto bears repeating: “We tour
so we can make albums. We make albums so we can tour”

Live Music Is Better’ bumper stickers should be issued,” joshed Neil Young
in 1980’s “Union Man,” which he has performed in public precisely once.
Two visionary musicologists honor this dictum: Charles Keil, adept of par-



ticipatory discrepancy, and Christopher Small, who believes all music cel-
ebrates the intricacy of relationship. For surprise-craving jazz fans, spirit-
feeling gospel fans, and house-rocking blues fans, the primacy of the unique,
unduplicatable musical event is a truism. The gig is the sacred ritual of
indie rock.

Note, however, that all these music lovers like it live for different reasons.
Contingency fan Keil treasures the marginal miss, contingency fan Small
the magic mesh. Jazz locates inspiration in the mortal musician, gospel in
the celestial divine—while blues fans, not unlike indie fans, romanticize the
grotty, beer-soaked venue itself. Where blues fans differ from indie fans—
and always have, even down at the crossroads—is that they regard musicians
as means to a party, and the party as the goal. Indie fans aren’t so sure about
parties—or anything else, except maybe their favorite band that month. At
their best, they’re music obsessives, combining all of the above. At their
worst, they’re one-upping self-seekers who wouldn’t know a good band if it
played their student union for three bucks with proper 1p. Either way they
regard the venue as the crucible of their developing values and personalities.

This process now has its own theorist: indie kid turned bizzer turned
anthropologist Wendy Fonarow, whose Empire of Dirt proved a stimulat-
ing ’tween-set read. Fonarow did her formal research in Britain in 1993 and
1994, and some things have changed—moshing has declined, the guitar re-
linquished its absolute dominance. But the basic pattern, in which indie is
more temporary identity marker than aesthetic commitment, is depressingly
stable. The best of Fonarow’s many concepts divides venues into three zones.
Zone One is the pit, crammed with the youngest, maddest, and most physical
fans. Zone Three is the back or the bar, where what the Brits call liggers yap
through sets—bizzers, musicians, scenesters, casuals. Also, Fonarow claims,
journalists—but not me, or any other rock critic I know. I've been a Zone Two
guy since stand-up shows became the norm thirty years ago.

The reason, obviously, is aesthetic. Zone Two is the best place to hear
music—and see it, and feel it. Its sensations fill you without overwhelm-
ing you. Keil is right about participatory discrepancy—part of live music’s
excitement is the way it transfigures tiny failures of synchronicity. But this
counts for more in the musics Keil loves—jazz, blues, polka—than in rock
per se. I go to shows to get a fuller sense of the artist and to augment my
experience of the music with other people’s cheers and pheronomes. And I
go to concentrate, focus, immerse. Invariably I find myself registering new
details and making new connections. Usually I have a good time, and every
once in a while I luck into an epiphany. I'm a record guy, always will be. But
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HEADLINERS RANKED
GOOD-TO-BAD
Robert Plant
Gogol Bordello
Sonic Youth

Les Ambassadeurs du

Manding
Ornette Coleman
Nellie McKay
Mr. Lif

Amy Rigby
James McMurtry

James Luther
Dickinson

Arctic Monkeys
Hellfires

Be Your Own Pet
Atmosphere

!

Stylofone

Baby Gramps
Tapes 'n Tapes
Beirut

Romano Drom

Peter Stampfel &
Walker Shepard

Black Angels
Buck 65
Twilight Singers
Anthony Braxton
Liars

CocoRosie
Futureheads

Excepter

records can't match the exhilaration of the best gigs.
You walk home prepared to live forever.

Somewhere nearby you’ll find a good-to-bad order-
of-preference for thirty-two lead acts (twice I doubled
up). The details of the order will surprise some—they
certainly did me. But let me emphasize the num-
bers: eleven great, thirteen good, eight bad. Three
quarters of the time, twenty-four out of thirty-two, I
returned home from my nutty mission feeling bet-
ter than when I left. My writing suffered the loss of
night hours. The two movies I got to were music docs.
Toward the end I really began to miss my wife. And
I had a ball.

The month began with two bands whose profiles had
intrigued me more than their cps: Afghan Whig prime
minister Greg Dulli’s white-soul Twilight Singers and
the Cherokee-hippie Casady sisters’ CocoRosie. The
mark of the letch is on Dulli, whose black attire lacks
only the waistcoat his ample bay window requires, yet
theres fascination in his endangered self-assurance.
The ambisexual CocoRosie—prattling model-vocalist
Bianca and preening opera-trained harpist Sierra, plus
a human beatbox and a shifting cast of bit players—are
much more original. Slotting them freak-folk is cheap.
But citing Yma Sumac and the Cocteau Twins won't
enlighten young admirers who compare Bianca to Bil-
lie Holiday because nobody can stop them. Though it
seemed an up when CocoRosie quoted Lil Kim’s “Eat
my pussy right,” it was really just a relief—my enjoy-
ment dimmed once I imagined how much deeper an
actual hip-hop groove would have been.

Saturday I did some true indie-rock spelunking at
the Merc with Nick Sylvester pick Stylofone, an enter-
taining T-shirted g-g-b-d slotted twixt the overween-
ing button-shirted g-g-b-d Isles and the nondescript
hoodies-and-T’ g-k-b-d Lions & Tigers. Stylofone have
one dynamite gimmick: doubled guitar leads on every



Sara Tavares
Dungen

Morningwood

OPENERS GOOD-TO0-BAD

Robbie Fulks
Yo La Tengo
Brother Ali
Camu Tao

Gamelan Galak Tika

Flashy Python and the

Body Snatchers
Nils Lofgren
Gavin DeGraw
lan Hunter
Cage

Apes

Garland Jeffreys
Mountain High
Cannibal Ox
Tall Firs

Ryan Adams
Figurines

Rock Kills Kid
Lonesome Doves

Isles

TAIL ENDS/BEGINNINGS
GOOD-TO-BAD

Pterodactyl
Cataract Camp
Kultur Shock

Man Man

Pink Mountaintops

hook, executed with joyous arena-rock everything-
old-is-new. Go see them—but don't expect their p1y
EP to shake your sternum or hippocampus. Especially
at home volume, records are song-dependent that way,
like Tapes 'n Tapes’ buzzed-and-bizzed p1y The Loon,
a disappointment after I admired how the quartet
deployed space and dynamics whilst goofing oft and
going wild at the Bowery. But sometimes records work
the other way. I loved how unironically Beirut blasted
Kocani Orkestar’s “Siki, Siki Baba”—but not their stiff
marches, conservatory violins, or parlor vocals. Then
I got the album and Zach Condon’s lyricism melted
my hard old heart. When next our paths cross, I bet
I think Beirut are beautiful.

The synth fulminations of Sylvester fave Excepter
were why I made the mistake of skipping Sylvester
fave Tokyo Police Club, and the main thing I got from
the Liars and Dungen was never again. Hoping to put
friendly faces on likable cps, I was carried, wearied,
and revolted, respectively, by the drone-prone Black
Angels, Brit-hit Futureheads, and lad-mag Morning-
wood. Still, the Black Angels’ alt-trad groove fit alt-trad
Southpaw so comfortably they made the win column
easily. So did Northsix heroes !!!, whose drum circles
are never hypnotic enough on record, and Dismem-
berment Plan graduate Travis Morrison, who proved
that the stupid zero Pitchfork gave his solo debut
couldn’t stop him from doing what he does better than
Pitchfork does what it does. And so, certainly, did Nash-
ville teens Be Your Own Pet, who performed the eter-
nal miracle of young people pretending their heads are
exploding before a “16-and-older” Knitting Factory
crowd utilizing fake pG-17 1Ds. But Jonas Stein’s twisty
chops and Jemima Pearl’s flailed blonde do didn’t
make up for their narrow young sonics. So I walked
out slightly less sold on their album. The kids walked
out flushed, high.

Beirut, !!!, and Be Your Own Pet mounted the kind

of hot gigs where the passions of the pit radiate out
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After Hours
Lions & Tigers
Nomi

Malika Zarra

BEST CROWDS

Arctic Monkeys
Gogol Bordello
Atmosphere

Be Your Own Pet

Les Ambassadeurs
du Manding

Baby Gramps
Anthony Braxton

We're Doing It for Love

Amy Rigby
Black Angels

BEST MUSICIANSHIP

Ornette Coleman
Sonic Youth

Les Ambassadeurs
du Manding

James Luther
Dickinson

Gamelan Galak Tika
Tapes 'n Tapes
Arctic Monkeys

Mr. Lif

Hellfires

Nils Lofgren

Nellie McKay
Gavin DeGraw

Robert Plant

into Zone Two—the indie ideal, at once communal and
exclusive. The Arctic Monkeys started like that three
years ago, building word-of-mouth with free demos,
till now there’s nothing exclusive about them, nor com-
munal if by communal you mean as small as Northsix.
But I got more fellow feeling and a better high out of
their big square Roseland crowd. The smart money
claims, plausibly, that the band’s Brit provincialism
will cost them Coldplay numbers Stateside, but these
bridge-and-tunnel concertgoers were beyond that.
Mouthing the lyrics the Arctic Monkeys are one of
the few bands to post, they were aesthetes, relating
to the songs as songs, with “image” secondary. Just
standing there and playing their songs in the classic
indie manner—an ethos long since eroded by avant-
garde theatrics and populist carnivalesque—the Arctic
Monkeys locked down their scrawny sound, pushed
the tunes halfway, and got their party started.

Gogol Bordello are less cool about their carni-
valesque, for good reason—carnival is the essence of
their being. For ninety minutes at Irving Plaza they
kicked out the jams, and the rabble they roused roused
me. By last November’s Gypsy Festival, where they
put on an even bigger and longer show, their drum-
surfing encore was legendary. This time, watching two
dozen willing hands hold the giant parade drum aloft
as Pamela Racine and Eugene Hutz clambered on,
I recalled the heyday of the New York Dolls, when I
assumed unthinkingly that this gift would always be
mine. It should be no surprise to anyone that I loved
loved loved their show. But next time they interrupt
their perpetual world tour, you go catch it anyway.

I just wish I'd memorized their lyrics.

With their micro labels and long history on the local
circuit, Gogol Bordello are indie rock, but they’re also
the odd band out so far. It isn’t that they’re mostly
immigrants, or that they’re not really a guitar band. It’s



Gogol Bordello
n

Robbie Fulks
Rock Kills Kid
Be Your Own Pet

Beirut

BEST COSTUMERY

Ornette Coleman
Gamelan Galak Tika
CocoRosie

Rock Kills Kid
Apes

Twilight Singers
Nomi

Gogol Bordello
Excepter

Baby Gramps

BEST SHOWPERSONSHIP

Gogol Bordello
Robert Plant

Les Ambassadeurs
du Manding

Nellie McKay
Mr. Lif
Romano Drom
Brother Ali
Stylofone
CocoRosie
Apes

Baby Gramps

that they’re O-L-D old: graybeard violinist, middle-
aged accordionist, haggard human dynamo (self-
proclaimed Chernobyl survivor Hutz, who I fear could
keel over any time). This also goes for their audience,
which while mostly under thirty was strikingly mixed
agewise. I'd cherished the simple hope that Be Your
Own Pet and some tyros to be named later would give
me a new lease on ye olde vitality. But generational
details kept butting in as I followed my druthers.

I caught roughly eight old headliners, at least three
older than I am. Five of these were tops by me, only
one a floppola, and even he offered unique entertain-
ment: saxophonist Anthony Braxton, who summoned
a hundred tubas to open River to River’s free Bang
on a Can Marathon and got maybe sixty-five. What
a spectacle—shiny and dull, pristine and dented,
tarnished and in one case rusted, white and nickel-
colored and brassy gold, and if there were two alike
they were far apart. But gradually a fascinating piece
about timbre and volume, with ambient aircraft comp-
ing sharp-pitched against the prevailing rumble, be-
came a minimalist endurance contest. “Couldn’t they
produce a different type of sound?” asked a young pro-
fessional woman taking the Financial Center air at a
table near me. “More celebratory—faster, maybe?”

Sixteen years Braxton’s senior, Ornette Coleman
did just that. By now his alto sax is as dulcet as a French
horn, and in a sonic innovation that shamed Excepter’s
synth foofaraw the night before, he set a bowed bass to
stating tenor themes on ballads. His blue silk suit was
smooth too. But when the moment came for the new-
thing chestnut “Turnaround,” he ripped Carnegie Hall
up. At the other end of the old scale—only two of them
are fifty yet—Sonic Youth sounded equally beautiful
playing Rather Ripped in order. You can say it was just
that I knew it by heart, but I was critical enough to
notice “Turquoise Boy” meandering. The indie-rock
godparents encored with Kim singing the twenty-two-
year-old “Shaking Hell” That ripped cBGB up.
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Take my word, younguns—age seldom sorts out neatly. “Can you fathom
that I do this for a living? Forty-two years,” boasted fedora-sporting, braided-
bearded National steel whiz Baby Gramps directly after dedicating “Dream
a Little Dream of Me” to Cass Elliot and shortly after declaring himself an
“honorary teenager” in lieu of actually performing “You Can Throw Me in
Jail but You Can’t Stop My Face from Breaking Out.” Yet Gramps’s eccentric
virtuosity and old-as-the-hills laugh lines reminded me of no one so much
as twenty-one-year-old Nellie McKay. Both even did Dylan imitations. Dif-
ference was, McKay had better songs, jokes too—where Gramps is a wonder,
she’s already a substantial artist. Also in the wonder category is onetime Stones
piano man Jim Dickinson, only he’s straddled generations since before he
produced the Replacements—and proved it by encoring with something
from Big Star’s Third, also his record. Like Gramps, Dickinson is a songster
who knows blues, but where Gramps is a genre crank, Dickinson just shares
a lingua franca with his backing band, a/k/a the North Mississippi Allstars—
one of his tradder production credits, but hey, they’re his sons. Of the few
guitar solos I heard (though they’re less verboten now than in Fonarow’s
period), Luther Dickinson’s slide work was up there with Lee Ranaldo’s avan-
tisms. But when the tireless Peter Stampfel sought a similar injection from
seventeen-year-old Walker Shepard, son of Stampfel’s old bandmate Sam,
the kid didn’t have his parts down, and it hurt. Stampfel’s set was never more
vital than on Dylan’s “I Want You,” when the senior partner followed a whis-
pered “I want you” with an intense, high-breaking “so bad”

Although I encountered many accomplished young musicians, includ-
ing some I hated (will Rock Kills Kid rock Kills kids?), execution counts
for more with artists who are old enough to have learned how—the longer
one devotes oneself to music, the larger music per se looms in one’s identity
quest. Enter the unheralded local Ambassadeurs du Manding at comfortable
little Lava Gina, who rather than providing the pleasant evening I anticipated
sent my wife and me home prepared to explore Avenue C forever. Led by
veteran guitarist Mamady Kouyaté, once a cog in Guineas Orchestra Bembeya
National, the four Africans and four non-Africans delighted a small crowd
ranging in age from at most twenty-eight to at least sixty-four by integrating
Senegalese and Congolese concepts of continuous flow. They also outplayed
the rest of June not counting Ornette and Sonic Youth. The youngish, non-
African trap and conga drummers were slightly tentative. An older non-African
got his balafon on. Kouyaté outshone every guitarist I've named. And the
singers were nonpareil: rich-burred old muezzin baritone and then this glo-
rious young tenor in black do-rag, gold chain, and white xL T. One of his



jobs, performed with shameless and efficient grace, was to get the banquettes
dancing. Guess where I was sitting.

Lest anyone smell world-music exoticism, I'll add that I walked out on
be-dreaded beauty Sara Tavares soon after she told us her rain song would
end Cape Verde’s endless drought. And despite the fat guy who got a bassy
thrum out of a milk can and slapped his feet when he danced, I preferred
Brooklyn’s Beirut to Hungary’s Romano Drom.

I wonder whether the Ambassadeurs” tenor raps. I also wonder whether
Buck 65 raps, though it would have helped if V2 had released Secret House
Against the World—he gave me one after his Summerstage set, and now
his ambitious new songs make sense. But other alt-rappers kept the faith.
The old-school party ethic gets a lot of ribbing, which was justified at the
Bowery Ballroom’s agonized Def Jux showcase, where the crowd was not
only ninety-five percent white but ninety percent male: Saturday night and
nobody getting laid. Then Mr. Lif called them “party people” anyway and
sustained the illusion until prolonged prestidigitation by by Big Whiz inter-
rupted his flow.

Lif has one of the best left hands in the business, a hand you can imagine
caressing a butt cheek, and musically I enjoyed him as much as Ornette first
half. At Irving Plaza nine days later, Brother Ali had a crowd. “It’s a spiritual
thing to party together, like going to church,” he told this much more sexu-

1

ally integrated gathering, who obediently shouted “Huh!” whenever he said
“Shut this motherfucker down.” Atmosphere’s Slug, masterful after years
on the road he reports have eaten up his soul, took up where Ali left off, the
audience as electric as !!!’s or the Arctic Monkeys’ only more united. But
after forty minutes he brought on a full band for “God Loves Ugly”—a righ-
teous move, sure, only quickly the crowd deflated, as if the firepower onstage
rendered their energy irrelevant. “Live Music Takes Many Forms” bumper
stickers should be issued.

Many many. I attended June 24’s Arthur Lee benefit at the Beacon out
of respect for the uncrowned black king of psychedelic pop and organizer
Steve Weitzman. Old artists yes, oldies artists no—if you crave Nils Lofgren’s
ebullience or Ian Hunter’s acerbity, check out Grin and Mott the Hoople
and issue “Recorded Music Is a Blessing” bumper stickers. Clap Your Hands
Say Yeah lead guy Alec Ounsworth was fab on Love’s “Andmoreagain” and a
Dylany original. Gavin DeGraw was cute. Yo La Tengo unearthed a glorious
Lee obscurity as I knew they would: an American Four garage rocker called
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“Lucy Baines” (Sound familiar? Just add Johnson.) Hunter made “All the
Young Dudes” a sing-along. Lofgren’s long, flashy solo sounded new again.
And talented asshole Ryan Adams, who refused to work with Weitzman’s
pickup band, explained his choice of material as follows: “Of course I would
have liked to play Love songs, but some of you may know that it’s not in my
repertoire to, um, oh never mind . . ” Play anything you didn’t write, oh poet
of a zillion songs? Asshole.

But the big-ticket house, which wasn't full, had come for Robert Plant.
Plant owns any room he enters. He could have fobbed off three Loves, three
Zeps, a solo promo, and “Danny Boy.” Instead he spent two days with the
pickup band, rehearsing a set that honored Lee personally and culturally.
The Zeps were early, the Loves exquisite. “For What It's Worth” led to a
Hunter-assisted Everlys tune (the Elderly Brothers, Weitzman called them)
and “Can’t Help Falling in Love” Highlighted was “Hey Joe”—a perfect Zep-
Love link, misogyny and all. And into the middle of a psychedelic fantasia
Plant inserted “Nature Boy,” an inspired evocation of Arthur Lee the L.A.
eccentric even if you didn’t know its composer was an L.A. longhair when
there were no longhairs and its hit version a turning point for black pop
pathfinder Nat Cole. At fifty-seven, Plant no longer had his high end. But
because the music was new and the occasion felt, he was singing fresh. This
wasn't the somewhat automatic mastery of great Springsteen or Stones. It
was a lesson in charisma full of near misses and intricate meshes, the most
life-affirming thing I witnessed all month. My daughter and I battled the
rain at one-thirty a.m. just as if we weren't exhausted.

Les Ambassadeurs and Robert Plant astonished on successive nights. Then
there was a letdown. Dragging myself to Warsaw after a bad car day in
Queens was righted by a delicious dinner in Chinatown, all I really wanted
to do was stay home, play records, read Fonarow, and make out. One reason
my wife attended all of my top five shows except the one our favorite Zep-
pelin fan grabbed is that Gogol Bordello, Sonic Youth, and Ornette Coleman
were sure shots. But I wouldn’t have loved Les Ambassadeurs so freely with-
out Carola. I wouldn’t have had anyone to dance with, or to watch dancing
alone with a song in my heart.

Fonarow believes the indie-rock identity quest is structured to end with
marriage. For her, Zone Two represents a period of reflective aestheticism
easing the passage from the adolescent breakout of the pit to the homebound
responsibilities of capitalist adulthood. For anyone who remains sentient,



however, the identity quest never ends, and music can always be part of it. It’s
just that in a good marriage your identity is tied up with another person’s. My
wife attended eight of the thirty-two shows all told—quite a few. Both of us
wanted and needed it.

But that final week I was on my lonesome till June 30 yoked two very alt
alt-country bards in their forties—Robbie Fulks, a honky-tonk postmod-
ernist proud to entertain “the world capital of secularism and rationality, all
right,” and the now Cleveland-based Amy Rigby, one of the best in the world
at forty-seven, playing South Street Seaport for free in intermittent rain
to 150 people. Maybe I would have liked the Futureheads more if I hadn’t
skipped “Dancing with Joey Ramone” to see them. Carola stayed downtown.
She tells me that the woman who kept feeding her friends in front of us
vaulted onstage to sing backup on “All I Want” Her name was Sarah and
it was a special birthday. Cheered Rigby: “Forty years old and she can still
storm a barricade”

Carola got home after I did. She was elated.

Village Voice, 2006

U.S. and Them

Are American Pop (and Semi-Pop) Still Exceptional?
And by the Way, Does That Make Them Better?

As exploited most recently by student radical turned Cold War liberal
turned Hoover Institution conservative Seymour Martin Lipset, who named
a book after it, American exceptionalism got large as part of the anti-Soviet
ideology of the nascent American studies movement in the early ’50s. To
quote two modern scholars, its central assumption is “American culture
conceived as a unified whole,” or “a homogeneous American mind.” But in fact
American studies goes back to the *30s—to the unjustly neglected popular
culture historian Constance Rourke, the pioneering racial analysts Carey
McWilliams and Oliver Cox—and the phrase “American exceptionalism”
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originated with leftists who wanted to know why we didn’t have working-
class movements like they did in Europe. Beyond the answers that became
standard—the frontier, prosperity, ethnic division—Popular Front scholar
Michael Denning unearths one from the forgotten socialist Leon Samson,
who believed that Americanism as a belief system pre-empted socialism
because its shibboleths—“democracy, liberty, opportunity”—were as entic-
ing as socialism.

It's no wonder American exceptionalism, like pluralism and pragmatism,
could be coopted by capitalist frontmen doing business as antitotalitarian
freedom fighters. As rock critics know well, capitalism can coopt almost
anything. But although I'm sure American studies was a c1a plot, the plot
worked because the idea filled a hole. In the instance that impressed me
most, the honors program designed to prepare this scholarship boy for the
literary priesthood at Dartmouth surveyed the English classics from Chaucer
to Hardy while requiring not a single course in American literature.

From abstract expressionism to Moby Dick, native art got respect in the
’s0s. But American cultural life had also been transformed by an influx of
European refugees all too aware of how relentlessly Hitler exploited a radio
they blamed on a “culture industry” they blamed on the United States. Trau-
matically uprooted, most of them were overwhelmed and offended by Amer-
ica, though not even Adorno put it as baldly as his rightwing coequal Ernest
van den Haag: “Why is Brooklyn, so much bigger and richer, so much more
literate and educated—and with more leisure—so much less productive cul-
turally than was Florence?” In addition, Anglophilia still pervaded literary
studies, where many fretted along with Partisan Review’s Philip Rahv, who
in a famous 1938 essay divided American novelists into two camps, each
incapable of “that mature control which permits the balance of impulse with
sensitiveness, of natural power with philosophical depth™ “palefaces” for
depth and sensitiveness, naturally, and, specializing in impulse and natural
power, “redskins.”

A striking choice of metaphor. Maybe Rahv was scared of Hollywood. Or
maybe he was sidestepping what’s always made America most exceptional of
all, to its incalculable benefit and disgrace. Moby Dick turns on two inter-
racial relationships, Huckleberry Finn on one; a black-white polarity powered
Birth of a Nation, The Jazz Singer, Gone with the Wind. And black-and-white
has been the storyline of American music since minstrelsy—assuming that
you grant white people a share of the agency. After careful consideration,
I do. American music was polyglot and that’s big—British folk and English
genteel, Irish and Italian and German and last but not least Jewish, plus



Spanish slash Latin slash Caribbean. It was democratic, too—by the 1850s
“music for the millions,” designating a melodically and emotionally direct
product that had thrived since at least the 1820s, was a catchphrase. And
however much this music trafficked in loneliness, morbid sentimentality, and
home sweet home, it also radiated an optimism born of “democracy, liberty,
opportunity”—which must have been a white optimism, since for black
Americans its preconditions didn’t exist.

But with the democracy, liberty, and opportunity of white Americans
underwritten by chattel slavery, were already on shaky ground, especially
since, as far as most admirers are concerned, the optimism of American
music isn’t about the frontier or prosperity or the permeability of the Ameri-
can class system—it’s about black people. Maybe “Oh! Susannah” was liter-
ally stolen from some plantation, maybe it was a polkafied gloss on William
Dempster’s “The May Queen,” or maybe, as I prefer, it was the impure, multi-
determined product of Stephen Foster’s conflicted experience and imagi-
nation. Don’t matter, because it was understood, perhaps even by the many
blacks who sang it, as an expression of the African-American capacity for
the transcendence we call fun. And while this was clearly a racist construc-
tion in the 1840s minstrel show, where faux darkies doing the walkaround
were inventing American show business, by the 1890s at the latest it was a
conscious African-American aesthetic that whites adapted with gradually
increasing sensitivity and skill.

Albert Murray often cites Constance Rourke’s conceit that the American
was one-third Yankee, one-third backwoodsman or Indian (“redskin”), and
one-third Negro, just as Stanley Crouch often cites Carl Jung’s observa-
tion that “white Americans walked, talked, and laughed like Negroes, while
Africans usually think of Negro Americans as dark-skinned white people””
Both are passionate about a proposition Murray goes so far as to italicize:
“American culture, even in its most rigidly segregated precincts, is patently
and irrevocably composite. It is, regardless of all the hysterical protestations
of those who would have it otherwise, incontestably mulatto.” Murray’s no
radical, and a prog in a bad mood could slot that idea as an Africanization
of the melting pot myth. But in fact Murray has always been a propagan-
dist for difference not just in America but in Afro-America—difference in
hairstyle, skintone, mindset. Not all strains of American exceptionalism are
coextensive with simplistic notions of “American culture conceived as a uni-

fied whole” or a “homogeneous American mind”
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The melting pot is a metaphor in which different metals liquefy to form a
stronger alloy. For most of us here, that metaphor is over. A replacement
beloved of rock critics is the African-American gumbo, that Caribbean-
inflected creation of blended flavor and complex texture that leaves larger
constituents recognizably whole, and then there’s the olio, which is what
minstrels called the segment where one variety act followed another willy-
nilly. Some sort of gumbo or olio is what became of American studies, now
a stronghold of articulated difference and identity politics. And a similar fate
has befallen the oldest rock and roll creation myth—the blues-and-country-
had-a-baby theory. It was always partial, always about the adoration of
rockabilly, about Elvis and Buddy Holly and just for luck Chuck Berry but
not Little Richard or Bo Diddley or the Coasters or your favorite doowop
group, and pretty soon not Frankie Avalon or the Beach Boys or the Byrds.
These days, it’s cited uncritically only by musical neocons who deploy the
so-called roots genres against the beat-based, the arty, the newfangled, the
young, and actually existing black people; or, worse, by those committed to
a “rock” that after a bracing immersion in the tarpit redounds primarily to
bands of white youths bearing guitars and proud of themselves for liking
Jimi Hendrix.

Obviously, the great virtue of blues-and-country-had-a-baby is that its
mulatto. Although it's as American exceptionalist as can be, claiming the
American South as the cradle of world popular music, it’s also a reproof to all
the overviews of the national character whose default American was white—
until the civil rights movement forced a paradigm shift. The theory’s draw-
backs are (a) that its biracialism is too bi, ceding whites a dubious parity and
(b) that it ignores two important white precincts: the music business rock
and roll rebelled against but didn’t defeat or reject, and the bohemia that by
1960 would spark a very different paradigm shift that soon had American
folkies following the lead of such English art students as John Lennon, Keith
Richards, Pete Townshend, and Eric Burdon.

I wouldn’t think of minimizing American music’s black-and-white story-
line. But I do want to emphasize what in the ’60s me and my contemporaries
didn’t really know or want to know, which is that it didn't begin with Elvis and
Chuck. It goes back to young white dancers caught jigging to slave fiddlers
in 1690, to minstrelsy and Foster and the integrated Five Points music joint
Dickens described in American Notes, to Vernon and Irene Castle taking
distribution on James Reese Europe’s foxtrot, to the many visionary and/
or compromised and/or exploitative racial interactions of the so-called Jazz



Age and Swing Era. Rock and roll was merely a major stage in a vexed pro-
cess that has never progressed in a straight line toward utopia.

In a way, that’s also true of the closely related factor I want to emphasize
instead: rhythm. Rhythm isn’t exclusive to Africans. But that doesn’t mean
“Oh! Susannah” didn't lilt more infectiously than the Paris hit “Cellarius
Polka Quadrille,” and throughout the twentieth century African-American
rhythms continually gained crossover play while gathering internal com-
plexity and power. In rock and roll the crucial change involves foreground-
ing. 'Tis oft said that rock and roll worked the upbeat, which it did. But there
are many rock and roll beats, and the reason Alan Freed called all of them
“the big beat” wasn’t that Fats Domino’s “The Big Beat” drove harder than
Count Basie’s “One O’Clock Jump,” which it didn’t, but that the beat looms
so large within early rock and roll’s individual compositions, arrangements,
recordings, whatever. There’s less there to distract from the bodywork at
hand—less harmony, less melody, less virtuosity, less content.

Few doubt that rhythm’s pop primacy has African origins, but many
would deny that they need be African-American—especially U.S. African-
American, because the great exception to musical American exceptionalism
is the Caribbean. The music of New Orleans, symbolic birthplace of jazz
and maybe funk too, is steeped in Haiti and especially Cuba—what Jelly
Roll Morton called “the Spanish tinge” Cuba had at least as drastic an effect
on African pop as American r&b did. Jamaica jump-started hip-hop in the
Bronx shortly before Bob Marley turned reggae into the music of the world’s
oppressed. And so forth.

Nevertheless, the special history of blacks in the U.S. has generated some
formal advantages. Start with Peter van der Merwe’s unorthodox argument
that structural congruences between African and British folk musics are the
great melodic resource of blues, which he believes thrived as much on tune
as beat—to which I'd add my own guess that it was American democracy,
personified by a poor-white population much denser in the American South
than in any Caribbean place, that gave the congruences a fair chance to come
together. Moreover, as African-American bluesmen fabricated a cultural
identity from memory and oppression, omni-American songsters, min-
strels, and composers for hire accessed the melodic resources of what even
without them would have been the world’s most multicultural music—and
the industry developed to diffuse it. Nor did it hurt that American blacks
spoke English. Finally, downpressed though they were, African-Americans
were also the world’s most affluent black population, with unparalleled
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access, comparatively speaking, to technology, education, and—comparatively
speaking—prosperity.

The two other factors also flourished here. Late nineteenth-century Brit-
ain had its professional songwriters, as well as a music-hall circuit as lively as
vaudeville. But even before the ragtime boom, British songs never traveled
as well as their hard-hitting, hard-sold Tin Pan Alley counterparts, and then
it was time for Kern and Berlin and Gershwin and Porter and beyond—a
beyond that continued into the rock and roll era with the Brill Building and
its outposts in L.A., Nashville, now Atlanta. And authenticity, an animating
myth in Europe since folk songs were called popular ballads, has always had
extra kick in America. In the form of a marketable sincerity that was pop’s
stock in trade, it was less about origins than unmediated openness of expres-
sion. When we grew a folk music movement of our own, sincerity continued
to fill in for authenticity, with dire effects corrected by British example—by
the reflexive irony of pop bohemians who never kidded themselves that they
could become American, much less African-American, and invented their
own style of fun pretending to try.

Why should the music I've just abstracted for purposes of argument—
altogether omitting such matters as youth, rock and roll’s prime identity
marker—sweep the world? Obviously there are sociological and economic
factors, and I don’t dismiss either. But just for fun, let me throw out a more
reckless suggestion. Let me pretend that it swept the world because it sounded
good.

In what is clearly a matter of taste, I feel obliged to call in a food theorist—a
pioneer, Sidney Mintz. In Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in Modern
History, Mintz emphasizes that refined sugar didn’t sweep the world merely
because people liked sweet and white sugar was the most effective sweet
ever devised. But he does recognize “an underlying hominid predisposition
toward sweetness” And he’s so appalled by the political, economic, nutri-
tional, and gastronomic consequences of that predisposition in England that
he momentarily abandons the anthropological open-mindedness he lives
by: “The less conspicuous roles of sugar in French and Chinese cuisines,” he
writes, “may have something to do with their excellence. It is not necessarily
a mischievous question to ask whether sugar damaged English cooking, or
whether English cooking in the seventeenth century had more need of sugar
than French” Amazing—a fervent cultural relativist granting the intrinsic
attraction of certain flavors, setting some cuisines above others.



In a footnote Mintz hems and haws about how his generalization ap-
plies to “sophisticated persons in the West,” so I'll hedge too—1I only feel
comfortable universalizing into the industrialized world. But anyone who’s
ever giggled at the famous Saturday Night Live joke about the Voyager space
probe—the one where NAsa equips the probe with the Declaration of Inde-
pendence and the Gettysburg Address and musical samples from Gregorian
chant to Beethoven to Chuck Berry and the first message from the outer gal-
axies is “Send more Chuck Berry”—will permit me to wonder whether rock
and roll had intrinsic attractions too. Some fresh way of configuring melody
to rhythm, first of all. But in addition, perhaps, expressive usages that make
rock and roll’s values—you know, rebel youth, universal prosperity, untram-
meled sexuality—signify on a sensory as well as a conceptual level: getting
loud in public, flaunting your accent, expressing your animal nature. It’s
even possible that in its size and regional diversity, America was uniquely
equipped to transform into music a principle now self-evident: that before
you try to speak globally you should act locally.

If T seem to speculate too wildly here, I apologize—asked to go out on a
limb, I figured I'd better float a notion or two to keep me aloft. Most of us
accept the common-sense idea that American music is exceptional, at least
in its blues-based forms, and that this helped it go global, and many would
dissent from the British claim that rock has been Anglo-American since the
Beatles. But nobody thinks this exceptionalism continues uncompromised
today. Acting locally, young musicians worldwide have grabbed, stolen, dis-
torted, misprised, and pirated what they wanted and figured out how to get their
booty across, to small audiences they know firsthand and bigger ones they
can only infer or imagine. That’s how Elvis and Chuck did it, and nobody
who takes rock and roll to heart could want it any other way.

For twenty-five years I've been an avid fan of Afropop, regarding which
I long ago adopted the rule of thumb that Africans who imitated American
or European forms were doomed to competence if that, while those who
seized them stood a chance of going over the top. But I've also fallen for non-
American artists whose music displays far fewer similarities to rock and roll
than Franco’s or Youssou N'Dour’s. This appetite for so-called world music
sets me apart from most mainstream rock critics. Narrow-mindedness cam-
ouflaged as specialization is one reason journalists aver themselves weary
of pop—or, more often, bitch that it’s played out. Critically, my experience
tells me this is a lie. However much it does or doesn’t mean culturally, the
music is there. Spending fourteen hours a day listening to it is my defini-
tion of nice work if you can get it, and it wouldn’t be such a great job if
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there weren’t always more avenues opening up, more small geniuses and
cultural byways revealing themselves. In that wide-open context, however,
I continue to make an exception of America, notably in two very different
genres: hip-hop and indie rock.

Hip-hop’s worldwide influence is inarguable—it has clearly replaced
reggae as an international language of protest as well as injecting its usages
into pop music of every provenance and description. What is arguable is
first, whether hip-hop is by that very token American any longer, and second,
whether the rise in an increasingly multiracial Europe of the beat-based
genre 'l call techno doesn’t render hip-hop extraneous. To me the first
question seems silly. I've heard compelling hip-hop from France, South Af-
rica, even Greenland. But except in the border realm of trip-hop, the beats
of world hip-hop are elementary, smooth, and predictable even when they’re
highly effective. 'm not just comparing RzA and Timbaland and Organized
Noize; I'm talking white guys who can walk that walk, from underground
mixmaster EI-P to pop superstar Eminem. A paradigm shift could happen
tomorrow somewhere—maybe it already has. But hip-hop will likely resem-
ble jazz, which African-Americans continue to dominate musically while
the rest of the world chips in.

Techno's claims are not silly. Internationally, electronic dance music is as
major a development as hip-hop or for that matter teenpop, now blamed on the
American culture industry even though it’s based on a European model and
was test-marketed there. Techno can be simplistic, if that’s bad, all volume
and beat. But it’s a hotbed of predominantly instrumental innovation and
abstraction with an audience ready to follow its every move. Cipher-created,
DJ-manipulated, site-specific, multi-versioned, it challenges established pat-
terns of music consumption, and its failure to break out of its subculture
here is widely regarded in Europe as proof that Americans are square. If
I confess that I've generally found it more interesting to think about than
listen to, that’s not a critical judgment—not quite. But whether you trace
popular music to the industrialized 1850s or the banquet rooms of ancient
Egypt, it’s always been about songs. Techno is not about songs. It’s a longshot
flirting with an absurdity to pretend that right on time for the millennium,
human beings will suddenly abandon songs. If rhythm is destined to domi-
nate the formal future of music, a plausible surmise, then the rhythm music
that understands song form is hip-hop—a verbally explosive music from the
nation that’s always had a leg up on pop song.

Indie-rock is a more personal matter. The guitar band lacks song’s aura of
eternity; youd think it had outlived its allotted time. But since it hasn't, we



can’'t assume it’s obsolete. Pop pundits did a lot of that in 1990, when suppos-
edly not a single rock album topped the Billboard chart, and a year later here
comes Nirvana. I don't see any Nirvanas lurking around. But just in case I'll
observe that techno tends to tempt whiz kids away from the guitar option
in England. And T’ll also observe that most exceptions, from the pop Pulp
to the postpunk Clinic to the roots-it-says Gomez, do what English bands
have done since the ’60s, only more self-regardingly and less educationally—
conceptualize, keep their aesthetic distance. They're in it but not of it, by
choice; they’re formalists. In America, where indie sometimes seems like a
synonym for “ironic,” the myth of authenticity nevertheless holds sway, so
that some kind of unmediated openness of expression is achieved even by
angular wise guys Pavement and gender-bending hobbyists Imperial Teen.
Moreover, the indie circuit, with its infrastructure of hometown bigshots
and rumors in a van, epitomizes act-locally think-globally, branching out
from the bohemia that rock first drew on and now catalyzes. Bands keep
coming, and the bohemia picks up freshmen every year. College rock, some
still call it.

With forty-eight hours of new music recorded every day, the biggest
drawback of these last generalizations is that my chance of inducing others
to share the experience that grounds them is zero. The destiny of American
hip-hop is manifest no matter how much it’s misprised overseas; the destiny
of Amerindie guitar is marginal no matter how many bands tour Europe.
Statuswise, it’s less than marginal. Since the dawn of cultural studies, college
rock has never gotten much respect from college teachers, bound up in their
own authenticity myths. And the cachet of U.S. bands has been dipping in
Europe since Sgt. Pepper or ELP or David Bowie or the Sex Pistols or Culture
Club or Culture Beat or Afrobeat or ska or zouk or acid house or the Gipsy
Kings or Radiohead or the Bulgarian State Radio and Television Female
Vocal Choir. Our moment is over, and none too soon. We're agents of cul-
tural imperialism as well as the other kind. I have a rule of thumb about that,
too. Any Third World artist wants to attack U.S. imperialism, I listen. When
our silent partners in capitalist depradation render such critiques, however,
I assume turf war. Boeuf bourguignon—yum. mc Solaar—for domestic con-
sumption only.

But this isn't reasoned analysis—just words. Having argued from the his-
torical basics, I've slipped back to where critics live—the realm of taste, sensibility,
rhetoric. While continuing to adduce ideas and risk Latinate polysyllables,
I've made jokes, generalized irresponsibly, gone for the occasional epigram,
slanged around, and indulged in other bits of playful demagoguery. If the
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structuralism wars convinced me of anything, it wasn’t to distrust language,
but rather, 'm afraid, what I pretty much knew already—that language is
very nearly all human beings have, that there’s no right way to control it, that
it’s best deployed with love, respect, cunning, and a wild eye. Rock criticism,
some of us still call that writerly, public-intellectual approach to pop in this
country. The hope is that in matters of taste, style matters. The hope is that
if I can't prove what I'm saying is true, which I can't, I can at least induce
some of you to think, Hey, he’s not such a tight-ass. Maybe I was too hard on
Pavement. Or, alternatively, He’s not a total philistine. Maybe I should try to
hear Pavement sometime.

EMP Pop Conference, 2002

What I Listen
For in Music

People often wonder what I listen for in music, and maybe some other kind
of critic could offer answers. Maybe someone trained in sonata-allegro pro-
cedure has the discipline to ignore transient pleasures and proceed immedi-
ately to structure. Maybe someone who reads music can establish stringent
criteria of melodic originality. Maybe someone with perfect pitch applies
that standard, poor uptight soul. But like most pop fans, I don’t have such
fancy equipment at my command. So I don’t listen for anything. I just try to
make sure that music I like finds me.

For most Americans, this happens on the radio—or, more deceptively
because their eyes get in the way, on MTV and the like. Many critics relate to or-
dinary consumers by continuing to use radio or television that way at times.
I don't. I just keep my cD changer filled morning till night, usually—too
often, my family reminds me—with recent product. Working from past per-
formance and hearsay and hunches and the charts and what other reviewers
say, I process dozens of records a day, many for a second or fifth or tenth
time. At the outset I focus in on details only when the music demands it—a
rare but treasured occurrence. More often, I wait until I catch myself react-



ing to a newly imprinted snatch of melody, moving my body or mind to a
groove, enjoying a funny rhyme or pithy turn of phrase, humming along,
lying in bed with a song I can't pin down ringing in my head.

These are real, renewable satisfactions, and however narrow sonata-allegro
connoisseurs may consider them, they touch more worlds than anyone can
hope to comprehend. For as long as there’s been a popular music industry,
its glue has been melody, usually in the foreshortened form called tune. Pop
listeners demand tune. But insofar as pop is American music, it's African-
inflected music, and most of its key innovations have been rhythmic. So one
secret of accessing new pop worlds is to get inside new beats, which can be
work—it took me years to truly hear funk-period James Brown, who has
proven such a crucial pop source that his beats now sound as natural as the
quicksilver bebop phrases that once dismayed swing fans. The other secret
is never to forget that the beautiful always mirrors the human, or that being
human means manipulating technology. Today, only hopeless fogeys regard
punk as ugly or disco as mechanical. In the ’7os, both calumnies were phi-
listine cliches.

The immediate reward for letting pop musicians find you—rock and roll-
ers above all, but also folk jokers and country balladeers and hip-hop heroes
and African seekers and techno whiz kids and many others—is lotsa fun and
lotsa art, all mushed together like they should be. And waiting beyond are
the musicians themselves, not as they “really” are, but as they create them-
selves in music. I've gotten to know quite a few over the years.

Borders Magazine, 1998
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Pops as Pop

Louis Armstrong

Like millions of other Americans, I was fortunate enough to witness a Louis
Armstrong show once, in the winter of 1959. A college freshman too young
to have seen much live jazz, I strode home babbling happily about a con-
cert where the only songs I recall recognizing were “Muskrat Ramble” and
“Mack the Knife” Back at the dorm, however, a sophomore called me on
my naivete. Armstrong was corny, I was informed, and it must have sunk
in, because the next time I listened seriously to Louis Armstrong was in
1975, when Gary Giddins got evangelical about the Smithsonian’s canon-
izing Louis Armstrong and Earl Hines 1928.

Giddins’s work on Armstrong—particularly his gorgeous 1988 polemic
Satchmo—initiated the phase of Armstrong appreciation that doesn’t worry
overmuch about corny. Inspired by Terry Teachout’s Pops to dare an Armstrong
piece of my own, I would ordinarily have peppered Gary with requests for
context—I edited him for decades and we remain good friends. But recog-
nizing that he has a horse in this race, I haven’t phoned or emailed him since
I got Teachout’s book. Giddins can scarcely be ignored in what follows. But
this on€’s on me.

Since Satchmo is biographical criticism rather than a full biography,
Pops will remain the definitive Armstrong bio until somebody tops it, which
somebody should. Its major competitors, jazz specialist James Lincoln Collier’s
1983 Louis Armstrong: An American Genius and popular historian Laurence
Bergreen’s 1997 Louis Armstrong: An Extravagant Life, have their uses. But
Bergreen loves cheap color and doesn’t have much to say about music, and
while Collier can be good on the recordings he admires, he doesn’t admire
enough of them, cultivating a supercilious streak that’s doubly unbecoming
in such a flat-footed stylist. Both Collier and Bergreen devote the great bulk
of their books to the pre-World War II period, although Armstrong lived
from 1901 to 1971 and toured till the year he died.

Like Gunther Schuller and many older jazz critics, and also like that sopho-
more, Collier finds so little “genius” in Armstrong’s later music that these
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proportions make a kind of sense. But in Bergreen they’re ludicrous unless
he believes hanging with prostitutes and gangsters makes a musician more
“extravagant” than dinners with royalty and audiences with the pope. Leav-
ing ample room for Armstrong’s impoverished New Orleans boyhood, Chi-
cago and its Hot Five and Seven sessions, the thug-ridden compromises of
the big-band ’30s, and a long postwar career as an American icon leading the
pared-down All-Stars, Teachout’s 382-page text reaches 1938 with a 150 to go
because he fully respects Armstrongs life and artistic choices. “He was born
poor, died rich, and never hurt anyone along the way,” said Duke Ellington.
“I know of no man for whom I had more admiration and respect,” said Bing
Crosby. No matter how drastically you believe Armstrong’s music deterio-
rated, he deserves to be chronicled in toto.

Beyond his musical brilliance, what Teachout loves most about Armstrong
is his positive attitude. “Never wear the trouble in your face;,” King Oliver
taught him, and without soft-pedaling how hard it was to grow up black and
poor in America, Armstrong brought joy wherever he played—intelligent joy,
accomplished joy, freewheeling joy, comic joy, sardonic joy. Where Collier
magnifies his supposed personal insecurities into a condescending excuse
for his supposed artistic timidity, Teachout assumes the obvious: anyone
who could rise from Jane Alley in New Orleans to Fate Marable’s riverboat
band, never mind worldwide fame, commanded a courage few humans ever
approach and an ambition few can comprehend. Yet where Giddins risks ha-
giography for purposes of argument, Teachout doesn’t understate this very
good man’s flaws: his chronic resentments and sporadic rages, his daily gage,
his philosophy of philandering, and the terrible credo that united him with
the notorious manager Joe Glaser: “Always have a White Man (who like you)
and can + will put his Hand on your shoulder and say— “This is “My” Nigger’
and, Can’t Nobody Harm Ya”

Clear, balanced, accurate, fast-flowing, and musically informed though it
is, Pops is based on secondary sources. Especially since these include previ-
ously unmined scholarship and archives, this seems a reasonable biographi-
cal method—the novice can start with Satchmo, which Teachout praises
warmly, then move on to Pops for more detail. In a sheaf of raves dismayingly
short on new ideas, the only significant objection to Teachouts bookcraft
I've found, by David Schift in the Nation, is there to finesse a bigger and ug-
lier issue: what to do when the definitive biography of an African-American
hero is written by a vocal neocon whose signature outlets are Commen-
tary and the Wall Street Journal. Post-Satchmo especially, many left-leaning
critics are fans of Armstrong’s late music—Gene Santoro and Bob Blumen-



thal, to name just two, might have written excellent bios. But Teachout got
there first with something to prove.

Emphasizing Armstrong’s positivity is fine—keep ya head up, as Tupac put
it. But when Teachout intones that Armstrong “returned love for hatred and
sought salvation in work,” he sure does sound like a white polemicist with
dibs on the black role model of his dreams. So hypersensitive to identity
politics that he even spars with sometime conservative Stanley Crouch,
Teachout writes sparingly about African-American artists, especially for
someone who once supported himself as a jazz bassist. Of the fifty-nine
essays in his 2005 A Terry Teachout Reader, twenty concern music, eleven
vernacular music, and three African-American music: an essay denying that
jazz is fundamentally African-American, an essay denying that Duke Elling-
ton is a great composer, and 2001’s “Louis Armstrong, Eminent Victorian,”
wherein are contained the seeds of Pops.

Teachout has the major critical virtue of liking what he likes palpably
and unpretentiously, and—mindful of the cred factor—makes an effort
to transcend ideology. Sure, he’s inordinately fond of Whit Stillman and
John P. Marquand. But he also feels such lefties as Aaron Copland, John
Sayles, and Jerome Robbins, and his forthright embrace of popular culture
plainly proceeds from his Missouri upbringing and his own pleasure. As a
left populist skeptical of academic postmodernism and avant-garde obscu-
rantism who stopped dissing the middlebrow mindset decades ago, I often
sympathize. But I doubt that would prevent him from slotting me as one of
those “middlebrow-hating radicals of the Sixties” with a “propensity to deny
the existence of meaningful distinctions between high and popular culture”

I'm not, but let me go on. Of course there are meaningful distinctions
between high culture and popular culture. The important question, which
the word “meaningful” skirts, is whether those distinctions are qualitative—
whether what Teachout once terms “indisputable greatness” can accrue to
both, and hence whether it can accrue to Armstrong. And from his Elling-
ton essay, which dismisses Ellington’s suites on structural grounds and as-
sumes that Ives’s and Copland’s mastery of longer forms guarantees their
artistic superiority, I infer that no mere songwriter gets to enter Teachout’s
greatness derby—and no mere improviser either. “West End Blues” may be
an “immortal” work in which Armstrong can be observed “descending ma-
jestically from the firmament” But apparently all that means is that he was
a hell of a miniaturist.
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To me, this way of seeing things is suspiciously undemocratic. One mean-
ingful distinction between high and popular culture is that there’s way more
good popular culture—because its standards of quality are more forgiving,
because sobriety isn't its default mode, because there’s so damn much of it.
Since there’s so damn much of it, and a lot of that is terrible, it rewards con-
noisseurship. But its strengths are quantity and variety—democracy.

From this perspective, Armstrong is overwhelming. For years my Arm-
strong listening was confined to three box sets, a best-of, and an Ella Fitzger-
ald record: the definitive, four-disc, eighty-one-track, disgracefully out-of-
print Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, which I'm still plumbing after
sixteen years; the four-disc, eighty-nine-track Complete Hot Five and Hot
Seven Recordings, which includes twenty-nine Portrait keepers; the three-
disc, sixty-track Louis Armstrong: An American Icon, relaxed 1946-68 mate-
rial; Ella and Louis, which I pull before any Sinatra when I feel like some
standards; and the budget 16 Most Requested Songs, which I play more than
any of them. But recently I've been listening with pleasure to half a dozen
more—some collectors’ items, others a click away: The Great Summit with
Duke Ellington, the All-Stars-debuting Complete Town Hall Concert, the
remakes-with-narrative Satchmo: A Musical Autobiography, the George Ava-
kian concepts Satch Plays Fats and Louis Armstrong Plays W. C. Handy, and
the gloriously redundant four-disc California Concerts. There’s more. But
these’ll probably hold me till I die.

This music is longer on Armstrong’s corny/iconic period than on his
canonical "20s. Even Teachout, eleven of whose thirty “key recordings” are
post—-World War II, also lists eleven from 1923-29. They’re inconsistent, but
at their best the Hot Fives and Sevens are indisputable, although always
bear in mind what Smithsonian annotator J. R. Taylor concludes regarding
three vivid but contradictory musicological analyses of the eleven-second
cadenza to “West End Blues”: “The subtle ambiguity of Armstrong’s rhythm
has—significantly—so far defied descriptive consensus.” The only consensus
is that rhythm comes first. Armstrong couldn’t have invented swing (could
he?), but he manifested it so irresistibly that every jazz musician became
his imitator, and you’ll know it when you hear it. Moreover, that’s just the
beginning. There’s almost as much praise for the clarion unflappability of his
trumpet sound, compromised though it soon was by the split lip he held off
for forty years; for singing that exhibited, through a rough timbre almost as
prophetic as his swing, what Schuller swore were “all the nuances, inflections,
and natural ease of his trumpet playing”; and for his devotion to melody,
admired no less by Collier the stickler than by Teachout the cheerleader.



Reading description after insightful description, however, I was re-
minded that jazz critics care more about good solos than good records. Thus
they ignore many Hot Fives and Sevens altogether and zone in on the ex-
traordinary elsewhere; thus they neglect Armstrong’s raucous shout on the
shamelessly simplistic “Georgia Bo Bo” and pretend that Lonnie Johnson’s
guitar occupies the same universe as the leader’s trumpet on “Savoy Blues”
My two favorites are well-loved: “Heebie Jeebies” and “West End Blues” But
jazzbos, ever appalled by the pop market’s thralldom to the demon novelty,
attribute “Heebie Jeebies”’s sales breakthrough solely to Armstrong’s first
scatted vocal. Having just had the theme echo in my head for weeks, I say the
tune is the hook, tricked up nicely by the scat and augmented by a shame-
lessly simplistic lyric. And on “West End Blues,” often deemed the greatest
record of the twentieth century, Fred Robinson’s trombone is generally in-
sulted or ignored, meaning the greatest record etc. includes twelve embar-
rassing bars—thirty seconds of bad music! Giddins, bless him, believes this
“sober trombone solo squired by woodblocks” is integral to a “sensation-
ally varied performance.” I myself am certain “West End Blues” wouldn’t be
nearly as sublime without Robinson’s slow walk to the corner store. I'm also
partial to the woodblocks.

The canonical Armstrong was a singer as well as a player. His singing spread
his fame and enlarged his influence, but the playing is what got him canon-
ized, because jazz improvisation is what the canonizers value. So it’s not too
big a stretch to suggest that as much as his comedy, a free-flowing gift that
had its uncomfortable moments, it was his singing that made the canonizers
decide hed gone corny on them. Giddins distinguishes between the young
artist-as-entertainer and the older entertainer-as-artist, and although I don’t
think art and entertainment bifurcate so easily, the difference is clear: the
entertainer-as-artist was primarily a singer, master of three or four dozen
songs and interpreter of many others. As such, he made more good records
in his late period than with the Hot Fives and Sevens. They just weren’t as
influential.

Armstrong wasn't blackmailed into this. “Singing was more into my
Blood, than the trumpet,” Teachout quotes him as saying, and I say his sing-
ing was as remarkable as his playing—only Holiday and Sinatra top him,
no rock and rollers at all. “Interpreter” doesn't get it—most of the time, he
didn’t examine the meaning of a lyric so much as explore the potential of a
melody. His shifting rhythms, assured slurs, and unstable note values don’t
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undermine the material, they play with it—fondly, kindly, ebulliently, con-
fidently. Nor did this vocal emphasis, which predates the All-Stars, turn his
trumpet into a high-profile accessory of the Satchmo image—as his embou-
chure slackened, he compensated with a pensive, nuanced economy that
Wynton Marsalis reports is harder to replicate than his early virtuosity.

All these factors were well in place as of that concert in 1959. Just a kid, I got
the ebullience, missed the subtlety, and did a poor job of arguing my case.
Insofar as the show taught me anything about jazz, it was by motivating me
to play catch-up with my dormmate. Yet the memory never left me—a mem-
ory not of jazz or pop, art or entertainment, but of Louis Armstrong himself,
a great good man we lesser mortals are still getting our minds around.

Barnes & Noble Review, 2010

Not So Misterioso

Thelonious Monk

Some scenes from my youth. Forgive me.

November 1959, say. Four or five of us sit around the medium-fi record
player in Dartmouth’s College Hall. Sandy Lattimore, poet son of classi-
cist Richmond and the guy who dubbed me Xgau, is spinning Thelonious
MonK’s Misterioso, recorded live at the Five Spot on Cooper Square in 1958.
The special source of Sandy’s beaming, chortling delight is Johnny Griffin’s
tenor solo on “In Walked Bud,” which fifty years later remains this fireman’s
son’s favorite five minutes of recorded music.

June 1960. At eighteen, I am old enough to go to bars in Nyc. I celebrate
abstemiously in the cheap seats of the Jazz Gallery on St. Mark’s Place, where
the bill is shared—you could look it up—by the Thelonious Monk Quartet
and the John Coltrane Quartet. I see Monk many times here. Charlie Rouse
always plays tenor, with Monk comping and dancing.



July 1960, as I recall. A British salesman at Sam Goody’s advises Brilliant
Corners over Misterioso. Objectively, he’s right. I all but memorize Bril-
liant Corners. But in the end I prefer Misterioso.

September—October 1964. The Jazz Gallery has folded and the Termini
brothers have moved the Five Spot up to the corner of Third and St. Marks.
A friend with a nearby sublet spends late evenings outside the club’s open
windows, listening to Monk. Sometimes we park ourselves on the garbage
cans in the St. Marks Hotel next door. Once or twice I pay the minimum
inside. Still Charlie Rouse on tenor.

I caught Monk live after that, but it stopped being so personal. He was be-
ginning to dry up and rock was beginning to flower; also, I had a girlfriend
who countered my impolite distaste for folk music with an impolite distaste
for jazz. Only then, two years before Monk disappeared to spend his last six
years in silent seclusion, editing Gary Giddins at The Village Voice got me
back into jazz. A girlfriend who liked jazz helped as well. Monk’s “Tea for
Two” was on our wedding tape, and Misterioso proved a lifetime companion.
One could even say Monk is my favorite artist. I have myself.

Yet beyond a few Consumer Guide entries, I never wrote about him. I am
amusic critic and proud of it. But my formal command of music is minimal,
and much of what goes on in jazz composition and improvisation is over
my head. In their superb new Jazz, Gary Giddins and Scott DeVeaux put an
old animadversion gently: “Only by penetrating deeper into the music, to
the point where you listen like a musician, can you penetrate jazz’s most re-
warding mysteries.” For a critic whose operative conceit is that he’s a fan, this
truism can be discouraging. So I perked up when editor Rob van der Bliek
introduced the two musicological essays that top off The Thelonious Monk
Reader by observing: “Verbal descriptions relying on metaphor and imagery
have often been more successful in conveying Monk’s musical ideas”

Monk has many devout fans and millions of admirers. Among post-
World War II jazzmen, his mythic stature is topped only by that of Miles
Davis and John Coltrane—Ornette Coleman, Sonny Rollins, and even Char-
lie Parker don’t quite match up. Yet his literature is scant. Published in 2001,
van der Bliek’s useful collection is already out of print, as are thoughtful
studies, translated from the poetic French and the klutzy German respec-
tively, by Laurent de Wilde and Thomas Fitterling. Still available is Leslie
Gourse’s sketchy, digressive, ill-written 1997 Straight, No Chaser, which at least
draws on a few interviews with Monk’s family, as de Wilde and Fitterling
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do not. But it’s blown away by Robin D. G. Kelley’s big, invaluable new
biography.

Kelley is a history professor who's written or co-written many books on
African-American radicalism. But as a defender of gangsta rap who’s seri-
ous enough about the piano to own a baby grand, he’s not poaching when
he turns to music. The meticulously researched Thelonious Monk: The Life
and Times of an American Original plods some, especially toward the end—
Kelley can write, but isn’t great at motorvating narrative. Nevertheless, he
performs the essential and gratifying task of transforming a deliberately
enigmatic eccentric—*I like to stand out, man. I'm not one of the crowd”—
into a warm, familiar, flesh-and-blood presence.

Kelley emphasizes that the chapeau-sporting genius who wrote “Nutty”
was at bottom a devoted husband and father rooted in a social network
dating back to his childhood on West 63rd Street in Manhattan, where he
moved from North Carolina at age four in 1922. There Monk lived—except
for two teen years in a gospel roadshow and a few sojourns with relatives in
the Bronx—until he retreated to the Weehawken home of Baroness Nica de
Koenigswater in 1976 and embarked upon his farewell silence. Monk was
close to his extended family and a generous friend to many musicians, es-
pecially his protege Bud Powell, who eclipsed him for a time—and whose
heroin Monk once took the rap for, sacrificing his cabaret card and much of
his livelihood for six years in the ’50s.

Monk’s genius wouldn’t have come down to us without the nurturance
of three women: his wife Nellie, his patron Nica, and his indulgent, indomi-
table mother Barbara. But unlike Powell or Parker, he wasn’t a sponge—he
gave back plenty. Capable of trancing out at the piano for days when perfect-
ing a musical idea, he was also capable of taking care of his two kids when
Nellie had to work some job she was too smart for. He was a straight shooter
as well as an eccentric. But Kelley also details many bizarre episodes as well
as freakouts kicked off by the deaths of people he loved. He’s candid about
MonKk’s heavy drinking and lifelong reliance on recreational and prescription
drugs. And he explores exactly what kind of nutty he was. Kelley’s diagnosis:
bipolarism exacerbated by drug use, especially the Thorazine-amphetamine
cocktails administered by the Beatles’ “Dr. Robert,” last name Freymann.

While establishing that Monk was observant, widely informed, and often
articulate—as opposed to the “emotional and intuitive man, possessing
a child’s vision of the world” Lewis Lapham fabricated in a typical 1964



profile—Kelley never forgets that he lived above all for music. I wish there
was a money shot—a few pages summing up Kelley’s phenomenally knowl- 143
edgeable overview of that music. And many of his observations were antici-

pated by such critics as, among others, André Hodeir, Martin Williams, and
Scott DeVeaux, whose essays in van der Bliek’s collection I found especially

helpful. Nevertheless, a thorough and compelling picture of Monk the musi-

cian does emerge.

Neither self-taught nor formally trained, Monk knew classical music but
was immersed in jazz and Tin Pan Alley. He was very much a New York
musician and learned a lot, often firsthand, from such Harlem masters as
James P. Johnson and Willie “The Lion” Smith, whose boogie strode where
Southerners like Cow Cow Davenport and Speckled Red rollicked. For sev-
eral years house pianist at the bebop hotbed Minton’s, he got props from
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Bird and sometimes Diz, though not as many as he thought he deserved. But
he was never the true bebopper Kelley sums up as “running substitute chord
changes at breakneck speed” He didn’t record as a leader until 1947, when he
was almost thirty and Parker and Gillespie were almost famous.

Short-lived in its quicksilver can-you-top-this? phase, bebop was a seis-
mic music that forever opened jazz improvisation to the mold-breaking
ingenuity of jazz soloists. But MonKk’s historical association with the style
made his tremendous durability harder to hear. Next to Duke Ellington,
Giddins and DeVeaux note, Monk is “the most widely performed of all jazz
composers’—based on only seventy copyrights where Ellington notched
two thousand plus. He was a hell of a piano player. But as Whitney Balliett
put it in the most famous Monk sentence ever written (which Kelley fails to
cite): “His improvisations were molten Monk compositions, and his compo-
sitions were frozen Monk improvisations.” Maybe the whole-tone scales he
loved sounded weird; maybe they still do. But because he was such a dili-
gent composer, the structural underpinnings of his music are always there
to comfort anyone willing to meet it halfway.

Because Monk liked to take things slow, it’s easy to miss how strong he
swings at first—many bassists and drummers did miss it, until he explained.
But his pulse is always there doing its work. Similarly, the hallmark of Monk’s
simpler tunes (“Misterioso,” “Bemsha Swing,” the easy-listening “"Round
Midnight”) as well as his mind-twisters (“Little Rootie Tootie,” “Trinkle,
Tinkle,” the impossible “Brilliant Corners”) is their dissonances, a/k/a har-
monies, often augmented by the disquieting silences built into their phras-
ing. But by now we've learned how pleasurable those tunes are anyway. Proud
of his innovations, Monk didn’t identify as a traditionalist. But rhythmically
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and melodically, one reason he sounded so wiggy, so strenuous, so difficult
was that he was committed to honoring the best of the past as he told the
world how he felt now.

Nowhere is this clearer than in the way this great composer treated pop
songs, usually solo or trio but sometimes with horns—to my ears, “Smoke
Gets in Your Eyes” in 1954 and “Lulu’s Back in Town” in 1964 rank with his
most extraordinary group recordings. According to Kelley, Monk seldom
tossed these tunes off, often working them out note by note beforehand. Still,
the standard mandarin view is that jazzmen resent the standards they’re ex-
pected to cover and so plot to undermine what British Monk fan Michael
James, who I guess never met Nellie, called “the dogma which puts forward a
partnership between man and woman as the guarantee of a blissful existence.”

Thus Kelley diminishes as merely “hilarious” the same “Smoke Gets in
Your Eyes” Martin Williams considers “a recomposition” that strips the Je-
rome Kern perennial to “its implicit beauty” And thus Williams disparages
the notion that Monk would consider playing his first “Tea for Two” “in a
corny, ricky-tick style” even though the Criss-Cross version seven years later
moves slyly in just that direction. As DeVeaux observes, MonK’s “affinity for
the popular songs he grew up with” is probably “more deeply embedded in
jazz as a whole than its most ardent champions might care to admit” But it
ran even deeper in Monk himself.

So Monk was less “avant-garde” than his scales and structures made him
seem. He was an entertainer, too—when he finally began gigging regularly
at forty, the little dances he did as his musicians soloed definitely brought in
the hoi polloi. But when I look back at myself as the rock critic I had no idea
I would become, I still ask myself why I was so drawn to Monk at first, and
why I returned so readily when I was ready.

For sure I dug those dances too, but as part of something that is often
said but seldom explored. Monk was funny. Really funny—as funny as Bob
Dylan or the Ramones. Yet that too was part of something bigger—a know-
ing, affectionate nod to the variegations of human interaction and imagina-
tion that his sense of beauty encompassed. What I treasured most when I
saw him live, even more than his tunes and his solos, was his comping—the
sharp, sour, wickedly timed notes, chords, and elbow smashes hed lay atop
riveting solos by saxophonists who had struggled for weeks first to learn his
heads and then to improvise off their melodies rather than their chords as he



insisted. Although there’s plenty of humor in cutting contests, this joshing
synergy has few parallels in any music I know. As Johnny Griffin told Kel-
ley: “His music, with him comping, is so overwhelming, like it's almost like
you're trying to break out of a room made of marshmallows”

MonK’s tunes weren't sweet like marshmallows, but they sure were sticky,
and one function of his comps was to point players back to the molten core
indicated by the title on the setlist. MonK’s painstaking compositions, re-
worked standards, and insistence that his sidemen learn his book by ear so
they wouldn't be tempted by the changes—all bespeak a committed melodi-
cism that an eighteen-year-old jazz fan destined to spend his life listening
to pop songs must have felt even when he lost the melody himself (which
he still does sometimes). As Balliett put it in a quip closely related to the
famous one: “His improvisations were ingenious attempts to disguise his
love of melody.” Of course he re-revised as he felt the moment demanded,
occasionally with satiric intent. But I didn’t nominate his “Tea for Two” for
my wedding tape because I thought he was mocking domestic intimacy. I
nominated it because I sensed he knew how to adjust to its ups and downs
a lot better than Victor Youmans—or Art Tatum. And also because he was
willing to grant the happy couple a catchy tune even so.

Ah yes, Art Tatum. In my view, the anti-Monk. Griffin recalls the night
when Monk executed “a Tatumesque run on the piano and my eyeballs and
my ears almost fell off of my head,” only to hear Monk add, “But I don’t
need that” Maybe, although listening to MonKk’s indelicate recorded arpeg-
gios up against Tatum’s or Powell’s, I wonder how long he could have sus-
tained or varied that run and understand why speed-addled beboppers dissed
his chops. What there’s no maybe about is that Monk didn’t need speed. His
bent notes and unlikely fingerings evinced a technique few other pianists
dreamed of, and he had power.

MonK’s strength in the lower regions of the piano is well understood—
Ellington once introduced him as “the baddest left hand in the history of
jazz” But jazz chroniclers never seem to mention the singular muscularity
of his two-handed attack. Some players—Kenny Barron and Cecil Taylor are
two I've found—emulate that muscularity on Monk covers, but even acolytes
like Barry Harris and Fred Hersch cultivate a lighter touch overall. Though
there must be others, the only album-length exception I know in postwar
jazz is by none other than Duke Ellington: his late great Ray Brown col-
laboration This One’s for Blanton. But go back to Albert Ammons and Pete
Johnson, Willie “The Lion” Smith and Cow Cow Davenport, or fast-forward to
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any number of rock-era players—Professor Longhair! Jerry Lee Lewis! hell,

Elton John!—and you've got a contest on your hands.

No wonder the future rock critic loved Thelonious Monk. He played loud.

One benefit of finally writing a Monk piece is that I got to spend a month

with the core of his catalogue: his work for Blue Note (1947-52 plus the 1957

Carnegie Coltrane concert), Prestige (1953-54), Riverside (1955-61), and Co-

lumbia (1962-68). T'll play most of it again with relish, although there are

more posthumous live albums than any nonspecialist needs. But I can make

a few observations other nonspecialists may find useful.

1

Most (not all) of the thirty-nine tracks on the two Blue Note Genius
of Modern Music discs are precious, including the alternate takes
(available in more profusion on more expensive collections). But if
one stuck to the thirteen on 2005’ once budget-priced, now out-of-
print The Very Best, one would have something like what the title

promises.

Monk was never recorded more acutely than on Prestige. Thelonious
Monk Trio, with drumming by both Art Blakey and Max Roach,

is his finest showcase as a composer, and not only does Thelonious
Monk/Sonny Rollins feature Rollins, so does the one just called Monk.
Boo-yah.

There are too many Riversides, and the leadoff album of Ellington
covers with which Orrin Keepnews convinced the jazz public that
Thelly was a regular guy is too respectful. But Brilliant Corners

and Misterioso (slightly less conclusive bonus tracks included) really
do represent a peak, Thelonious Monk with John Coltrane is a wonder
(don’t miss *Trane on “Trinkle, Tinkle”), Mulligan Meets Monk re-
laxes without ever going soft, Monks Music bends four horns to his
will, and Thelonious Himself, his first solo album, is probably his best,
although some argue sanely for the posthumous Columbia comp.
After that there are lesser good ones and some dicey stuft. I am not a
fan of the underrehearsed Town Hall “orchestra”

John Wilson fairly complained that Monk was “more placid” with
tenor man Charlie Rouse, the only saxophonist on the Columbias
and the only saxophonist I ever saw him with. But I'll keep playing
Criss-Cross, Monk’s Dream, It's Monk’s Time, and Monk. anyway.
Maybe even Underground.



5  Why wouldn’t a person buy Thelonious Monk Quartet with John
Coltrane at Carnegie Hall?

6  Although it’s drawn largely from keepers recommended above, I
feel fortunate to own a gorgeously intelligent Monk compilation
called The Art of the Ballad. Most of the others I can do without.

7 On Tom Moon’s say-so a year ago, I purchased Carmen McRae’s
Carmen Sings Monk. The lyrics vary. The performances invariably
turn Monk lyrical.

Monk played with many titans. Coltrane and Rollins, whew; Mulligan, no
slouch; Coleman Hawkins, always a fan; Gillespie, Parker, and Davis, wary
bosses. But when Monk took on Coltrane or Rollins or even Mulligan, it
wasn't just Monk’s record anymore—their voices remained very much their
own. So because MonK’s songs evolved in his mind and practice, there was
an advantage in entrusting them to Charlie Rouse, who came to know MonK’s
music like no one else.

Rouse was so unfazed by Monk’s provocations that you had to root for him,
but his own records never take off. He needed MonKk’s guidelines. Mustering
a breathy sound with plenty of grit and body to it, he specialized in down-
to-earth solos and sensible ripostes to the big man’s outlandish suggestions.
I prefer the studio albums featuring Rouse, meaning those Columbias, to
the inevitable glut of catalogue-stuffing live ones (try Monk in France first),
especially because MonKs gigs settled into the half-magnanimous, half-lazy
pattern of giving his rhythm players solo room on nearly every number; over
many sets, I grew to resent drummer Frankie Dunlop far more than his in-
grained swing and subtle shuffles deserved. But all we have of Johnny Griffin’s
time with Monk is two live albums—Misterioso and the less intense Thelonious
in Action. Never mind At the Five Spot, which boils them down to one disc—
you need the outtakes. A faster, sharper, and more forceful player than Rouse
who's less distinct than the titans, Griffin is my favorite Monk saxophonist.

What’s odd about the pairing is that the young Griffin wasn’t a ballad guy,
while Monk’s watchword was “it’s really harder to play slow than it is to play
fast” Monk prevails, natch, but not without compromise—his Griffin band
ups the pace just enough to warm a rock and roller’s fundament. Or maybe
it's Griffin’s irrepressibility making it seem that way, like when he takes off

>«

on Misterioso’s “Blues Five Spot,” with Monk comping cordially for a while

before the entire band lays out and lets him loop-de-loop on his own for
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forty-five seconds. Like every soloist, Griffin had his tricks, mannerisms,
and pet phrases. Listening hard, I hear tiny elements of the solo I've so long
adored in between 2:21 and 2:52 of Thelonious in Action’s “Evidence,” and
plenty more in his four-minute workout on that album’s “In Walked Bud”
But let me praise my beloved.

On Misterioso, Grifhin's “In Walked Bud” solo starts less than a minute in,
after a slightly fractured eight-bar piano intro and thirty-two bars of AaBA
by the quartet. Although Griffin follows the song’s structure obediently
throughout, he obscures the theme posthaste, and when it diddybops back
toward familiarity for a couple of bars festoons it with the first of many high
wails. Griffin’s tone is mostly smooth and Monk’s comping mostly support-
ive as a melody more Griffin than Monk yet still “In Walked Bud” saunters
and dips and stutter-steps and soars and unrolls till Monk lays out at around
3:00. Then, boom, Griffin goes crazy. Phrasing double- and then triple-
speed toward the top of his register while signalling intermittent slowdowns
with low r&b honks and blats, he works fast-moderate-fast as if extending a
God-touched Sam “The Man” Taylor break toward an infinity lasting three
minutes and twenty-one seconds. Monk yells or grunts approval at 3:42, 4:35,
5:38. But at 6:21 he takes over, tweaking an all but straight A theme that
he shifts between his playful right hand and his sardonic left for two min-
utes. After Ahmed Abdul-Malik wastes a minute twenty on a bass solo, Roy
Haynes elicits more of the tune from his trap set than Griffin granted on
his sax before the ensemble bids us a loose, energetic unison farewell. Cut
immediately to two minutes of solo “Just a Gigolo,” a lugubrious chestnut
Monk recorded six times and counting. One needs some certainty in life.

Gazing steely-eyed at this solo, which I recognize is not a certifiable peak
of Western civilization, I suspect that what really got and gets me about it is
r&b elements that were rarely if ever so blatant in Griffin’s work as a leader—
coexisting here with intimations of free jazz. Somehow Monk, who except for
that gospel roadshow was jazz and pop through and through and never gave Or-
nette much respect, brought the r&b and the free out in Griffin in what sounds
like youthful defiance even if it wasn’t. And somehow Monk excitedly vocalizes
his approval before restoring his own deeply satisfying order-in-disorder two
different ways. No one now questions the musicality of that order. But the gen-
erosity of spirit that precedes and nurtures it often goes unremarked. Kelley’s
vision of MonKkss life should make his generosity easier to perceive. But as I'm
sure Kelley would insist, it’s on record for anyone with ears to hear.

Barnes & Noble Review, 2009



First Lady

Billie Holiday

As with Frank Sinatra, as with Aretha Franklin, as with Elvis Presley, as with
George Jones, as with Nat King Cole, as with Sarah Vaughan, as with Johnny
Cash, as with Al Green, as with Kurt Cobain, as with—unfortunately, but
it must be said—Snoop Dogg, coming to terms with Billie Holiday means
penetrating an unfathomable mystery: her voice. To one extent or another
this holds for most good singers, and my list—while politely making room
for Vaughan and her gravitas in addition to the odious Dogg—is limited by
age, happenstance, and personal bias as well as the need to stop somewhere.
For instance, it excludes the “classical” tradition, whereas Roland Barthes’s
seminal 1972 essay “The Grain of the Voice” was inspired by lieder specialist
Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau, who Barthes reported “reigns more or less un-
challenged over the recording of vocal music,” as if Billie Holiday, Frank
Sinatra, and for that matter Edith Piaf had never existed. Nevertheless, it is
in popular music, so much less stringent as to technical standards and so
much more invested in performer mystique, that grain reigns.

That Billie Holiday was blessed with an extraordinary instrument isn’t
immediately apparent even to those who admire her. As Henry Pleasants put
it, she had “a meager voice—small, hoarse at the bottom and thinly shrill on
top, with top and bottom never very far apart” And what little she had she
wrecked. When I discovered her in 1959, she had died a few months earlier
at forty-three, so like most of my contemporaries, I formed my bond with
the Holiday rock critic Carol Cooper calls “our lady of perpetual suffering”
By the mid-1950s, her timbre often cracked and her melodies sometimes
staggered, especially on off-label live recordings like the one I bought. If
youd asked me why I liked her, I would have cited her ability to contain pain
(only then I would have made the verb a bald and inaccurate “express”), her
sly improvisations (which often prove less radical than that truism implies),
and her “swing,” a concept that like “flow” in hip-hop covers up a myriad of
inexactitudes—Holiday’s time in particular is a wonder that resists analysis as

unflappably as her sound. These were and continue to be the standard answers,
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and they’re all essential to her matchless achievement. But they don’t nearly
explain her fascination.

Julia Blackburn’s fascination with Billie Holiday began when she was
fourteen, at a party thrown by her mother that featured two prostitutes and
two people dancing around with their clothes off and an old man giving her
the eye and her mother giving the old man the eye. Blackburn “escaped to
a far corner” and spent the night playing a 1975 compilation called A Billie
Holiday Memorial—most of it from the 1930s, the finale from the lush, lost
1958 Lady in Satin. Next day she bought the Lp, which she’s kept ever since.
A quarter of a century later, still entranced by “the way her voice could chase
out my fears,” Blackburn decided to write a book about Holiday. The author of
two well-regarded novels and several works of history, she elected to focus not
on Holiday’s voice but on her life, which for many feels like the closest thing
they can get to it. So she contracted with promoter Toby Byron to examine the
Linda Kuehl archive: a trove of taped interviews, laborious and sometimes in-
accurate transcripts of those tapes, documents, artifacts, and slivers of biogra-
phy previously accessed by Holiday chroniclers Robert O’Meally and Donald
Clarke, although Blackburn is the first to examine more than the transcripts.
Kuehl assembled this material over many years. Her plan to write a definitive
biography died when she committed suicide in 1979.

Strangely, Blackburn couldn’t write a biography either. Instead, in some-
thing like desperation, she assembled portraits of Kuehl’s interviewees, and
these, added together in all their contradictory subjectivity, constitute a por-
trait of Holiday she’s titled With Billie. Fortunately, the ploy worked. With Bil-
lie is a compelling and intelligent book, less in its exposition than in the way
it's conceived and assembled. But so are O’Meally’s coffee-table “biographi-
cal essay” Lady Day and Clarke’s biography Wishing on the Moon and Farah
Jasmine Griffin’s 2001 If You Can’t Be Free, Be a Mystery: In Search of Billie
Holiday, written without Kuehl because Griffin couldn’t afford the fee. All are
worth reading, and that is a credit to Holiday’s profundity—she’s inexhaustible.

Lady Day is where to start. O’Meally, a professor of jazz studies and
African-American literature at Columbia, concentrates on music and mus-
ters the sanest and fullest overview, detailed and perceptive critically and
sympathetic psychologically; he never brushes past her personal faults
because he believes they’re subsumed by her aesthetic virtues. Pop historian
Clarke brings immense factual resources to bear on the most complete pic-
ture of Holiday we have. But he’s a militant middlebrow, and his confident
assertions regarding Holiday’s sexuality—she was a “masochist,” he avers in a
more clinical tone than he has any right to—tempt one to reciprocate (“male



chauvinist” who likes the ladies more than they like him). Griffin’s polemi-
cally black feminist perspective is far less mechanistic than Angela Davis’s
in Blues Legacies and Black Feminism, and welcome in a field of discourse
where, as recently as 1997, Leslie Gourse’s The Billie Holiday Companion in-
cluded among its twenty-five contributors just one African-American and
two women, including Gourse herself. Griffin is both open-minded and
hardheaded, as when she observes that the widely disparaged Diana Ross
vehicle Lady Sings the Blues, based in theory on Lady Sings the Blues, Holi-
day’s notoriously inaccurate 1956 as-told-to with William Dufty, inspired a
boom in Holiday scholarship extending well beyond the works just cited,
thus vastly enriching our understanding of Holiday and her art.

Blackburn’s principal contribution to that understanding is a sense of
who Holiday’s friends were. The interviews about her Baltimore girlhood
constitute an oral history of a 1920s ghetto, not such an easy thing to come
by; the later materials, which predominate, do the same for the jazz life,
which is better documented, and also the sporting life, which is less so. But
it’s the sum of the documentation thats so impressive. Billie Holiday was a
difficult, profane, and sometimes imperious woman. She was a junkie and
an alcoholic; she had sex with many men and women; she was hot-tempered
and ready to clock anyone who gave her grief. Yet the love emanating from
these interviews flows never-ending. Holiday wasn’t just adored by her fans,
she was adored by her friends and colleagues, and the paucity of backbiting
is a clue to her greatness. Most artists are selfish as a way of life, and Holiday
would always take what was offered her, especially if it would get her high.
But she was also great fun to be around, certainly up till her miserable end
and often then, and generous by nature, by which I mean something less
showy and manipulative than the impulsive largesse of a Presley or Sinatra.
She attracted her circle not with her power or charisma but with her spirit.

To Blackburn’s credit, the sporting lifers come through as remarkable in-
dividuals: the stepfather who cherished Billie and the stepmother who en-
vied her; the dancer who was her mother’s confidant and the good-time girl
who was her pharmacist’s wife; the pimp and the madam; the two comedi-
ans and the five pianists; the white Southern bisexual woman who froze her
out and the white Southern homosexual man who propped her up; John
Levy the Good who played bass as opposed to John Levy the Evil who played
her; the mousy secretary and the slick lawyer who shared her last days; the
narc who busted her and still thought he was her friend. Holiday’s last hus-
band, Louis McKay, is captured in a brutal taped phone call, and Blackburn
adds to Kuehl’s roster portraits of spaced-out sweetheart Lester Young and
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people-collecting bitch Tallulah Bankhead. She also goes on about the irra-
tionality of U.S. narcotics policy, although she argues cogently that Holiday’s
heroin addiction was less severe than myth would have it—she seemed to
kick at will, and even the chief witness for the prosecution, accompanist Carl
Drinkard, who clearly wanted to believe Holiday was as hopeless a junkie as
he was, allows that unlike him she didn’t shoot up to get straight: “It was not
just to keep from getting sick; she actually enjoyed using drugs.” Although
many claimed she was only happy singing (and many claimed she didn’t be-
lieve she could sing), Blackburn’s Holiday is a woman who enjoyed a lot of
things. As O’Meally concludes, she chose very young to reject the straight
world, and she had a ball doing it.

“People don’t think I like laughing. They don’t think I lead any kind of
normal life,” Holiday complained. And she had a right. By 1957 or so, Holi-
day’s circumstances were bleak. Shed lost friends, she hated McKay as shed
come to hate all the other toughs whod turned her on, and with no manager
and an unearned reputation as a no-show, she wasn't getting enough club
work, although Norman Granz had been overseeing some of her greatest
sessions. But as Blackburn and Griffin insist, our lady of perpetual suffer-
ing was a reductive sensationalization based on her 1947 heroin conviction,
which was probably a setup. Not that Holiday resisted the cliche the way she
might have. Her autobiography cashed in on her notoriety, and because hard
living—especially alcohol—had roughed up her instrument and sapped her
sass, her late recordings often foreground her pain. Nevertheless, musically
and personally, the transmutation of suffering was never all or even most
of what Billie Holiday was about. Coming up when I did, I used to share
O’Meally’s view that the late recordings old-timers disparage were markedly
superior to the music of her twenties—in O’Meally’s words, “more nuanced
and evocative” But listening intensively I've come to feel not that their vocal
attractions are somehow lacking, because her voice almost always comes
through, but that they don’t laugh enough—even if, as O’Meally makes clear,
they laugh more than I could once discern.

An illegitimate child shunned by the striving family that never fully ac-
cepted her, Holiday was a bad girl on principle. She was singing for money
before she left Baltimore at thirteen, but for much of her adolescence she
also worked as a prostitute. The scant evidence is tantalizingly complex,
but from Blackburn and the others it would seem that these two vocations
overlapped—that the pimps and players she liked to hang with dug her
because she could sing, because she took no shit, and because she was a real
party girl, none of which meant she didn’t need to earn cash on her back.



Speaking from the naive perspective of someone who’s never known or pa-
tronized a prostitute, I connect this to the mystery of Holiday’s voice—a
voice that gives its most exquisite pleasure by taking pleasure, just as what
defines a quality hooker is her ability to convince her johns that they get her
hot (and who knows, maybe sometimes they do). There’s something so casu-
ally delighted yet so hip and cool about Holiday’s timing, tone, and timbre—so
willing, yet so impossible to fool.

The willing part wasn’t merely a function of Holiday’s soft-edged croon
but of her musical attitude. It’s invariably said that Holiday torpedoes the
banality of the Tin Pan Alley dross she was compelled to sing in the 1930s by
transforming the songs’ melodies, and one way O’Meally argues for the late
work is by laying out how extreme these revisions became. But as Clarke
points out, many of the songs were expertly crafted, and as O’Meally em-
phasizes, Holiday was generally given several to choose from. Moreover,
the assumption that to reconceive a melody is to improve it is among other
things a rejection of the satisfying structural certitudes in which pop com-
posers specialize—a rejection, that is, of the square world in which things
resolve almost but not quite as youd dreamed. In the 1930s, when she was an
optimistic kid—before she turned twenty-five in 1940, shed already put in
stints with Count Basie and Artie Shaw and altered the course of her career
by starting to sing (and climax her sets with) Abel Meeropol’s anti-lynching
song-poem “Strange Fruit”—Holiday showed a more nuanced sense of how
to keep her johns coming back for more.

Compilations are the efficient way to access a singer in history, and Co-
lumbia has assembled a bunch of fine ones, starting with Lady Day: The Best
of Billie Holiday and A Fine Romance, which cherrypicks her sides with Les-
ter Young on tenor. But dip anywhere into the ten-cp Lady Day: The Com-
plete Billie Holiday on Columbia 1933-1944—the outtakes, the air checks, the
near crap, anywhere—and you will hear first of all not one of the twenti-
eth century’s consummate jazz artists but a dynamite pop singer. Zoom in
whenever the fancy strikes you and Holiday will certainly be personalizing
the tune with her compliant cunning as she enunciates the lyric in her crys-
talline drawl. Usually the lyric will be faring better than all the accounts of
how she undercuts moon-June cliches would have you believe, and usually
the tune will be the thing yet not the thing, a crucial pop mode that long
preceded Holiday. But definitely there will be art going on, and definitely it
will make your mind go pitter-pat. Lose concentration, however, and your
aesthetic emotions will still get a proper workout. Massaged by the unfath-
omable, they’ll give it up to background music.
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Please don’t think I'm trying to drag Billie Holiday by the gardenia into
some quotidian realm she long ago transcended. Every realm is hers, and
every good thing people say about her is true. I've learned to love the 1940s
Deccas, wish their strings and big bands had gained her the hits she coveted,
and I adore the Verves. The Lady in Autumn set is the pinnacle of her jazz
artistry—evocative and nuanced, breath of my youth and intimation of my
mortality. Yet it too shows oftf Holiday’s capacity to give pleasure by taking
pleasure. In the 1950s, with narcotics and inebriants eating away at her im-
mense vitality and John Levy the Evil replaced by Big Handsome Spousal
Abuser Louis McKay, it's hard to say whether she was an old working girl
whose skills had become second nature or a dedicated artist whose best self
emerged in song. Probably both, and whatever the explanation, her spirit
remains a gift to anyone who'll let it in.

But her spirit couldn't have soared or penetrated without her voice. Through-
out her life this was a feel-good voice, easy to listen to in the sense that 1930s
guys used to say a doll was easy to look at. Early on its signal virtue is that de-
spite the thinness Pleasants is right to cite, it's also round, firm, even plump and
gorgeous—which by an odd coincidence is pretty much how people recall her
beauty in those days. Later on it’s started to sag, that burnished glow coarsened
some. Yet what’s underneath the skin—the nerve endings, the musculature, the
living flesh itself—remains intact. And always it remains a mystery.

The Nation, 2005

Folksinger, Wordslinger,
Start Me a Song

Woody Guthrie

Its a credit to the mythmakers of the Woody Guthrie revival that they've
never claimed their hero was the proletarian everyman he sold himself as.
Not that they had much choice—well before Guthrie was inducted into



the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 1988, Joe Klein's Woody Guthrie: A Life
had fondly but firmly debunked the thank-God-I'm-a-country-boy aw-
shucksism the folksinger had devised as an image-conscious man of the
people. The son of a small-time Oklahoma real estate man whose luck ran
out long before the Depression, Guthrie fit a downwardly mobile mold that
turns out misfits like child abuse. He had the gift of optimism, but he knew
more spiritual darkness than he let on, and he never resolved his internal
conflict between principled collectivism and ragged individualism. He
drank too much, he was always chasing skirt, he hit the road at the drop of
a hint, and he was possessed by a creative drive so feverish that he left what
Dave Marsh estimates as three-quarters of a million unpublished words,
including hundreds of unnotated lyrics—mostly from the ’40s, when his
second wife Marjorie was tracking his outpourings, with many more gone.
Yet for all his advocates” eagerness to promulgate Guthrie’s political vision,
they’re decent and aware enough to understand that there’s no future for a
politics that ignores unseemly complexities.

There remains, however, an unseemly complexity often evaded: his music
as music. When the Rock Hall organized its first American Music Masters
symposium around Guthrie in 1996, the admirers charged with addressing
his leftism or his drawings mentioned that music incidentally if at all. Ace
compiler Jeff Place detailed Guthrie’s recording history while all but ignor-
ing his singing and playing. And the Hall of Fame guy stuck with specifying
his impact on rock and roll (Lennon? Marley? please) found himself in the
same pickle as the Smithsonian guy who felt compelled to equate his musi-
cal reach with Ellington’s, Elvis’s, Dylan's—claims so grand they verge on the
absurd.

As it happens, music was one interest among many for the young Woody—
his biography lacks that signal moment when the hero obtains his first guitar
and isn’t seen again until he’s mastered a bunch of chords. Instead he was a
deft cartoonist and draftsman who earned his keep as a sign-painter and
specialized in comedy with a local trio where he played mandolin because
his buddy was the superior guitarist. And then there were words per se. The
author of a lost adolescent psychology treatise who grew up to generate daily
columns for the Communist press while pursuing his musical career in L.A.
and most fruitfully New York, Woody Guthrie loved language above all else.
His writing was pithy, airy, lyrical, acerbic, waggish, imagistic—so word-
drunk, in fact, that it didn’t always connect up. Not to worry, he insisted
reassuringly: “There’s no trick of creating words to set to music once you
realize that the word is the music and the people is the song” Having long
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signed his letters “True as the average,” he was persuaded by Alan Lomax to
churn out the less-true-than-average and therefore mythic autobiography
Bound for Glory in 1940. Yet he insisted: “T ain't a writer. I want that under-
stood. I'm just a little one-cylinder guitar picker”

For sure Guthrie warn’'t much of a musician. Proudly inconsistent though
he was, never did he claim to pick on two cylinders. His vocal understate-
ment was so far south of catchy that his recordings benefited inordinately
when his negligible sidekick Cisco Houston pitched in, and although he
liked to argue that the simple old tunes were best because they were the
ones folks wanted to hear, he showed small ability to concoct a simple new
tune out of them, as has always been folk and pop practice. This is why it’s so
dubious to equate him with Dylan, who took his ideas so much further—it’s
like equating King Oliver with Louis Armstrong because Armstrong learned
so much from Oliver. Smithsonian Folkways The Asch Recordings, which
collects all four of Jeff Place’s meticulous reissues in one tidy box, is a fasci-
nating and well-conceived overview of an American artist who surpasses,
say, his mutual appreciator John Steinbeck. Just don’t imagine it’s a one-man
Anthology of American Folk Music.

Sure Guthrie was influenced by Jimmie Rodgers and Blind Lemon Jef-
ferson and all the songs his crazy doomed mama knew. And when he hit the
road, sure he took his guitar. But we see him clearer when we look beyond
music for an immediate forebear: fellow Okie Will Rogers. This deeply af-
fable part-Cherokee, like Guthrie a newspaper columnist as well as a per-
former, became a superstar saying things like “I never met a man I didn’t
like,” “This country is here on account of the real common sense of the Big
Normal Majority, and “Don’t gamble. Take all your savings and buy some
good stock and hold it till it goes up, then sell it. If it don’t go up, don’t
buy it” Guthrie loved him, as he loved Charlie Chaplin, whose impish-
ness he also absorbed; the goofy hayseed he played on the L.A. radio shows
where he got his start worked off Rogers’s shtick. And though many other ’30s
entertainers—including Bing Crosby, chief among the “sissy-voiced” juke-
box lotharios Guthrie railed against—also drew on Rogers, none of them
told friends that the men they most admired were Jesus and Will Rogers,
much less named their firstborn sons after him.

But in part because Guthrie carried that guitar, he was never circum-
scribed by Rogers’s model, and he outgrew it. While no conservative, Rogers
specialized in a folksy humanism that was pretty soft—Guthrie met plenty
of men he didn’t like, most of them moneyed. Soon the trouble he saw—and
suffered—on his escapes from the Dust Bowl had engendered a radicalism



brought to fruition by the analysis and community of the Communist Par-
ty’s Popular Front. And that wasn't all the cp provided. Especially once he 157
came east, it also gave Guthrie an outlet and an audience for language the
way he liked it, language that honored the actually existing plainspeech of
the folks whose voices he knew so much better than such perceived rivals
as Walt Whitman and Carl Sandburg, touched unpredictably with a word-
play so fanciful at times that it prefigured the dementia of the Huntington’s
chorea that would destroy him. And like Whitman and Sandburg, like Joe
Hill and Robert Frost too, but also like all the matinee idols and pop stars
he considered enemies of the people, Guthrie chose to project those words
through a cunningly fabricated public persona, so that the denim-clad ram-
blin’ man he epitomized ended up inspiring road-dog rockers who've barely
heard of him.

No one understood this more profoundly than shape-shifting fame-
gamer Bob Dylan, who was as taken with Bound for Glory as with any of
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Guthrie’s recordings. It’s probably fair to say that without Dylan, Guthrie
would have had little impact on rock and roll, and that as it stands he’s had
plenty. Some of his ideas would have lived on because they weren't exclusive
to him—the ramblin’ man, the recycled folk melody, the vocal deadpan Wil-
fred Mellers called his “monody of deprivation,” which has lots of relatives
in folk and country. But it was the Bob Dylan of a dozen voices who proved
once and for all how musical logocentrism could be. Guthrie was a page
writer of some distinction. But it was in song—in doggerel shot through
with the ordinary, often tuneless yet touched by the natural rhythms and
casual eloquence that will rise to the surface of people’s speech for as long
as they talk to each other—that he found his artistic calling. It was Dylan,
however, who took that calling to the next level, convincing rock and roll
that popular song’s immemorial tradition of ambitious dreamers scribbling
verses could go anywhere it wanted. It was Dylan who opened the floodgates
to species of poetry good and bad that had more precedents in Guthrie’s wilder
flights than in the well-honed bon mots of Broadway’s highest brows.

I don’t want to overstate Guthrie’s musical limitations. Alan Lomax
praised his “low, harsh voice with velvet at the edges, the syllables beautifully
enunciated”—what another folklorist called his “lemon juice voice,” West-
ern rather than Southern. And in Chronicles, Dylan himself went all out:
“There was so much intensity, and his voice was like a stiletto. He was like
none of the other singers I ever heard, and neither were his songs. His man-
nerisms, the way things rolled off his tongue, it just knocked me down?” But
for this listener Guthrie’s recordings will always be too sere, most moving
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when his monody intensifies his contained rage, especially on political tracts
like “Philadelphia Lawyer” and the harrowing “1913 Massacre,” or reflects
his simple delight, especially on kiddie ditties like “Hanukkah Dance” and
the all-American “Car Song” The people’s tune stock can only take a fella so
far. Struggling to think of an actively lovely Guthrie melody, I came up with
“Deportees,” then learned that it was concocted by a schoolteacher named
Martin Hoftman, who set Guthrie’s 1948 poem to music in 1958, two years
after its author’s hospitalization in Greystone.

With “Deportees,” there’s a sense in which the word became music after
all, and also a sense in which Martin Hoffman, who I hope got his royal-
ties, prefigured Woody Guthrie’s musical heyday—namely, the twenty-first
century. Starting in 1998 with Mermaid Avenue, fifteen lyrics from the archive
brought to melodic life by gawky Billy Bragg and adaptable Wilco, Guthrie’s
words have inspired a musicality attributable to divine intervention if not
superhuman language on albums not just by Bragg and Wilco but by the
post-Orthodox Klezmatics, the alt-pop Jonatha Brooke, session bassist Rob
Wasserman, and leftish bluegrass vet Del McCoury. Part of the miracle is in
the songsmithing, as with the direct melodies Guthrie’s simple stanzas get
out of the normally prissy Brooke. But in Bragg and Wilco’s two collections
it's also about band sound and rock and roll attitude—the hang-loose ir-
reverence of “Walt Whitman’s Niece,” the edgy rancor of “Feed of Man,” the
Child-ballad conjure of “Way Over Yonder in the Minor Key” And equally
momentous are the Klezmatics’ two Guthrie albums, which with an essential
boost from Lorin Sklamberg’s lithe, caring tenor situate Guthrie in the New
York of his peak, where the aw-shucks Okie made his home and sharpened
his wits among Jews, marrying one and consorting musically and politically
with hundreds of others. In that New York, he truly became a proletarian
everyman—hustling, agitating, thinking, trying to love.

Village Voice, 2000 - Substantially updated and revised



Caring the Hard Way

Frank Sinatra: 1915-1998

Like Elvis Presley, who he despised, and who he outlived by two decades on
each end before he died May 14, Frank Sinatra was the only child of a strong
mother who preferred him to her handsome, ineffectual husband. Both
were macho-vulnerable sex symbols who bought the affections of syco-
phants and innocent bystanders with consumer goods and medical treat-
ment. But Sinatra was a much classier guy than Elvis, and a much bigger
prick. An early crusader for racial tolerance and a key supporter of JFk, he
played apartheid-era Sun City and was so turned on by power that he ended
up fawning over Ronald Reagan, whom hed once jeered. Although his con-
quests included Marilyn Monroe, Elizabeth Taylor, Judy Garland, Lauren
Bacall, Mia Farrow, and the love of his life, Ava Gardner, he also went to bed
with a dumbfounding profusion of starlets and prostitutes, not to mention
the Mafia. And one more thing—he was the greatest singer of the twentieth
century.

Sinatra’s voice went through five periods. With Tommy Dorsey on Rca
in the early '40s, the sensual sweetness of his baritone made bobby-soxers
swoon, but there was uncommon substance there—he was a male inge-
nue with character. Without a band crowding him, he got to elaborate this
audience-friendly complexity through his teen-idol years on Columbia, but
without a band challenging him, he turned into “The Voice,” his most physi-
cally capable and artistically uninspired persona. From 1948 to 1953, an un-
disciplined movie career, a crazed love life, and booze in the fast lane taxed
his instrument and his musical resolve. Only after he won an Oscar for From
Here to Eternity did he have the confidence to invent the Capitol Sinatra.
Pushing forty, his baritone lower and a human touch rougher but far more
knowing technically and emotionally, he sculpted selected standards and
custom-designed specialties into an image of mature, civilized cool that hit
the ’s50s almost as powerfully as Elvis’s rebellious vulgarity. On the label he
founded, Reprise, he stopped aging gracefully, overextending his genius and

privilege through the *60s, which threw him for a loop. Despite numerous
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superb recordings and increasingly heroic fame, his music never came all
the way back. Finally, the erosion of his voice betrayed his technique. Stake
too much on physical prowess and old age will whup you good.

Although the philistines for whom Sinatra represents all that is good
and holy and tragically past in American pop claim that his taste in arrang-
ers was as exquisite as his taste in shirts, in fact he transmuted most of the
timebound professionals he hired the way Elvis transmuted the Jordanaires.
But when the arranger was Nelson Riddle, the alchemy was built-in. Like
Al Green and Willie Mitchell perfecting soul as its moment ended, Sinatra
and Riddle ignored rock and roll to bring to fruition everything that had
been happening in their world since big bands put vocalists up front. Instru-
mentally, the great Capitol albums—Songs for Swingin’ Lovers, In the Wee
Small Hours, many more—tailor and accessorize the material with jazz, pop,
and classical colors and rhythms while exposing it to Sinatra’s vast musical
intelligence. Though calculated to the nth, the arrangements sound natu-
ral, inevitable—just like the vocals, which were both meticulously studied
and subject to last-millisecond shading and beat play. Every note is obvi-
ously under his control even when it isn’t precisely the one the composer
intended. Yet the minute adjustments that led early nay-sayers to accuse
Sinatra of singing off-key humanize his awesome attentiveness and com-
mand, as do the textured hints of pain that sneak into the timing or finish or
timbre or microtonal contour of crucial notes in almost every line he sings.
He never makes a mistake, and at the same time he’s plainly intimate with
failure. His perfection is so total it has room for error. No wonder women
fell into bed with him.

Sinatra earned the hold he exerted on the women of his generation.
Broads swooned as his intricate emotional specificity created a romantic il-
lusion that in the short run could unlock the door to untold pleasure—while
he was singing to them, they could be sure he cared. But this worked bet-
ter in art than in life—in the long run, which was sometimes measured in
hours, he wore many of his literal conquests out. As for his male fans, they
were in on the con even though they were rarely good enough for it, quickly
discarding women theyd never attended to properly in the first place. It’s
no surprise that among the post-Presley young he gets a lot more guys than
gals. The gals have other ways to get off now—provisional romance is one
thrill among many rather than the precondition of any thrill at all. The guys,
on the other hand, admire Sinatra because he personified a style and an era
in which guys still held all the big cards. And they admire the way he made
gross material acquisitiveness seem classy instead of just classbound.



So better to stick to the music, where his compulsive upward mobility
never undercut his common touch. Sinatra was renowned for a breath con-
trol that evoked both operatic bel canto and Dorsey’s trombone, fueling the
long phrases that made his singing so magically conversational. But though
he was even more legendary for studying lyrics like scripts, those who re-
spect rather than adore classic Tin Pan Alley are more deeply touched by
his colloquial ease than his dramatic skill. Sinatra enunciated his words
with a casual sophistication that defined his notion of class. But underneath
there was always Hoboken, in all its immigrant insularity and street swag-
ger. Where most American pop was spawned from the liquids of African-
inflected Southern speech, Sinatra’s home idiom was harsh, urban, learned
the hard way. And after that it was naturalized and nationalized—bent and
weathered by jazz, crispened and universalized by pop. No one better con-
veyed the worldly wisdom of Cole Porter and Sammy Cahn. But Sinatra’s
pleasure came in even smaller packages than verse-chorus-bridge. With every
phrase, he turned English into American and American into music.

Details, 1998

Like Ringing a Bell

Chuck Berry: 1926-2017

“While no individual can be said to have invented rock and roll,” hedged the
Rock and Roll Hall of Fame upon inducting Chuck Berry into its 1986 fresh-
man class along with Elvis Presley, Little Richard, Jerry Lee Lewis, Buddy
Holly, Fats Domino, and others, “Chuck Berry came the closest of any single
figure to being the one who put all the essential pieces together” And of
course, the hedge was justified by many factors, among them Presley’s pre-
eminence and the equally momentous although not purely rock and roll
innovations of classmates Ray Charles and James Brown. But now that the
man has died—on March 18, unexpectedly, at ninety—let’s get real. Chuck
Berry did in fact invent rock and roll. Of course similar musics would have
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sprung up without him. Elvis was Elvis before he ever heard of Chuck Berry.
Charles’s soul vocals and Brown’s everything-is-a-drum were innovations
equally profound. Bo Diddley was a snazzier guitarist. Doowop and New
Orleans were moving right along. Et cetera. But none of this would have
been as rich or seminal without him.

After all, it was Chuck Berry who had the stones and the cultural am-
bition to sing as if the color of his skin wasn’t a thing. Mixing crystalline
enunciation with a bad-boy timbre devoid of melisma and burr, he took
aim at both the country audience he coveted and the white teenagers he saw
coming. Nor did teen anthems like “Rock and Roll Music,” “Sweet Little
Sixteen,” and “School Day” merely play to the kids Elvis had transformed
into the next big market. With his instinct for the historical moment, alert-
ness to his fans’ folkways, matchless verbal facility, acute autobiographical
recall, and delight in America’s unprecedented prosperity, Berry played a
major role in the invention of teendom itself—in augmenting a generation’s
self-awareness and turning it into a subculture. He also established rock
and roll as a songwriter’s medium. Some in his cohort wrote a fair amount,
others barely at all. But it was Berry in particular who presaged Buddy Holly,
the ’50s’ second great-songwriter-cum-great-performer. Between them they
established the artistic template of ’60s rock, where self-written material was
a prerequisite. And with the ’60s in the mix, consider Chuck Berry’s guitar.

Caveats again. Elvis fetishized an instrument that Scotty Moore could
actually play, Carl Perkins was a master, and Bo Diddley—not much of a hit-
maker but always a legend—was a protean virtuoso. Each guitarist imprinted
himself on history, Bo especially. But Chuck Berry was the wellspring as
a player and a showman. The two-stringed “Chuck Berry lick” was really
many closely related licks. As Gregory Sandow specified thirty years ago,
different songs’ “fanfares” were distinct—“Maybellene”’s car horn, “School
Day”’s school bell, “Roll Over Beethoven”’s minisolo, “Too Much Monkey
Business”’s jangling telephone. And although you can discern earlier ver-
sions of that lick in T-Bone Walker and Louis Jordan sideman Carl Hogan,
it was Berry who had the ears, gall, and imagination to amp a few stray
note clusters into a whole music, integrating Ike Turner-style guitar-based
r&b and neater country-style picking into a new electric sound that changed
everything. For the very different styles of George Harrison and Keith Rich-
ards—of, you know, the Beatles and the Stones—Berry’s guitar was founda-
tional, and soon there wasn’t a rock guitarist anywhere who wasn’t imitating
his shit. Contrary as always, Bob Dylan was more taken with his groove—
the rhythm of “Too Much Monkey Business,” he’s said, was where he got



“Subterranean Homesick Blues” Chuck Berry: inventor of rock and roll,
lodestone of the “rock” rock and roll generated.

Although Charles Edward Anderson Berry got fairly rich remaking the
world, which he always claimed was the main idea, he never became a ty-
coon although or because he was a skinflint who demanded cash payment
before hed join his pickup band onstage. And while key in establishing unal-
loyed democratic fun as rock and roll’s core value, he was too cantankerous
to fully enjoy his genius. Born October 18, 1926, which made this mytholo-
gist of teen the oldest of the rock and roll originals, he was raised in a lower-
middle-class black St. Louis neighborhood by solid, hard-working, musical
parents—one sister trained to be an opera singer. Chuck was also musical and
hard-working—he won a guitar competition in high school, married for life
in 1948, and was supporting a family of four as of 1952. But his bad-boy voice
wasn't merely an act. An absurd crime spree involving a fake gun earned
him the first of three prison bids in 1944, long before he and pianist Johnnie
Johnson hit Chess Records and unleashed “Maybellene” in 1955.

Then ensued what the first of his uncountable greatest hits collections
dubbed Chuck Berry’s golden decade. But “golden” is poetic license, and so is
“decade” Berry was a major star from 1955 to 1959 as well as a reliable concert
draw through the high ’60s and well after. But though the aforementioned
teen anthems as well as the guitar-hero foundation myth “Johnny B. Goode”
all went pop top ten in the ’50s, not one topped the singles chart. Fact is, all
his ’s0s hits did somewhat better r&b, where he also scored such canoni-
cal coups as “Too Much Monkey Business.” And in the Beatlemania-fueled
1964 comeback that followed his second prison term, the warmly African-
American but also patriotic “Promised Land,” a history of the Freedom
Rides so subtle few figured it out at the time, didn’t make top forty.

That second imprisonment—involving a fourteen-year-old girl he had
reason to believe was decisively older and always denied having sex with
(but with Chuck Berry you never know)—was a turning point. The first trial
was so racist it was disallowed, the second merely subtler about it. But that
doesn’t mean Berry was innocent, because he was always a very bad boy—
cf. the 1986 autobiography replete with bangable blondes, written during
the 1979 tax evasion stint where all those cash payments caught up with
him, or the 1989 lawsuit alleging that hed installed peeping cameras in the
ladies room of a restaurant he owned, which he escaped with a $1.5-million
class action settlement plus a suspended marijuana sentence. Or consider
the Keith Richards-instigated 1987 Taylor Hackford documentary Hail! Hail!
Rock v Roll, which Berry, presented with a once-in-a-lifetime publicity
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coup, sabotaged by overamping his guitar and demanding extra cash up
front. Many stars age poorly, but the fairest guess is that the musically race-
less Berry was deeply embittered by an American racism that remained in
force despite his breakthroughs—and also a rather unpleasant kind of perv.

Yet although Chuck Berry both missed out on and misused too much of
the fun he established as an aesthetic value, the art with which he achieved
that transmutation was always playful—sly sometimes, in fact often, but de-
void of the meanness that marred his personal interactions, plus he was a
funny guy. And for millions if not billions of people, that fun continues to
inhere in music that has remained indelible. But Chuck Berry is loved first
and foremost as a lyricist, and as a writer I second that emotion.

With no prodding from anyone who'’s entered the public record, Chuck
Berry savored and materially enriched a disreputable dialect of American
English. Although he had no particular place to go and never ever learned
to read or write so well, he took the message and he wrote it on the wall, and
soon the folks dancing got all shook up. From coinages like “motorvating”
and “coolerator” to phraseology like “any old way you choose it” and “cam-
paign shouting like a Southern diplomat,” he was a master of the American
demotic, and even after that decisive second prison term, he started back
doing the things he used to do. Check out the late diptych “Tulane”/“Have
Mercy Judge,” a made-up true crime story about a pot dealer who sings the best
blues Chuck Berry ever wrote after he gets caught—and turns it into the best
love song he ever wrote as well. It's only just that very late in life he not only
won Sweden’s Polar Music Prize but shared the first PEN songwriting award
with Leonard Cohen.

Chuck Berry cut down hard on touring a decade ago. Yet when he turned
ninety he announced that in 2017 hed go on the road to support his first
new album in thirty-eight years. For quite a while now it’s seemed passing
strange that four of the teen heroes in the Hall of Fame’s freshman class—
Berry, Lewis, Domino, and Little Richard—were living long enough to be
knocking on immortality’s door. One explanation is that their musical gifts
were powered by a pitch of vitality known to few humans. So be sure to
check out that new album. It’s called Chuck.

Billboard, 2017



Unnaturals

The Coasters with No Strings Attached

Most of us treasure pop moments—junctures in time when it seemed that
every week brought a new revelation. I was in love with aAm radio as well as
my girlfriend for most of 1966, and will never forget that spell in 1977 when
Bleecker Bob was hawking a new piece of punk every week. But for me,
May 1957 was even bigger. In the wake of the Diamonds’ “Little Darlin’” and
the Dell Vikings™ glorious “Come Go with Me,” and preceding the August
onset of Buddy Holly, May was when we first heard the Everly Brothers’
“Bye Bye Love” and Ricky Nelson’s record debut and—at least as striking
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as either—Johnny Mathis’s “Wonderful Wonderful” It was also when the
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Coasters’ “Searchin’” blew all of these away.

Jerry Leiber was some lyricist, but the impact was sonic: four mixed-
down, oddly harmonized, bass-repressed “Gonna find her”s over Mike
Stoller’s alley piano leading to the classic Billy Guy vocal. For me at fifteen
and even now, that vocal came from nowhere. I can find rough parallels in
the Clyde McPhatter of “Honey Love” or the Wynonie Harris of “I Like My
Baby’s Pudding,” in Louis Jordan’s ability to sound so delighted with a lyric
that he’s gonna bust out laughing any second. But those are stretches. The
fact is that the singer Guy most resembles is either Jerry Leiber himself—
Atlantic sachem Jerry Wexler once claimed that “Billy Guy was a surrogate
for Jerry’s interpretations”—or Guy’s neighbor and discoverer Carl Gardner.
Guy’s big, clear baritone, so wet its growl is a gargle, shaded at whim into
rasp or drawl or slur or even lisp and rose without warning into the slam-
dunk falsetto of “Bulldog Drummond.” Neither Leiber’s intense break on
“That Is Rock & Roll” nor his throwaway finale on 50 Coastin’ Classics shows
such pipes or timing. But Gardner, though a tenor, still sings “Searchin’” for
a living. He was the backbone of the Coasters before they knew their name
and took as many leads as Guy in their heyday. It was Gardner, for instance,

who lost sleep over the beribboned sex object of “Searchin”’s B side, “Young
Blood,” which broke top forty the same week.
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That’s right, two Coasters songs at once. May 13, Ricky Sings Fats; May 20,
Coastermania. Young rock and rollers didn’t then know “Down in Mexico”
or “Turtle Dovin’” or Leiber and Stoller’s productions with the Robins, as the
West Coasters were called before half of them migrated from L.A. to New
York and Atco Records: for comic social criticism, “Framed,” sung by bass
man Bobby Nunn; for comic social unrest, “There’s a Riot Goin® On,” sung
by very special guest bass man and future “Louie Louie” composer Richard
Berry; and for the premise of a nostalgia-pandering Broadway revue, Gard-
ner’s “Smokey Joe’s Cafe” So the thrill of their greatest record was pretty hot,
and “Young Blood” made it hotter. Bill Millar—whose 1975 biography, along
with Claus Rohnisch’s well-tended website, is the main source of Coasters
facts—has gone so far as to brand it pedophilic: a song about “middle-aged
blacks who relished the idea of importuning adolescent girls in the street”
A survey of contemporaries of both sexes has failed to locate anyone who
recalls taking it that way; two male hipsters who played in racially integrated
bands assumed twentysomethings hitting on a teen queen, but most heard
kids coming on to other kids, and several shared my initial misapprehension
that the Coasters themselves were the young bloods.

Who knew how old they were? Even those lucky enough to catch their
live show couldn’t tell that Gardner and replacement bass man Dub Jones
were both twenty-nine while Guy was twenty-one and Cornel Gunter only
nineteen. What we did know was that—on the major hits “Searchin’,” “Young
Blood,” “Yakety Yak,” “Charlie Brown,” “Along Came Jones,” and “Poison
Ivy”—they were representing not “middle-aged blacks” but teenagers, and
not black teenagers but teenagers who happened to be black. If anything
seemed old about them, it was the popular culture references “Searchin’”
supposedly introduced to rock and roll discourse. With the saving exception
of Dragnet’s Sgt. Friday, the detectives Guy invoked—Sam Spade, Charlie
Chan, Boston Blackie, Bulldog Drummond himself—were staples of Jerry
Leiber’s ’40s youth known to the teen audience from old movies on televi-
sion or radio shows remembered barely if at all. Like Eddie Cantor and Ed

>

Wynn on The Colgate Comedy Hour, “Searchin’” taught high school students
that pop culture had a history as surely as Shakespeare and Silas Marner.
This was an early instance of vernacular intellectuals’ urge to certify
as popular their own formative influences—always already dated, like the
“cherry red ’53” of Chuck Berry’s 1964 “You Never Can Tell,” or the alt-
country on NPR. In the Coasters’ “The Shadow Knows,” the radio sleuth of
the title solves cases television heroes Marshall Dillon and Wyatt Earp can't.

One wonders as well how current the black-cultural references Leiber fed



the Coasters were—references submerged in the hits but integral to low-life
succes destimes from “Smokey Joe’s Cafe” to “Idol with the Golden Head” to 167
“D. W. Washburn” as well as the 1960 tour de force “Shoppin’ for Clothes” —
As May 1957 became history, pop music’s chroniclers worried about this. In
1970 Charlie Gillett argued that the “indolent and stupid” stereotype implied
by Dub Jones’s “deep, fool” voice” was a tradition of black-on-black comedy,
but by 1972 hed reconsidered: “The trouble with most of Leiber and Stoller’s
songs is that they describe improbable or incongruous situations and get too
many of their laughs from making black clowns out of the singers.” Millar
lets Johnny Otis, who still thinks he’s owed royalties on “Hound Dog,” com-
plain at length that Leiber and Stoller “dwelled entirely on a sort of street
society” And in 1989, Coasters fan Dave Marsh regretfully concluded that
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the Coasters’ “subtleties and universality” had been “overwhelmed” by “a

climate in which covert race-baiting runs the country, from the streets of
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New York and Los Angeles to our political campaigns.”

I had thought scrutinizing such claims might tease out the Coasters’
affinities with minstrelsy, but the claims didn't survive much scrutiny. The
Game, Condoleezza Rice—these are black people whose role-playing white
people have a right to find morally noxious. Not the Coasters, who as per
Gillett extend a black comedic tradition—which as Gillett doesnt mention
traces back to minstrelsy because show business does. And now Gillett has re-
reconsidered: “I was writing before Richard Pryor and Eddie Murphy, before
hip-hoppers turned everything on its head in terms of presenting black life in
songs, and before Quentin Tarantino start[ed] writing ‘nigger’ into his scripts
for both white and black characters to say,” he wrote me. Marsh specifically
denies that the Coasters invited racist interpretation in the ’s0s. And two cru-
cial African-American critics are fans: Mel Watkins, whose history of African-
American comedy singles out “Shoppin’ for Clothes,” which “received scant
notice outside the black community;” and Nelson George, who gives credit for
the Coasters’ “deft vignettes” to “two young Jewish men [who] grew up around
blacks”—which they did, Leiber as a ghetto grocer’s son, Stoller in the kind of
family that sent their kids to interracial camps, both as blues and jazz fans who
joined black and Pachuco social clubs, respectively, in their teens. So maybe
it’s time to reclaim the subtleties and universality of an artistic entity special-
izing in what Leiber once called “the joke that the poor tell on themselves,” an
entity Greil Marcus reduced to eight words in 1979: “Stepin Fetchit as advance
man for black revolt” The Coasters don’t get enough respect.

Unlike Chuck Berry, Little Richard, Buddy Holly, and the Everlys, the
Coasters were not Rock and Roll Hall of Fame charter members—they had
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to wait a year for the 1987 batch, which also included Ricky Nelson, Clyde
McPhatter, Louis Jordan, and Leiber and Stoller. Nor has their star risen
since—not compared to such fellow ’87s as B. B. King, Bo Diddley, Aretha
Franklin, and Marvin Gaye. It doesn’t help that they were comedians—funny
never gets respect, because it doesn’t give it. And their body of major work
isn’t large, although neither is Little Richard’s or Buddy Holly’s, or in any
obvious way seminal. The deep reason racial anxieties cut into their status is
that they don’t seem like primal creators. They permit no fantasy of the natu-
ral. The problem is less content than structure—the calculation of the whole
project. The Coasters are seen as producers’ puppets, like the Monkees or 'N
Sync—not only did Leiber plot out every line, Stoller wrote King Curtis’s sax
breaks. That the concept had white men pulling black men’s strings is merely
an additional drawback.

As someone who retches quietly at the idea that Stax-Volt was a lost
biracial utopia, I refuse to sentimentalize Leiber and Stoller. They were so
gifted that their signature product proved inimitable—unlike “Love Me”
or “I (Who Have Nothing)” or their other major stroke of genius, the vio-
lins they added to the Drifters’ “There Goes My Baby,” which someone else
would have thought of sooner or later, which the Robins tried to get out
of rca in goddamn 1953, but which as a matter of actual historical devel-
opment was a decisive mutation in the evolution of r&b. But they were
also, Leiber especially, incorrigible wise-asses and aspiring aesthetes, hip-
sters who quit r&b in the late ’60s and produced little of interest thereafter.
Nevertheless, to disrespect the Coasters is to set exceedingly high standards
of racially integrated art. As Nelson George avers and even Johnny Otis al-
lows, Leiber and Stoller wrote their songs from within a black culture they
knew intimately and observed acutely—not all of black culture, as if anyone
could do that, but the part of it that generated the music they loved most.
Inflected by Leiber’s incipient pretensions, incongruous associations, and
love of radio, that intimacy underpinned even the teenified “Yakety Yak”
and “Charlie Brown” And it was turned into music by four strong black
men. Eight Coasters all told recorded between 1956 and 1968. But there were
just four hitmaking Coasters from 1957 to 1961: Carl Gardner, Billy Guy,
Cornel Gunter, and Dub Jones.

Only Gardner is still alive, and only Gardner has left a substantial
record—an unpublished autobiography. But the others are clear enough in
outline. Bass man Jones was shy and religious yet made for comedy. He first
displayed his depth with the Cadets, who anticipated the Coasters’ shtick
with the 1956 novelty “Stranded in the Jungle,” a James Johnson-Ernestine



Smith composition recommended to students of racial stereotyping. Jones
quit in 1967 after he contracted fear of flying and was replaced by the title
character in Johnny Cymbal’s “Mr. Bass Man,” Ronnie Bright. Texan-born
Guy teamed with a Chicano partner in a successful L.A. comic duo called
Bip and Bop when he was just eighteen, and was enlisted by Gardner, who
knew him from the block. Endowed with timing and imagination as well as
that baritone, he often devised his own deliveries, adapting or overruling
Leiber. By the time he was scared half to death by the same airplane incident
as Jones, hed made several solo stabs, and for a while he reportedly earned
a living doing blue material in Vegas lounges. Cornel Gunter was an out gay
who was built like a prizefighter and served as the Coasters’ muscle when
things got rough on the road. As the group’s best-trained singer, he often
corrected the others when they forgot their harmonies, and eventually wrote
some voicings himself—on “Shoppin’ for Clothes,” for instance. He left to
back Dinah Washington in 1961 and after she fired him formed the first fake
Coasters. Gunter was a notorious liar. No one knows why he was shot to
death in Las Vegas in 1990.

As with most musicians, the bulk of the Coasters’ niggardly income came
in on the road, where their comic polish was hell to follow. Leiber and Stoller
never witnessed a Coasters show until well into the ’6os and contributed
nothing to their routines, which Guy and Gunter usually invented. Not very
puppetlike. This wasn’t a George Martin-Beatles or Quincy Jones—Michael
Jackson situation where the operator with the educated line of patter gets
credit for the genius of his social inferiors. Leiber and Stoller were the cre-
ators here. The group was their concept, the members their material; Stoller’s
piano was the linchpin of the Coasters’ superb interracial studio bands. But
even in the studio Guy and Gunter were collaborators, not stooges. And Guy
and Gunter weren’t the guys with the big ideas—Carl Gardner was.

If Leiber and Stoller imposed their ideas on anyone, it was Gardner, who
will nevertheless celebrate fifty years as a Coaster in November. From a family
of self-described “house niggers” in Tyler, Texas—one sister sang opera in
New York for a while—Gardner writes in that unpublished autobiography
that he learned early on how to get ahead by catering to white people. A
born-again Christian now, he once followed Malcolm X into Islam, and he
remains a bitter critic of white racism. Gardner moved to L.A. at twenty-
five to become a big-band singer. But, he reports, when Robins-Coasters
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manager Lester Sill told him, “‘Either you sing these particular tunes, Carl,
or we just have to forget it; I says, ‘O.K. money’s first’ so I took this group

thing” Gardner made side money, although less than the other Robins, as
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a pimp—one white girl, one black. He’s angry to this day that Leiber and
Stoller broke their promise to bill the post-Robins “Carl Gardner and the
Coasters,” not least because it might have simplified all those trademark-
infringement suits in the ’80s and ’9os. Live he was Zeppo, the straight man
and romantic lead, and although he dismisses the notion that the Coasters’
songs “depicted blacks as ignorant and superstitious,” he never gave up his
pop dreams. In 1960, with the Coasters’ six top-ten hits behind them, he got
Leiber and Stoller to let them do a standards album. One by One was cut in
two days to specially prepared orchestral tapes. As Gardner brags, his rapt,
pellucid attack does “Satin Doll” proud, although I doubt Atlantic buried it
so he wouldn’t do a Ben E. King and go solo, which is his theory. But to my
ear, Cornell Gunter is the star of the set, lisp and all.

Gardner’s is the familiar saga of a star impoverished by changing fash-
ion, greedy management, and callous royalty disbursement. He obsesses on
the parade of fake Coasters—Gunter had some, Guy had some, Nunn had
some, an ex-Robin who was never in the Coasters had some, their relatives
had some—and overestimates the moneys due him at least as wildly as wga
underestimates them. But late in life he married a woman who rebuilt his
career, and he is one of the rare oldies acts who doesn’t cater to white people
by performing other artists’ hits—his pvDp offers no “Blue Moon” or “Get a
Job,” just a “Stormy Monday.” If in his perfect world he would have been a
big-band singer, he settled for organ-and-horns r&b when he recorded his
first solo album at sixty-eight, and at sixty-eight his tenor was too shot to
handle “T'll Be Seeing You” or “Don’t Let the Sun Catch You Crying”

In all this, Gardner shares much with Leiber and Stoller. Some of the
Coasters’ greatest records were created after “Poison Ivy” became their last
top ten in 1959. Neither “Run Red Run,” a minor hit about a monkey who
learns to play poker and steals his teacher’s car, nor its r&b-charting B side
“What About Us,” a joke that the poor tell on the rich, quite earns Greil Mar-
cus’s “Stepin Fetchit drops his mask, and pulls a gun,” but they were pretty
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redolent. Stoller judges the tent-show fantasy “Little Egypt” “the epitome
of the comic playlets” “Bad Detective,” “Soul Pad,” “Down Home Girl,” and
“D. W. Washburn” weren’t au courant, but have aged well. It’s likely one rea-
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son “Searchin’” has such irresistible life is that, according to Leiber, it was
recorded in the final nine minutes of a four-hour session with the board
gone haywire like some Chess mess, making it the sloppiest but also most
spontaneous thing Leiber and Stoller ever recorded at Atlantic. And any-
one troubled by the unprimality of the pair’s control-freak side should com-

pare “Shoppin’ for Clothes” to the looser Kent Harris record it appropriated,



because its precision tells—it’s so much sharper and more developed, so much
funnier, maybe even so much truer. Curtis Mayfield listened and learned; the
Beatles’ rendition of “Searchin’” was why George Martin signed them. Yet as
the hits dried up, Leiber and Stoller—who back in 1958 had told Time maga-
zine: “Kids nine to fourteen make up our market, we're tired of writing rock
'’ roll, but we can't stop”—decided to stop. Carl Gardner had his pop dreams,
and they had their art dreams. There was Peggy Le¢’s “Is That All There Is?”
Then there was that Joan Morris and William Bolcom album—“Either a
different, more conservative kind of art,” John Rockwell observed in 1978,
or “inflated and pretentious overreaching on the part of songwriters who
should have stuck with simpler forms”

Fact is, both Leiber and Stoller and Carl Gardner were best when, as Leiber
described his ideal pianist in “That Is Rock & Roll,” they played “between the
cracks”” Is the monkey in “Run Red Run” Nat Turner or John Muhammad—or
J. Fred Muggs? Is the protagonist of the Coasters’ crudest hit sneaking a ciga-
rette or setting a trash-can fire? “Charlie Brown™’s crap game is a cheap move,
a big fat slice of watermelon foisted on Dub Jones’s Charlie—who, whatever
his vocal affect, is no more black than Dub Jones’s Salty Sam, the six-reeler vil-
lain bedeviled by a white-on-white cliche who shares Dub’s surname in “Along
Came Jones” At worst, Charlie is a trouble-making goof-off who happens to
be black, a small-time teen hero whose “Why’s everybody always pickin’ on
me” is as universal as his slow walk. Once he’s out there, of course, he’s ripe
for reinterpretation. In my life, “Charlie Brown” provided the beat to which a
Vermont tent-show queen—white, weary, with a scar on her tummy and no
rubies in sight—gave me my first disquieting glimpse of vulva.

There really is a street society, and whatever its limitations, in the ’50s
it was a crucial corrective to postwar fantasies of domesticity. Its African-
American variant lured Carl Gardner the sometime pimp as well as Jerry
Leiber the sometime slummer. It is to the credit of all those who created the
Coasters, black and white, that their version of that society deployed racial
stereotypes with the purpose of muddling them, turning them into jokes
that have no end—because that’s so much more bearable than a tragedy that
has no end. We know, because the tragedy is far from over.

EMP Pop Conference, 2005
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Black Elvis

Sam Cooke

I note with interest that Peter Guralnick has taken over rock history’s
Sam Cooke concession. It's Guralnick who annotated the specially re-
mastered thirty-track centerpiece of Abkcos new Cooke campaign, the
career-spanning Portrait of a Legend 1951-1964, as well as 2001’s progress-
proving Keep Movin’ On, the remastered Sam Cooke at the Copa, and others.
He also scripted Abkco’s seventy-minute biographical bvb Legend, and his
ink-and-paper biography should appear in 2004. Guralnick being award-
winning Elvis biographer Guralnick, I assume his book will supplant Daniel
Wolft’s authoritative 1995 You Send Me—whatever our procedural disagree-
ments, he is a dogged researcher and an engrossing storyteller. Some will
hope he ties up the loose ends of Cooke’s ugly death in 1964, when he was
shot by a motel manager after being robbed by a prostitute, but I want dirt
on Guralnick’s quondam business associate, Abkco acronymsake Allen B.
Klein. I also wonder whether this principled resister of critical fancy will
venture any Presley analogies. Wolff doesn't, and neither, Lord knows, does
Arthur Kempton, who bases a long section of his eccentric new r&b history
Boogaloo on Wolft’s work. But listening to Cooke as I read Wolff and Kemp-
ton, I found the similarities inescapable.

Wolft does observe that Cooke’s appeal to black teenagers paralleled
Elvis’s appeal to white ones, which is fundamental, although the equivalence
wasn't precise—where Elvis impressed male fans as well as arousing the girls,
Cooke was pure heartthrob. He was just nineteen in 1951, when he replaced
thirty-four-year-old Rebert Harris in the Soul Stirrers after Harris had forged
them into the definitive gospel quartet. Not until 1953 did he conquer the
churches by devising his so-called yodel—the casually fluttered high note
that surfaced pop on “You Send Me” in 1957. Yet from the first, other Soul
Stirrers noticed that even when he was outsung, which was often, the crowd
flocked to this handsome, polite, well-groomed high school graduate: “They
like the boy. You can't help but people like him!” And from the first he was



attracting females much younger than the church ladies it was gospel’s mis-
sion to transport.

For many admirers, Cooke’s gospel phase, which lasted almost as long as
his pop career, sets a standard. Hyperbolic sage-entrepreneur Jerry Wexler,
who once called Cooke “the best singer who ever lived, no contest,” suppos-
edly (I don't believe it) refuses to listen to his pop records. Kempton prefers
Cooke’s gospel work—“the only emotional content he could rely on to give
his singing more depth, honesty, and coloration than he could otherwise
provide”—without pretending it approaches that of Rebert Harris, Julius
Cheeks, Archie Brownlee, or others Wexler doesn’t mention. Among the
rock-oriented, it’s a truism that in his final years, culminating with the mag-
nificent “A Change Is Gonna Come,” Cooke was returning to the rough au-
thenticity of the Southern church, promising newer and greater triumphs
in the soul years up the road as he read through his extensive black-history
library and explicitly embraced the civil rights movement. But this judg-
ment misses what was most profound about Sam Cooke: his shallowness.

Take Cooke’s 1955 live version of the self-penned gospel hit “Nearer to
Thee,” which climaxes Specialty’s three-disc Sam Cooke with the Soul Stir-
rers. His voice generating the grit he normally left to hard lead Paul Foster,
Cooke whips up cathartic release in a classic performance whose excitement
is nonetheless generic; Cheeks achieved something similar every night with-
out trying so hard. In contrast, “You Send Me”—an all but lyricless song I
heartily disliked as a fifteen-year-old and don’t love now—was something
never heard before. It was the B side of a major-key cover of “Summertime”
because no one credited the commercial potential of a record that delivered
nothing but Cooke’s naked voice—its lucid calm, built-in smile, and mildly
melismatic whoa-oh-oh-oh-oh-oh-oh. Backup singers so white they make
Presley’s Jordanaires seem hep rendered the dumb concoction even weirder
by accentuating the likelihood that this wimp was a Negro. Flipped instantly
by r&b jocks, it was a chart-topping pop smash nationwide.

Professionally—until he ran up against Klein, who put himself in control
of the holding company supposedly set up to keep Rca away from his client’s
money—Cooke was a prodigy. He produced himself, owned his own pub-
lishing, started a successful label, and earned top dollar on the road. Thus
it computes for Kempton to observe that he “was cautious in his art so that
he might be daring in the conception of his life’—Cooke’s much-bruited
songwriting ability, Kempton complains, was good mostly for “facile ditties.”
But in the end this misses the point almost as thoroughly as encomia to
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his unalloyed genius. One writer who grasps the paradox is Stephan Talty,
who in a striking First of the Month essay calls “You Send Me” “a master-
piece of nothingness,” identifies the secret of Cooke’s gospel singing as joy
without reverence, and devotes more than four hundred words to “Chain
Gang,” which everyone knows is one of the strangest pop records of all time:
a black-history buff moved by Georgia convicts to purloin their sound and
banalize their longing for freedom. “Who else but Cooke,” Talty asks, “could
see this tableau, the prisoners chanting in a call-and-response pattern as old as
slavery itself, and think “Top 40 hit’?”

If there’s an answer to this question, it’s Elvis Presley. Not specifically—he
didn’t have that much racial chutzpah. But he did have that much omni-
vorousness. Talty sees Presley as Cooke’s obverse—“If Elvis channeled gos-
pel depths (and thus black history) through the voice of a Southern white
boy, Cooke claimed the other half of the bargain”—and if that formulation
seems blurry, it’s probably because the truth is too close to focus on. These
were matched teen idols who craved universal acceptance and universal
power. They were also dreamboats with gorgeous voices and studious man-
ners who got more ass than Casanova. The few others who dared aim so high
lacked either the right charisma (Bobby Darin, Paul Anka) or true pop touch
(Jackie Wilson).

The very real differences between the two went well beyond skin color.
Songwriter Cooke was much more intellectual and inquisitive, while Presley
was the natural rocker (better dancer, too). Cooke also aspired to sophistica-
tion when the moment was right, proving far readier to cosset a moneyed
adult audience at the Copa than Elvis was in Vegas six years later—by which
time his earliest fans were moneyed adults themselves. But although close
comparison reveals more melodrama in Presley’s singing, the two shared
something new—a vocal transparency that came across naive and unpre-
meditated. Their songs, especially the slower ones, were so simple-minded,
melodically as well as lyrically, that pop connoisseurs still dismiss them as
witless and banal. Sometimes I do too—but not without recognizing the aes-
thetic audacity their witlessness required.

In part their leap owed the fluid class structure of an America never so
prosperous before or since. It was the right time for poor boys to prevail
without kowtowing. But mostly it was about teenagers. Cooke and Presley
made their pop moves just as American teenagers were making theirs. No
matter how lowest-common-denominator the guidelines in the songwriting
handbooks Cooke studied and quoted, Tin Pan Alley never conceived an
audience whose mean age was fifteen. It never tried to make the world sing



along to sentiments so blissfully uncomplicated they could stimulate vaginal
secretions in listeners whod barely begun to menstruate. And like it or not
this was a wondrous thing. To my way of hearing, the assiduously rehearsed
tightness and musicality of Cooke’s Copa set boils down to schlock—hand-
crafted schlock, like most schlock that goes over, but imbued with compla-
cency when all is said and sung. In contrast, the silly likes of “Cupid” and
“Only Sixteen” reach out to the disempowered as surely as “Touch the Hem
of His Garment” and “Nearer to Thee” Without question teen disempower-
ment is temporary—more privileged than it knows, and as a result unrealis-
tically hopeful. But the confluence remains inspirational nonetheless.

Since I've never been a pubescent female, and don’t happen to be one of
those deeply touched by the physical reality of Cooke’s epochal voice, my
personal connection to this aesthetic achievement will always be compro-
mised. But ’'m awed by it. Unlike Talty, who in a telling omission never men-
tions “A Change Is Gonna Come,” I don't feel betrayed by Cooke’s inevitable
abandonment of his grandest pop dream; I blame the pains of business, the
righteousness of the civil rights movement, the ennui of the pussy quest,
the swimming-pool death of his one-year-old son, and age. When he regaled
an all-black r&b audience at Miami’s Harlem Square Club with hard-edged
revvings of hits suitable and not, it was hardly what Talty brands “his biggest
sham”” But it also wasn’t a birthright finally reclaimed. And neither was “A
Change Is Gonna Come,” which while consciously informed by both blues
and gospel was sparked by his envious respect for “Blowin’ in the Wind?”

Like most of America, Cooke first encountered Bob Dylan’s best-known
song in the summer of 1963 via the Peter, Paul & Mary hit. Anodyne though
that rendition was, it proved a radical radio breakthrough that established
Dylan commercially—one that Wolff reports impressed Cooke not as “folk
poetry” but as proof you could “address civil rights and go to #2 on the pop
charts” Cooke recorded it under challenging circumstances—just after the
1964 Chaney-Goodman-Schwerner murders in a swankly swinging version
designed to climax October’s Copa album. Wolft deems this performance
both a “protest” (“too many people have died”) and a “reassurance” (the
finger-snapping beat); I deem it unlistenable. But either way it was obliter-
ated a few months later when Klein and Rca marketed Cooke’s murder by
releasing “Shake” with an “A Change Is Gonna Come” B side hed cut a full
year before. “Shake” went top ten. The flip became a modest hit and a re-
vered standard.

Cooke’s string-suffused production is an eccentric and elaborate thing,
clearly enunciated atop calculated drawl and gravel, underpinning French
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horn, kettledrum, and tympani accents with an Earl Palmer pulse. Otis Red-
ding, who idolized Cooke, put straight Stax-Volt readings of both “Shake”
and “Change” on Otis Blue nine months later; Aretha Franklin, who crushed
out on him, lavished her piano all over the song to climax her I Never Loved
a Man album (and in 1968 released a magical version of “You Send Me”
that somehow embodied how it moved her as a fully sexualized fifteen-year-
old). Both covers are major, both prophetic. Both are a minute longer than
Cooke’s. But neither is as bold. Although his arrangement is arguably a com-
promise, his talk of getting knocked down and run out of downtown by a
“brother” you just know isn't a racial brother undermines that effect. And
his admission that he doesn’t know what’s “beyond the sky” casts doubt on
the faith that was supposedly the bedrock of who he was.

It’s said that one reason Sam Cooke sat on “A Change Is Gonna Come” is
that it scared him, and that rings true. He couldn’t have repeated it any more
than he could have repeated “You Send Me”—strokes like that are unrepeat-
able. T have no idea whether he would have politicized soul music, gone Vegas,
or both, and neither did he. But 'm certain he would have kept on addressing
his times and his heritage with a complexity his simplicity comprehended.

Village Voice, 2003 - Expanded and revised

Tough Love

Etta James

Etta James’s death at seventy-three on January 20 was not a surprise. Her
leukemia had been declared incurable in December; her dementia was on-
going; her kidneys were bad. The gastric bypass surgery that put the four-
hundred-pound singer back on her feet in 2002 had long since proved more
dangerous than promised. And though none of the many laudatory obits
mentioned it, there was also her liver, which having soldiered through de-
cades of heroin, alcohol, cocaine, and painkiller addiction, must have been
ready for a rest.



Prepared by these hard facts for the inevitable sales uptick—James even
appeared briefly toward the top of the Rhapsody streaming site after she died,
though never as high as Adele, who has said James inspired her to become
a singer—Universal asked ace compiler Andy McKaie to prepare a four-cp
set to supplant or supplement 2000’s excellent three-cp The Chess Box. This
he achieved by adding nine tracks from 1954-58 and twenty-two from 1977-
2007 while subtracting nineteen from James's Chess/Argo/Cadet years,
1960-76. Because the new arrangement respects James’s extraordinary lon-
gevity, Heart & Soul: A Retrospective would appear to be where to catch up
with this essential artist you may well have ignored. But it’s not like those
omitted Chess tracks would waste your time. Even before she died, they kept
sounding better, just like the five years wed always thought Aretha Franklin
threw away at Columbia. Great voices get more precious with the years.

Great voices are also difficult to describe, so much so that obituaries
seldom try, although Peter Keepnews recalled a few useful words from Jon
Pareles in the Times: “a huge range, a multiplicity of tones and vast reserves
of volume” All true, and relevant, but if range and volume did the trick
thered be great voices by the thousand—it’s in those unspecified tones that
the vocal “grain” resides. Preliminarily, say that James, who began recording
at fifteen, was often girlish and always not, and that her jailbait clarity coex-
isted readily with her big-mama grit. Combined with her range, volume, and
knack for drama, those contradictions rendered her a sing-the-phone-book
original, which served her well with the generic r&b ditties of her pre-Chess
teens and also in her fifties and sixties, when she turned out some twenty
rather miraculous if hit-or-miss albums. That she should have recorded ef-
fectively for so long, from 1955 till 2012—leukemia and dementia notwith-
standing, her 2011 farewell, The Dreamer, is more hit than miss—puts her in
a class with Ray Charles, Johnny Cash, and James Brown, slightly older art-
ists who unlike James never identified as rock and roll or targeted teenagers.
She wasn’t merely “influential”

More than their contemporaries, all four ’sos lifers survived harrowing
childhoods: extreme poverty, very young and/or absent mothers, prostitu-
tion in everyday life, brothers dying before their eyes. Born at the tail end
of the Depression, Jamesetta Hawkins was the best off economically and
also biracial. But what really set her apart was that she wasn’t southern or
“downhome”—she grew up in Los Angeles and San Francisco, and her family
was from Omaha. Raised till she was twelve by a nurturing stepmother who
suffered the last of multiple strokes under James’s care, young Jamesetta then
shuttled between her footloose party-girl mother, her self-possessed hooker
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aunt, and a working-class uncle who was the family’s rock. Musical from
infancy, she was taught to sing by the gay choirmaster of a big-time Baptist
church and always enjoyed LGBTQ support. No showbiz life is square. But
not many girls go pro at fourteen the way James did. She was one hip chick,
and like her biological mother’s beloved Billie Holiday, she surveyed the op-
tions her upbringing posited and made up her mind to be bad.

All this T gather from one of David Ritz’s finest r&b as-told-tos, James’s
1995 autobiography, Rage to Survive. Not that every memory is factual or
every date verified—Ritz’s calling is to help artists tell the story they want
to tell, not research it for them. But James’s chosen story is rich in insight as
well as incident. The players in her private life are worth meeting, and the
artist sketches are revealing whether their subjects are well-chronicled like
Sam Cooke, Jackie Wilson, Sly Stone, and Ike and Tina Turner, cult heroes
like Allen Toussaint and Esther Phillips, or all too undocumented like Jesse
Belvin, Richard Berry, Johnny Guitar Watson, Larry Williams, and doowop
headman turned world-beating producer-bizzer Harvey Fuqua, the first
and far from worst of the many users James loved more than they loved
her. Moreover, the dysfunction tales—the hyperextended family, the “crafty
grafty men,” the copping and chiseling and arrests and incarcerations and
rehabs and millions down the toilet—don’t dominate the music. If anything,
they help us understand it.

Musically, James was all shook up. Church-trained at the behest of her
godly stepmother, she never sang in church again after her stepfather tried
to take over her nascent gospel career when she was ten, although she hap-
pily cashed a check for a gospel album once. Her jazz-sophisticate mother
warned Guitar Slim-blasting Jamesetta that shed “wind up in a bucket of
blood,” which sounded fine to a mouthy hellion who “adored” jazz but re-
sented its “discipline, being exactly in tune, working out complex harmonies
and subtle rhythms” Convinced that the r&b she dove into with pals like
Watson and Williams was the real rock and roll—and still outraged that
Georgia Gibbs got to bowdlerize her 1955 “The Wallflower” into the cross-
over smash “Dance with Me Henry”—she nonetheless pays selected white
musicians compliments so astute I feel sure she means them: Janis Joplin,
who idolized and imitated her; Randy Newman, whose songs Joplin’s pro-
ducer Gabriel Mekler gave her; the Rolling Stones, who in 1978 judged her
“wildass enough” to open for “the most intense fans I've ever seen”; Stevie
Ray Vaughan, credited by James with instigating an ’8os blues revival that
improved her paydays.



James was hardly the only African-American singer with such a broad frame
of reference. Because musicians tend to be interested in music for some 179
reason, it happens all the time. But few have taken so much stuff so deep
or mastered it so variously. James’s street-tough comehit her and wronged
desolation, her hunger and relish, reflected the girlish-yet-not tension built
into her physical voice and also—shaped as she was by both shrewd demi-
mondaines and solid citizens—her psychological makeup. This was an ob-
servant, cynical, highly intelligent woman who lived as much for the fun of
it as for the love she craved and the dark nights she got for her trouble. She
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made many friends and took no guff. And in the course of her very long career
she mixed r&b, rock, soul, pop, blues, and eventually even jazz.

In a lifelong pattern, James recorded plenty in the ’sos whether she had
hits or not, writing a few songs (including “W.0.M.A.N.,” when she was sev-
enteen) and leaving a legacy summed up by Virgin's The Essential Modern
Records Collection but well-represented on the Heart ¢ Soul box. Hear es-
pecially the revealing texts “Crazy Feeling,” better known as “Do Something
Crazy,” and the Etta-penned, Little Richard-influenced eHarmony applica-
tion “Tough Lover”: “He can make you laugh, he can make you cry / He's so
tough he’ll make Venus come alive / He can do anything that he wants to do
/ He'll step on Jesse James’s blue suede shoes” (and Etta James’s too, bet on
it). Thus she proved one of two female heroes of the rock and roll ’s0s. Ruth
Brown and LaVern Baker were experienced nightclub singers who never
grokked the teen thing; Esther Phillips got hooked on junk so fast she was
out of commission from 1954 to 1962. James’s only competition also started
recording at fifteen but was otherwise her diametrical opposite: the classi-
cally trained Catholic schoolgirl Arlene Smith of the Chantels, a grave teen
angel who later studied at Juilliard and became a schoolteacher while James
did something crazy and then something crazier.

As indicated in the absurd Leonard Chess biopic Cadillac Records, where
Beyoncé plays an oD-sex scene that never happened more soulfully than she
sings “Stop the Wedding,” James then became Chess’s most reliable ’60s hit-
maker, scoring one of the great teen makeout anthems with 1960’s “A Sunday
Kind of Love” But despite all the obit talk of how she crossed over by turn-
ing the minor Tin Pan Alley chestnut “At Last” into Barack Obama’s theme
song, that one never broke top forty—James’s biggest pop-chart successes
were “Pushover” in 1963 and “Tell Mama” in 1968, and neither got to twenty.
Much more than the soul-identified Curtis Mayfield, Wilson Pickett, Gladys
Knight, or Aretha Franklin, she remained r&b-specific as “r&b” itself became
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a temporarily outmoded concept. This reflected both her tough sound and
her blues label —Chess a&r chief Ralph Bass lacked the pop instincts and
connections of Motown and Atlantic. When he finally sent James down to
Muscle Shoals, where Pickett had found so much success, she recorded the
hit Janis Joplin latched onto, “Tell Mama,” which she admired technically
but found wanting as ideology: “I didn’t like being cast in the role of the
Great Earth Mother, the gal you come to for comfort and easy sex.”

In Muscle Shoals James formed a lasting musical relationship with key-
boardist Barry Beckett, who was producing her as late as 1996. And she did
good work in this vein, always when she covered Otis Redding and some-
times too on her two albums with the controlling yet irresistible Jerry Wex-
ler. To my ear, however, that soul groove seems too friendly and civilized for
someone who learned to sing in church but never went back, and perhaps
unintuitive for a non-southerner. Not that I was any more skeptical at the
time than, for instance, Janis Joplin. On the contrary, it was Joplin's man
Mekler moving in on James that seemed dubious to me—why foist Randy
Newman on the “Tell Mama” gal? But now James’s choir-powered, bitterly
sacrilegious reading of Newman’s “God’s Song” seems like her truest record-
ing, and his calmly incendiary “Let’s Burn Down the Cornfield” captures her
badness well. “Feeling Lowdown,” where Mekler set her to moaning miser-
ably over jazz chords for three minutes, is also a coup.

Post-Chess, James’s catalogue is a morass. I was surprised to learn, for
instance, that shed done an album with Toussaint in 1980, and when I lo-
cated it was equally surprised to learn how mediocre it is. Unfortunately, her
best late-period producer, Private Music’s John Snyder, was not Universal-
affiliated, which is presumably one reason the standards albums he did with
her—the finest the Billie Holiday tributes Mystery Lady and Blue Gardenia—
get short shrift on Heart ¢ Soul. But given the box’s title we can also as-
sume a desire to showcase James as Queen of Soul II, a mistake not just for
musical reasons but because the melodrama built into the concept tends to
overwhelm both her brains and her disruptive impulses. James was right to
distrust jazz as a tough teen—its veneer of class wasn't for her. But early on at
Chess she was assigned the likes of “At Last,” “Stormy Weather,” and “These
Foolish Things” And without ever turning a cocktail lounge into a bucket
of blood, she claimed these ballads by roughing them up like a drunk in a
china shop—a mouthy, sexy kid brazening through. Redoing Billie forty or
fifty years later, she’s gained polish, savvy, wisdom, pain. But she’s still rough.
By never letting her palpable respect smooth over her well-weathered pre-



rogatives, she maps peaks and valleys in this sacrosanct territory beyond the
emotional ken of Madeleine Peyroux or even Carmen McRae. 181

All of which is to regretfully suggest that Etta James is a little too deep to
catch up with via a single career-spanning box. There’s no easy route—wh y
should there be? The Chess Box, The Essential Modern Records Collection,
and one or two of the Snyders would be my best advice. Or if you're feeling
skint you could limit Chess to the budget Millennium Collection and nose
around for those Mekler tracks.

And then there’s The Dreamer, with her co-producing sons on bass and
drums. By January 10 I'd concluded sadly that it didn’t click somehow. By
January 30 I couldn’t get enough of “Groove Me” and “Cigarettes and Coffee”
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and had come to terms with her patently unautobiographical claim to have
been “born and raised in the boondocks” Great voices get even more pre-
cious when you know they’re gone.

Barnes & Noble Review, 2012

The Excitement!
The Terror!

Miles Davis’s "70s

Miles Davis’s '7os—beginning with the widely admired modal shifts of
1969’s In a Silent Way and ending with the widely disparaged funk sprawl
of 1976’s Agharta—are the most incompletely understood period in the re-
cording career of any major jazz musician. This is mainly because the job
of understanding jazz musicians falls to jazz critics, who until very recently
were neither inclined nor equipped to put much heart or mind into such
recondite records. For if this music is any good at all, it’s not good the way
jazz is supposed to be good. Altogether lacking in that casually hyperintel-
ligent aura of smart guys sitting around talking to each other that is the
great legacy of bebop, it offers little sustained improvisation and less brilliant
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composition. Like the distantly respectable “free jazz,” it's not arranged, it
does nothing with harmony, and doesn’'t swing properly; it table-hops and
races to nowhere and spaces out staring at the ceiling. But unlike “free jazz,”
this music was electric, beat-heavy, and marketed to kids—and thus obvi-
ously worthy of suspicion if not contempt.

And then there is the little matter of fusion, many of whose perpetrators
passed through Miles’s "7os bands. Fusion has its loyalists, and in acid jazz its
revivalists, and thus also its ideologues; like lounge at a more egotistical level
of virtuosity, it lives off the tight and the tasty, and these days some contrar-
ians dig it for that. But statuswise it’s still stuck between Emerson, Lake &
Palmer and Hamilton, Joe Frank & Reynolds. This is a music whose saving
grace is mystagogy, as on Rhino’s depressing Jazz Fusion Vol. 1, where early
selections from Tony Williams and Larry Coryell (no Mahavishnu?) generate
a forthrightly phony rock grandeur thats soon left behind by cute schlock—
Chick Corea was bad enough without Flora Purim’s oh-oh-ohs. Yet if these
be the children of Miles, one peculiarity must be noted—pretty good or very
bad, their fusion doesn’t sound much like Dad’s. Without the hint of a doubt,
they all compose, they all arrange, and they all solo to beat the band.

In the wake of his abstract-to-wan post-E.S.P. music, I was pro electric
Miles, especially the early and late studio albums—1In a Silent Way and Jack
Johnson, Get Up With It and Agharta. But I also found him daunting, par-
ticularly on the three live double-Lps Columbia and Teo Macero unloaded
between the fall of 1970 and the spring of 1973. I mean, was there anyone who
didn’t? Presumably the young potheads who bought the tickets were im-
pressed enough to lie back and enjoy it, faking orgasm if perchance they
should fail to achieve same. But reading the liner notes from saxophonists
Gary Bartz and Dave Liebman that Columbia commissioned for its quin-
tuple reissue—three originally U.S.-available live double-cps (Miles Davis
at Fillmore, In Concert: Live at Philharmonic Hall, and Live-Evil) plus two
import-onlys (Black Beauty from the Fillmore West 1970 and Dark Magus
from Carnegie Hall 1974)—you get the sense that Davis’s musicians created in
a state of excitement closely akin to existential terror. That may be the music’s
greatest strength, but it’s also one reason many found it offputting at first. Any-
way, it wasn't until 1980 that I got up the nerve to write about most of these
albums—and discovered that except for At Fillmore, which I thought mean-
dered overmuch, they were (a) all rather good and (b) all rather different.

On the one hand, this is a unique body of music. You want to hear ’7os Miles,
you don’t pull out Mahavishnu’s Inner Mounting Flame or Tony Williams’s



Emergency!, two rather good early fusion albums by Davis U. summa cum
laudes. Only Miles sounds like Miles, even back in April 1970, when Black 183
Beauty preserved an inkling of why the jazz-rock idea seemed so auspicious
before it found form in flash and filigree. Wailing through “Directions” or
blasting the blues from out “Miles Runs the Voodoo Down,” Corea’s keybs
sound more audacious and grounded than they ever will again, with an un-
commonly muscular Miles challenging his facility and fledgling soprano
whiz Steve Grossman mimicking it, and beyond a few dollops of needless
noodle, Jack DeJohnette keeps the troops in order, injecting more notes and
accents than Ginger Baker on double amphetamines into a beat that rocks.
Yet this unique sound is evolving fast. Still nominally beholden to theme-
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and-variation, Black Beauty is soloists’ music, and as such the corniest elec-
tric Miles on record. Just two months later, on Miles Davis at Fillmore, the
formula is breaking down. Like all ’7os Miles, At Fillmore is more inviting in
the wake of ambient techno than it was in 1970 or 1980, but like most ambi-
ent techno it fails to cull the mesmerizing from the soothing from the bor-
ing. Moreover, several of its high points are provided by some of the most
Milesian solos of this era, and that is not what the era was for.

One reason jazz old-timers dismiss ’7os Miles is that the bands aren't stellar.
Here he is, bossman of Coltrane and Cannonball, Hancock and Shorter, and
suddenly the best he can do for self-starting sidemen is John McLaughlin,
Keith Jarrett, and Jack DeJohnette. Solo, the likes of Corea, Mtume, and Mi-
chael Henderson all proved abnormally schlocky, and Sonny Fortune, who
came on very late, was as near as Miles got to a name saxophonist. Live-
Evil, out for Christmas 1971 after the definitive McLaughlin showcase Jack
Johnson slipped past in April, flaunts this development. Tweaked by Macero
like most of Davis’s "7os albums, it arrays five contained, seductive early-
1970 studio tracks featuring recent old-guardists Herbie Hancock, Wayne
Shorter, and Joe Zawinul against four long jams—all from Davis's Decem-
ber 19, 1970, gig at the Cellar Door in Chocolate City, all anchored by Mi-
chael Henderson. Daviss first exclusively electric bassist, Henderson was only
a Motown session man, and his vocals could make a fella love George Ben-
son, but he was a supple and responsive player—along with Macero, Miles’s
key collaborator in the ’7os. On Live-Evil McLaughlin plays the blues, Jarrett
gets funky, and Henderson is the devil who makes them do it. By In Con-
cert, almost two years later, Henderson is the sole survivor from the more
talented prior band—although, crucially, Al Foster pushes like DeJohnette
with less excess motion. The result is the purest jazz-funk record ever—not
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as quick or tricky as James Brown, but more richly layered, riffs and drones
and wah-wahs and tunelets and weird noises and shifting key centers snak-
ing along on a sexually solicitous, subtly indomitable pulse.

Saxophonist Liebman has described all too revealingly what it was like
for the young cats plucked up into these bands: “Somehow, he would get
you to play in a manner that in most cases you would never do again” To
me, that seems like the secret—less what these close-enough-for-funk sub-
geniuses played than the single palpitating organism their playing turned
them into. Regularly abandoning his trumpet for atmospheric organ, Miles
the guru-manipulator shifted gears at will, orchestrating moods and settings
to subjugate individual musical inspirations to the life of an ensemble that
would have been nothing without them. No arrangements, little composi-
tion, and not many solos either, because at any moment a player could find
himself swallowed up or left to fly off on his own. Kept the kids on their toes.

Harsher and dreamier than In Concert, louder and sweeter than Agharta
or Pangaea, Dark Magus both culminates and casts doubt on this aesthetic.
There’s still that sense of an autonomous life-form that has evolved away
from the intimate articulations of the small-group species. Yet this speci-
men is bifurcated, like jazz-rock again. If you want a true fusion you listen to
some funk, which subsumes both in a new conception, albeit one that privi-
leges rock; here the two elements are left distinct and recognizable. Lieb-
man is good for wild-to-mellow jazz input that’s solidified by a Coltranesque
house call from Azar Lawrence, and for rock there are three guitarists: Reg-
gie Lucas and Dominique Gaumont wah-riffing the rhythm as Chess session
man and cult hero Pete Cosey launches his own wah-wah-inflected noise
into the arena-rock stratosphere. The beat belongs jointly to Henderson and
Foster. And Miles is Miles whether blasting out clarion notes or letting his
Yamaha drench the scene.

Recondite once, this music seems almost natural now, which is not to say
it ever was or can be pop. That takes more than electrification and street-
smart jacket cartoons—maybe covering Cyndi Lauper and cheering on the
fleet-fingered folderol of Mike Stern the way ’8os Miles did. Rather it was
what avant-garde’s supposed to be—so far ahead of its time that eventually,
like for instance in this soundscaping epoch, it feels right as rain. It was
and remains its own place, a world apart from unmoored jazz experiments
and dilatory rock jams then and the most humanistic electronica now. In
the ’7o0s this was because Miles admired the rhythmic commitment of such
black coequals as Sly and Hendrix. In the ’gos it’s because his most arbitrary-

seeming whims and conceptualizations nurtured a living organism. Does



that mean there was no other way to achieve the same end, or that no similar
end can match it? Of course not. But that was how Miles did it, and there is 185

no longer the slightest question that it will endure.

Village Voice, 1997
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Sister, Oh Sister

Kate & Anna McGarrigle

Released in 1976 and 1977, when the marginal movements of punk and disco
were revolutionizing popular music, Kate and Anna McGarrigle’s Kate &
Anna McGarrigle and Dancer with Bruised Knees are cult records. The Mc-
Garrigles were folkies who will never become iconic the way the Ramones
and Saturday Night Fever soon did. But neither were they obscure: when
Kate died of cancer early last year, the tributes flooded in like she was Mar-
lene Dietrich. It helped that Kate’s son with Loudon Wainwright III, Rufus
Wainwright, is more famous than either of his parents. It also helped that
the McGarrigles hailed from Canada, which promotes its artists like the
national assets they are. But the main reason is the two albums themselves.
Cult records they are. Classics they also are.

Though the McGarrigles ended up recording less music than I'd hoped in
1976, there’s enough, and most of it will endure. But the first two albums are
indelible—since 1980, I've revisited them more often than any of my punk-
era faves except maybe Rocket to Russia. In part it’s the material, in part some-
thing subtler, as came clear when I somewhat apprehensively test-played the
bonus disc of Tell My Sister, Nonesuch’s handsome, economical reissue of
the two classics. Only Dylanologists and smitten fanboys need the detritus
that fills most bonus discs. But that wasn't how this one felt even though
half of its twenty-one songs were also available on the two accompanying
albums—in what must be, given how I've been raving, definitive interpreta-
tions. I appreciated the previously unheard material, especially a lost master-
piece about the almost carefree pleasures of a hippie August called “Saratoga
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Summer Song” But mostly the bonus disc succeeds for the same reasons 'm
always introjecting these records into my musically oversaturated home life.

I've called the McGarrigles folkies, a mildly belittling characterization
that seems fairer than ever now that I've read the Dane Lanken coffee-table
book Kate and Anna McGarrigle: Songs and Stories. But as is invariably
pointed out, Kate and Anna were domestic folkies. They made piano-and-
accordion music not guitar music, parlor music not campfire music, stay-
at-home music not on-the-road music; rather than pretty or gorgeous or
powerful, their voices were just beautiful, in a proudly plain way. Products
of a household where everybody sang, they meshed perfectly with the give-
and-take sociability of chopping vegetables and reading in bed.

Produced by the astute folk-rock impresario Joe Boyd, the McGarrigles’
classic albums built a bridge between Canada and California, where folk
music had been profitably homogenized by the likes of Jackson Browne
and Linda Ronstadt, who named her 1974 breakthrough album after Anna’s
“Heart Like a Wheel” From the debut’s opening track, Kate’s “Kiss and Say
Goodbye,” Boyd goes for a more casual feel than Peter Asher could have
countenanced for Ronstadt—Steve Gadd pokey, Bobby Keys laid-back. Never-
theless, parlors seldom come equipped with trap sets and saxophone hon-
chos, and when a full band and Anna’s harmonies rev up around Kate’s
ebullient “And I don’t know where it’s coming from / But I want to kiss you
till my mouth gets numb,” we who love this record recognize a representa-
tion of the casual—and the ecstatic. The bonus-disc demo is very different—
solo with clunkier piano, only then toward the climax Anna’s harmonies
sidle in, and soon a guitar is quietly kibitzing. The song is so good, as I know
because Boyd softened me up, that right now I prefer the bare-bones con-
versation of this truly living-room version (which was recorded in a studio).

I understand why most McGarrigles fans swear by the debut, which lis-
tens easy without ever going soft or making room for a merely good song.
Topping even Annas “My Town” and “Heart Like a Wheel” and her own
“Mendocino” and “Tell My Sister;” Kate’s Loudon farewell “Go Leave,” taken
solo with guitar, is regarded by some sachems of sorrow as the most bereft
breakup song ever recorded; although it’s perfectly written—the disarming
six-word opening, the enjambed “aching”-“breaking,” the intrusion of the
blunt “stalling” three lines from the end—quoting even a couplet would do
a disservice to its power as music. Nevertheless, my own beloved has always
been Dancer with Bruised Knees, where the McGarrigles perfected their
aesthetic. Although a few of the debut’s Stateside session heavies reappear,
most of the music comes from the evolving crew of Montreal folkies the sisters



started hanging with as teenagers. These include Dawson College philosophy
prof Chaim Tannenbaum on harmonica, mandolin, recorder, and backing vo-
cals as well as trumpeter-vocalist Dane Lanken, a journalist already encoun-
tered above as an author and thought of by many as Mr. Anna McGarrigle.

What I love so hard about this lovely, homely album is that it doesn’t listen
so easy. It risks an austerity that rings as true in eat-the-poor 2011 as it did
in high-punk 1977. Its melodies run deeper, its beats are less swinging even
with jazzmen on five tracks, and it risks the cognitive dissonance of three
songs in French that won’t sound so quaint to Anglophones who work out
the translations. Admittedly, ’'m smitten with Kate’s “Walking Song,” about
taking a stroll with your life’s companion, which my wife and I have been
putting on each other’s mixtapes since I turned forty, and for “First Born,”
about a privileged kind of son who could be Rufus, Loudon, or even me. But
my thematic preferences don’t stop me from admiring how the album ends
with two songs about circling back to zero without your life’s companion,
one by Anna called “Kitty Come Home” and one by Kitty herself.

Kate was the motivator, declares Anna, born fourteen months earlier on
December 4, 1944. Kate taught herself banjo and blues; Kate set out for New
York with a singing partner who ended up producing Laurie Anderson; Kate
made away with Loudon Wainwrights fickle heart; Kate urged her big sister
to write songs because she needed the material. Without Kate, Anna swears,
she’s retiring. And although I hope she keeps writing, there’s common sense
to this pledge, not because Kate’s somewhat fuller voice and bigger songs ren-
dered her musically dominant, as to some slight extent they did, but because
if Anna had died first, Kate would have been hard-pressed to go on alone
as well.

Their signature trick, after all, was that singular synthesis of timbre and
intonation, nature and nurture, that has raised up the harmony of so many
siblings. But harmonizing families aren't all alike—consanguinity didn’t
help the Osmonds all that much. The McGarrigles were blessed in addi-
tion by their long immersion in the Celtic mysteries of French-Canadian
song and the contrarian intelligence of their eccentric close harmonies. This
intelligence also inflected the physical cast of their voices. Theyre female,
and Anna’s voice especially has a courageous fragility about it, so their male
admirers can’t resist calling them sweet. But to me they always seemed tart,
sharp, wry, nearly prim. They seemed sexier that way, too.

Which brings us, by the back door, to the even bigger reason the sisters
needed each other artistically: to complete their domestic arrangement, which
combined two radically different households and spanned four generations.

1817
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Lanken outlines a childhood in which both grandfathers were music-mad,
one as an impresario-performer and the other as a fan. Musicales at their
childhood home in the modest ski town of Saint-Sauveur featured Stephen
Foster, pre-WWTI chestnuts from a songbook Kate committed to memory,
thirteen senior Francophone siblings with their own specialty numbers, and
not two but three singing McGarrigle sisters—the eldest, Jane, produced
the duo’s fifth album and has joined in occasionally onstage. But then Kate
and Anna’s parents took an apartment in Montreal, and soon the two sisters
had joined a shifting folkie menage. Locally renowned as the Mountain City
Four even though there were sometimes eight of them, this collective went
worldwide on Dancer with Bruised Knees.

The McGarrigles were younger than most of their cohort, and female in
the pre-feminist bohemia of 1962, when women weren’t supposed to know
blues like Kate or even paint in a garret like Anna. Yet long before their fame
they were anything but marginal in their little community, which migrated
from living room to living room, including one in Saint-Sauveur. Most of
this I know from Lanken, who narrates via text and caption until Kate and
Anna start getting serious press in 1976, at which point Songs and Stories
turns into a generous clip file augmented by many more captions (the snap-
shots are exquisite throughout). But left out of this scrapbook is a piece I love
from Ms. magazine. Poetically, it was written by my own sister, Georgia
Christgau, and it examines ideas of family—as do the transcriptions of un-
published interviews with the sisters and their mother that Georgia dug out
of her files when I solicited her recollections.

Interviewed separately, Kate and Anna each applied the word “incestu-
ous” to their crew, and they weren't just being metaphorical; Kate told Geor-
gia that Dane was the only man at a get-together that shed never made love
with—and that love was invariably involved. Anyone who thought “T want
to kiss you till my mouth gets numb” was not imagery one ordinarily associ-
ates with parlor music should understand that this was no ordinary parlor.
I believe Kate about the love part—by then shed known these people fifteen
years, time to love quite a few fellow spirits if youre young enough. In her ac-
count, those affairs were in the past, and far from generating the resentments
and rivalries you might suspect, they instead guaranteed her an extra portion
of the “love and concern” Anna promised in “Kitty Come Home.” Georgia,
who found herself pouring out her own life story the day she hit Montreal,
concluded that “intimacy is all Kate and Anna are really comfortable with”

The McGarrigles were at home in an exceptionally complex domestic
arrangement that melded an extended family of amateur musicians with a



floating collective of semi-professional ones. Either formation had the mak-
ings of a minefield riddled with repression or one-upmanship. But the Mc-
Garrigles’ formations avoided such perils. They allowed you to feel what you
felt and tolerated your mistakes when you were proving what you had to
prove. It was a perfect environment for intimacy, meaning not just candor
but all the improvements on the low-concept “heartfelt” and “natural” that
surface in the appreciations Lanken has assembled: “strangely unsentimen-
tal,” “translucently undramatic,” “unselfconsciously reflective,” “poignant and
playful,” “temperate, forthright and cheerful,” and just “civilizing”

What none of this richly deserved praise suggests—though it’s hardly a
secret: the title song of the album Jane produced, Love Over and Over, makes
a point of it—is that neither Anna with her long, private marriage nor Kate
with her foreshortened, defining one has ever written a love song. I don’t
mean a heartbreak song—Kate ¢ Anna McGarrigle is among other things
a heartbreak album. Nor do I mean a sex song—Kate’s begin with “Kiss and
Say Goodbye,” in which the goodbye has the last word, and culminate with
“Talk About It;” a fifty-year-old’s invitation to bed that promises, “We can talk
about it in the morning / Ifll come / It always does.” There are even mother-
love songs, crowned by Kate’s translucent “Babies If I Didn’t Have You”
Appreciations of their life’s companion, no. Appreciations of their month’s
companion, ditto.

Although some of the McGarrigles’ more benighted admirers consider
this a virtue, I think it’s a failing, one as conducive to cult status as their
acuity and reserve. But given their strange unsentimentality, it’s a forgivable
failing, because as anybody knows, it’s easier to write a credible heartbreak
song than a credible heart song. Anyway, there’s a major exception, one so
unsentimental you can forget it’s there: the aforementioned “Walking Song”
It’s wistful, imagined—Kate’s vision of a Loudon, let’s just say, ready to spend
days hiking and talking, hopefully in Canada but Mexico would do. “Be my
lover or be my friend,” she proposes, or implores. This was an early song, and
the available evidence suggests she never got her wish. So together with her
sister she completed a circle of love that served as a substitute. And together
with her sister she gave it to us. That’s love too. In a way, all the McGarrigles’
songs are love songs.

Barnes & Noble Review, 2011

189

d431SIS HO ‘¥31SIS



190

A GREAT TRADITION

Two Pieces About
the Ramones

1. Ramone

I remember the early releases as hand-written, but on the one in my files only
the gig dates are: “Appearing at Performance Studios 23 East 20th Street, Fri-
day April 11 9 PM. Also C.B.G.B’s 315 Bowery + Bleeker Monday + Tuesday
April 14415 11 PM?” The text is typed and photocopied. Its first paragraph
reads: “The Ramones are not an oldies group, they are not a glitter group,
they don't play boogie music and they don't play the blues. The Ramones
are an original Rock and Roll group of 1975, and their songs are brief, to the
point and every one a potential hit single. Contact Tome Erdelyi, Loudmouth
Productions,” it goes on, with a Forest Hills address and two phone numbers,
a “BR 5-” and a “777” The latter was a Manhattan exchange, the former a
Queens; no 718—it was that long ago. Appended were lyrics to six songs,
starting with “I Don’t Care” and “I Don’t Want to Go Down to the Basement.”

I think it was that Tuesday that my wife and I went to cB’s with Voice critic
Tom Johnson, laconic explicator of Reich and Glass and the “one-note music”
of Rhys Chatham, after Tom had lured us to the Kitchen. The twenty or so
patrons included Danny Fields at the bar in back. Soon the Ramones played
thirteen songs in twenty-four minutes or whatever it was, and among the
converts was Johnson, who had little interest in pop but lots in minimalism.
For me, it was life-changing. These four inept-sounding geeks had figured
out what the Stooges had done wrong—the expressionistic stuff, the long and
the slow and the chaos-for-its-own-sake. Over the next four years I would see
the Ramones more than I've ever seen any band (even the Grateful Dead!).
But having followed the tragic trajectory of the life-changing New York
Dolls, I wasn't optimistic about “potential hit singles” The Ramones were
obviously aesthetes one way or another, and in rock and roll, aesthetes rarely
conquer the world.

Of course, the Ramones never did—as hitmakers. In 1994, two years before
they finally broke up, the 1988 Ramones Mania comp went gold, and maybe



eventually the remastered and bonused-up Ramones or Rocket to Russia will
join it. Because of course, they have now been inducted into the Rock and
Roll Hall of Fame. Because of course, they did conquer the world, if chang-
ing rock and roll utterly counts. And somewhere in between they gained
and/or created a following far closer to the idealized rock and roll audience
theyd imagined than anyone knew existed.

Starting with their names and costumes—yes, costumes: Dee Dee was
bitching about the prescribed look long before he quit in 1989 and refused to
wear leather to the Hall of Fame induction—the Ramones strove to convince
fans they were all alike. Even today it’s like they were all alienated and noth-
ing else mattered. But of course, they were far from alike. Johnny was the son
of a construction worker, Dee Dee an army brat in Germany until his mom
got them out; both probably felt outclassed in a Forest Hills where there
were loads of families like Joey’s, whose divorced parents owned a trucking
company and an art gallery, and who was Jewish, hence higher in the Forest
Hills pecking order. And Tommy’s background is murky. He escaped Hun-
gary with his otherwise unchronicled family in 1956, started a high school
band with Johnny, liked Bunuel, worked in some vague capacity on Jimi
Hendrix’s Band of Gypsys, ran the performance space where the Ramones
took shape, and managed them before stepping in as self-taught drummer.
Most bios give his birthdate as 1952, within a year of the others; some say
1949, which makes more sense, and not just because eighteen is young for
a Hendrix credit. He seemed more mature. He was the businessman, the
promoter, the conceptualizer, the guy who declared them “an original Rock
and Roll group of 1975”

Tendencies crisscrossed. Joey and Dee Dee were the head cases, and also
the songwriters. Dee Dee and Tommy romanticized America from a Eu-
ropean perspective; Tommy and Johnny romanticized fuckups and kept
their shit together. Around 1981, Johnny stole Joey’s girl, a secret bond and
disastrous rift. But although all four were formalists, surly prole Johnny and
stoned wildman Dee Dee were instinctive if not compulsive about it, while
Tommy and Joey maintained some semblance of aesthetic distance from the
rock and roll ideal Johnny and Dee Dee represented—a distance they could
make something of because they knew the ideal from the inside. Musically,
the four groundbreaking neoprimitives split into the same pairs. Dee Dee
amplified the Dolls’ one-note basslines into a barrage that underpinned
Johnny’s from-the-wrist downstrum to create the band’s sound. But the
deepest innovator in this rhythm band with tunes on top was Tommy and
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his brand new beat: “Tommy basically played eighth-notes across, with the
‘one’ on the bass and the ‘two’ on the snare, constant eighth-notes on the
high-hat. Playing fast with eighth-notes constantly—a lot of people try it,
but they get sloppy and can’t keep up” And since, as ten thousand hardcore
bands soon proved, the beat would have gone nowhere without the tunes,
the weirdo who sang them ended up defining the band’s emotional identity
as opposed to its sonic signature.

The trained drummer whose analysis I just quoted is Marky Ramone,
who joined in 1978 after Tommy had had it with touring, left eventually for
a four-year detox, and returned. Tommy geared his acute taste to his limited
technique, playing no fills or rolls and hardly any accents—he was a little
guy with small sticks and a light touch, and his quick forcebeat propels and
permeates Ramones, Ramones Leave Home, and Rocket to Russia. Marky ad-
mired and replicated Tommy’s groove. But hed played metal before hooking
up with Richard Hell and had a show drummer’s chops, and his muscular
sound and well-chosen flourishes helped galvanize the community of brainy
anti-intellectuals, postpunk losers, and assorted hitters brought together by
the Ramones” hard work, word-of-mouth, and faith in what they'd wrought.
He was the link between the punk theyd invented and the good old hard
rock they believed it to be—as well as a sign that they were the road band
God made them rather than the radio band of their pop dreams.

Which leaves Joey where? Where he was to begin with—as one of the
strangest singers ever to mount a stage, only now there are a quarter mil-
lion fans believing it or not. There’s no better way to grasp what a shock the
Ramones’ sound was than to realize that, in the reams of celebration piled
on Ramones, Joey’s vocals went almost entirely unremarked. Granted, it
didn’t help that his singing is indescribable. “Affected” is too mild, “cartoon-
like” redundant. Garbled? Gargled? Strangled? Unhinged Jewish beanpole’s
dream of Mick Jagger? The Small Faces? The Nashville Teens? Had he merely
forgotten his Sudafed? Here were nincompoops by the thousand whining
about how cliched the Ramones’ chords were when emanating from Joey’s
tonsils was a sound unlike any ever heard on earth. If the voice came from
anywhere, it was from rock and roll itself—that was its only frame of refer-
ence. But it was anything but inhuman. In fact, although this wasn’t instantly
clear, its freak vulnerability was living proof that the Ramones loved cretins,
pinheads, lobotomies, and glue sniffers. And its Daffy Duck mannerisms
were why their hippie-baiting patriotism and playful little Nazi references,
while sure to be taken the wrong way and not altogether unrepresentative of
Johnny’s philosophy of life, never actually seemed threatening.



In 1981, I opined that in future centuries 1981’s Pleasant Dreams would
sound pretty much like Ramones Leave Home. In 2002, however, the first
four albums are clearly not just classic but sui generis, which with Marky on
board for Road to Ruin I attribute to a remarkably long-lived initial songburst.
But there were many good albums and important songs after that, and what
holds them together is less Johnny’s sound than Joey’s sensibility, although
his writing declined after he got his heart broke. Spurred by Marky, the son of
a left-leaning longshoreman-turned-lawyer, Joey emerged—the signal was
“The xkK Took My Baby Away,” which preceded “Bonzo Goes to Bitburg” by
four years—as a staunchly unelitist, no-Bs version of the bohemian liberal
his background would suggest. He joined Artists United Against Apartheid.
He supported Rock the Vote. He did a Jerry Brown benefit. He got saner. He
stopped drinking. He became a patron of the rock and roll arts.

And then he died, and everyone was so sad that Lucinda Williams, for
Pete’s sake, sent “2 Kool 2 Be 4-Gotten” out to him from Roseland, and in no
time the Ramones were elected to the Hall of Fame, and only Tommy men-
tioned him at the induction, and Don’t Worry About Me came out. Hed been
recording his solo debut forever with Eighth (or Ninth) Ramone Daniel Rey;
Marky’s on half of it, also a Dictator and a Del-Lord and the keyb honcho
from Loser’s Lounge. Joey can’'t outpower the Ramones-qua-Ramones ge-
staltwise, and Don’t Worry About Me probably isn’t as good as 1992’s Mondo
Bizarro, much less 1984’s Too Tough to Die. But it sure beats most other late
Ramones albums, which it resembles without benefit of Johnny’s downstrum
for the reason just cited—in their postclassic, touring-icons period, which
(I repeat) was far more productive musically than that otherwise accurate
characterization suggests, Joey was the identity marker. Despite the persis-
tence of Johnny’s scowl-and-chop and Dee Dee’s wart hogs and cretin fami-
lies, and despite the hitters they were finally attracting, a certain softness
rose to the surface. It had always been there, but as the songs departed from
their strictures and Joey gargled more emotively, it got bigger, undercutting
what was already a play toughness—call it tuffness, as physically enthralling
as any hard rock without the menace—with shows of feeling that at times
were almost coy and girly.

I give you Dont Worry About Me. It isn't a lot softer than the pop ex-
periments of Pleasant Dreams or the ’60s memories of Acid Eaters, but it’s
less punk and more rock, like the Dictators and the Del-Lords. “Venting
(Its a Different World Today)” continues the tradition of “Bonzo” and
“Censorshit’—less sharply worded, more warmly expressed. “Mr. Punchy”
and “Like a Drug I Never Did Before” assure us that in some essential part
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of himself Joey is as screwed up as ever. The praise songs “Maria Bartiromo”
and “Searching for Something” are direct descendants of “Sheena Is a Punk
Rocker” except that neither the investment guru nor the recovering crack-
head needs the Ramones. And at the end, Joey didn’t either.

There’s no point pretending that any of this good-to-better material
would mean as much if he hadn’t died. But give him credit for having the
chutzpah and formal smarts to play that hand high-low. Like everything
here, the title track, a failed-love plaint framed as a message from the grave,
could have stayed on the record if Joey had beaten lymphoma. A bigger win-
ner is the lovably embarrassing Louis Armstrong corndog “It’s a Wonderful
World,” stiffened by the punkest attack on the record and doubly credible
from a mortally ill man. Similarly, the straightforward music and chin-up
sentiments of “I Got Knocked Down (But I'll Get Up),” precisely the content
his enfeeblement called for, would have remained so if in fact he had gotten
up. But they’re doubly poignant because he didn't.

On Too Tough to Die, which nobody is forever but the Ramones remained
for much longer than anybody gave them, Joey sings a Dee Dee song called
“I'm Not Afraid of Life” The Ramones all earned that boast. Joey’s earning

it at this moment.

Village Voice, 2002

2. Road to Ruin

The most vivid figure in Michael Gramaglia and Jim Fields’s End of the
Century was the least articulate and most archetypal of the Ramones:
Johnny, the right-wing prole whose hard-ass sense of style the others nut-
balled and softened and accelerated and above all imitated. We felt we knew
Joey the singer, Dee Dee the hophead, Tommy the conceptualizer. Whether
beating out his chords or glowering at assholes, taciturn Johnny was far less
distinct. But throughout this thorough, moving, long-awaited documentary
he talks more than Legs McNeil in an accent outlanders will oversimplify as
New York and connoisseurs of Queens English will pin down as Ridgewood
or Middle Village. It’s an accent steeped in working-class repression—the
accent of white men who think being in touch with your feelings is for fags.

In exchanges that had me cackling and wincing at the same time, Johnny
makes clear that he’s no fag—when he finds himself “caring” after Joey dies,



he’s so bewildered that he examines himself for “weakness” Granted, the two
barely spoke once Johnny became the kkk who stole Joey’s baby away—and 195
then made an honest woman of her in a union that’s lasted decades. But ~ ___
for a third of Joey’s foreshortened lifetime they remained Ramones anyway,
through five years of Marky rehab followed by seven of eager CJ replac-
ing the one and only Dee Dee. Johnny and Dee Dee defined the Ramones
where Joey and Tommy interpreted them. But Johnny and Joey kept them
going start to finish. While they were never again as primal or superb as on
the four "7os albums they sped through, they recorded loads of fine music
thereafter—much of which Johnny hated, but gabba gabba hey. No matter
how pissed off he was, he never let up on the downstrum. Exciting and abso-
lutely right though their ’7os sets always were, the film establishes that they
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kept the faith live till the end, lifted by Joey’s goofy dedication and powered
by the chords Johnny thrashed out like they were why he was alive. As
unyielding in his aesthetic principles as he was in everything else, this re-
actionary was an avant-gardist in spite of himself.

“Opposites attract and all that crap,” shrugs Joey, who emerges as some-
what vaguer and more distant than we who loved him from a distance
believed. Maybe this is unfair to a shy compulsive who was mortally ill when
shooting began. But for four guys who pretended they were all the same,
they sure had their differences—and for four guys who got famous acting
stoopid, they sure are intelligent. Although he’s aged badly and will soon
oD, Dee Dee’s down-to-earth off-the-wall partakes of the same charm he
radiates in the many welcome and miraculous archival clips. But Johnny’s
analysis carries the film. Of course they didn’t get along—they were a rock
group. And Johnny understands with surpassing clarity that a rock group is
infinitely bigger than its members—a work of art requiring species of cre-
ativity and endurance geniuses operating alone can barely fathom.

Village Voice, 2004
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Nevermore

Nirvana

The recorded legacy of Nirvana is ungodly small—three studio albums, the
first of which cost $606.17 to make, plus one miscellany and two posthu-
mously released live cps. Given the exploitations that might well have en-
sued after Kurt Cobain killed himself in April of 1994, we should be grateful
that the band’s catalogue hasn’'t been stuffed with one of those four-cp boxes
of redundant concert tapes that now diminish Jimi Hendrix, the Monkees,
and the Doors. This discretion has been good for the band’s image, and for
our fond memories. There the six titles are on the shelf. Each sounds differ-
ent from the others, and each sounds at least as vital today as it did when
Nirvana was a historical force rather than a historical anomaly. Taken as a
unit, Nirvanas albums are living proof of the subtlety and variety of what
conventional musicology still regards as a crude, undeveloped genre.
Although the three members of Nirvana—Cobain, Krist Novoselic, and
Dave Grohl—looked like hippie-manque undesirables, their cultural iden-
tification was punk, and in 1991, fifteen years after the Sex Pistols turned the
British music business upside down, they stormed American pop with it. But
they worked hard and long before that. In a new biography of Cobain, Heavier
Than Heaven, Charles R. Cross dates the band’s first gig to a March 1987
house party in Raymond, Washington, a nowhere logging town thirty min-
utes south of Aberdeen, the nowhere logging town of the then twenty-year-
old Cobain. That’s four-and-a-half years before Nirvana broke through
with their second album, the cunningly produced major-label debut Nev-
ermind. Its also eighty-seven pages into the text, which reaches its mid-
point before Nevermind is released in 1991. While this structure inevitably
shortchanges the achievement of Nirvana itself, it’s a crucial source of the
book’s considerable power. Cross asserts his compulsion to ask “questions
concerning spirituality, the role of madness in artistic genius, the ravages of
drug abuse on a soul”; the drug details are especially wrenching. But what
emerges far more emphatically is the life story of someone who never grew

up, someone whose maturation was half done before he was twenty-one,



someone who extracted art from a perpetual adolescence that was over
much too soon.

Many American kids have it worse than Kurt Cobain, and quite a few
survive just fine. His family was never fully middle-class, never deep poor.
He was well-loved until his parents divorced when he was nine and not so
badly treated after that; his mother was self-involved, his father uncommu-
nicative and somewhat authoritarian, but neither was abusive. When Cobain
was seven, he was briefly diagnosed as hyperactive and underwent a three-
month course of Ritalin he claimed set up his later drug use. He was gifted in
the visual arts, where he was encouraged by a paternal grandmother whose
hobby was carving Norman Rockwell images on the caps of mushrooms
with toothpicks, and in music, where his model was his mother’s guitar-
strumming kid sister.

Unfortunately, he had other family models as well—two paternal great-
uncles and a maternal great-grandfather killed themselves. Cobain boasted
to classmates that he had “suicide genes”; at the very least, something in his
constitution predisposed him to take his misfortunes hard. Once a popular
boy, he was a full-fledged stoner by his freshman year in high school, and he
never graduated. Lazy, petulant, and depressed, he fought with both parents,
living away from home intermittently. When he was seventeen, his mother
kicked him out of the house after she interrupted him in the process of los-
ing his virginity.

Cross underpins his story with assiduous interviewing—the partygoers
at that first Raymond gig, for instance, are good for a riotous short chapter.
He also gained access to Cobain’s drawings, journals, and numerous un-
sent letters. One conclusion of his research is that Cobain didn’t just dream
of becoming a rock star—a hypothesis the schismatics who squabble over
Nirvana’s heritage still argue about—but that he worked at it, too. A gui-
tar teacher recalls that Cobain studied longer and more seriously than he
wanted to admit to an audience hed introduced to punk’s just-do-it ethos,
and among Cobain’s writings are the texts of imaginary interviews, which
include lines that showed up in real ones.

The work Cross put into augmenting the already plentiful evidence of
Cobain’s attraction to stardom served his own prejudices; in addition to ed-
iting the Seattle music paper The Rocket from 1986—well before the local
independent-label culture from which Nirvana was to emerge gained no-
table profile or clout—until it folded in 2000, Cross worked with the widely
circulated Springsteen fanzine Backstreets. Unlike the indie-rock ideologues
Cobain so admired, Cross doesn’t believe rock’s aesthetic value stands in
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inverse proportion to its mass appeal. Neither do I, but his argument might
have been sharpened if hed spent more time with the opposition: people like
Calvin Johnson, the doyen of indie-rock in Olympia, Washington, where Co-
bain moved to live with his first serious girlfriend; Tobi Vail, the riot-grrrl theo-
rist who became Cobain’s second girlfriend; Steve Albini, who produced Never-
mind’s follow-up, the raw, cold, edgy In Utero; and Bruce Pavitt and Jonathan
Poneman, the owners of Nirvanas first label, Seattle-based Sub Pop.

Jump-started by the contagious alienation anthem “Smells Like Teen
Spirit,” Nevermind went on to sell more than ten million copies, transform-
ing Cobain into the first class-crossing rock idol of substance since Bruce
Springsteen discovered barbells. Sloppy, malnourished, lank-haired, a self-
proclaimed “negative creep” with beautiful eyes and a vocal attack that styl-
ized adolescent angst as cannily as Billie Holiday’s stylized the sophisticated
kind, Cobain stands apart from the long line of rocK’s outsider heroes. He
had little of the self-regard of Mick Jagger, Alice Cooper, Johnny Rotten, or
Michael Stipe, and none of their vanity, clothes sense, or theatrical savoir-
faire. Yet neither was he a symbolic Everyman in the manner of Springsteen,
John Fogerty, or Garth Brooks. He seemed like every born loser who ever
failed gym—a geek you could get wasted with, a shy guy whose cuteness
cried out for mothering, an arty weirdo with a common touch. So for two
or three years, until the act of abandonment that was his suicide, he gave a
generation of losers a hero who felt like a loser even in success—as opposed to a
hero whose triumph they could only admire, emulate, envy. And thus he turned
the barely self-sustaining concatenation of tendencies called “indie” into a hot
genre called “alternative”” Finally, some dreamed, ordinary fans would outgrow
their craving for star power. And if not that, maybe idiosyncratic cottage in-
dustrialists like Sonic Youth (who helped hook up Nirvanas major label deal)
and the Meat Puppets (belatedly introduced to the outside world on Nirvana’s
1993 MTV Unplugged) would get the audience base they deserved.

Cobain’s ability to galvanize the young was the economic motor of the
alt-rock bubble. The teen appeal of Sonic Youth (arty New Yorkers who
imbued bizarre tunings and deadpan singing with pop pleasure) and the
Meat Puppets (spaced-out Arizonans whose uncanny tunecraft won them a
major-label deal well before Nirvana broke) was considerably narrower. But
both bands were capable of reaching old punks, even old hippies who didn’t
get all gooey over Crosby, Stills & Nash. And here’s the best part—Nirvana
reached them too. Ten years after Nevermind was released, to merely ac-
knowledge its power as a generational artifact is to stick it on a shelf and
forget about it. It wasn’t just teenagers who loved Nirvana—it was everyone



who cared about rock and roll. The band’s moment is long gone. Its music
isn't. 199
Of course the mystique remains, and of course new teenagers discern
something ineffably simpatico in Cobain’s voice. But music is what has
moved millions of copies of Nevermind since Cobain died, and what Cross
inadvertently shortchanges. Familiar now with Cobain’s extraordinary gift,
we can hear it loud and clear on the 1989 debut album, Bleach, where his gi-
gantic, goofy, bass-playing buddy Krist Novoselic adds drollery to the band’s
chaotic irreverence. But only with the 1990 entrance of the robust, songful,
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head-bustingly hyperactive drummer Dave Grohl did Nirvana turn into a
great band.

The conscious nakedness of Cobain’s singing was key; in the studio, he
pushed and shaped his white-boy burr to extremes rarely sustainable for
more than a few vocals per day. Yet he’s never sung more movingly than
on the mellow, one-take M7V Unplugged, and the sharp cracks and forlorn
howls on the carefully constructed live recording From the Muddy Banks of
the Wishkah broaden our access to a sufferer who regularly veered beyond
the outer reaches of self-control. Moreover, everything else on the records
mitigates the pain of the voice—not just the melodies, which stick in the ears
with a consistency few bands have equalled, but Cobain’s guitar, riff-based no
matter how furiously it tests the riffs’ limits, and the lyrics he pulled together
from years of notebook poetry, which even when morbid or opaque almost
always break into tenderness, wit, illumination. Novoselic provides solidity,
certainty, and comfort, while Grohl revs and flails with an irrepressibility
that repolarizes any negative charge Cobain has left pending. Throughout,
punk minimalism redeems arena excess in a delicately shaded show of sonic
force. Cobain was set on suicide, especially toward the end; as Cross points
out, five of the six cover songs he chose for M7V Unplugged intimate death.
But his music subsumed such impulses as surely as sonata-allegro proce-
dure leads the hero home—subsumed them courageously, explicitly, and
with the unmistakable message that existential struggle was at least as real
for hippies-manques from nowhere as for Woody Allen or Jean-Paul Sartre.

Cobain’s music conquered and he didn’t. The last half of Heavier Than
Heaven is the agonizing story of how he got the fulfillment he wanted and
hated it more than the frustration hed known. Cross dates Cobain’s heroin
addiction (as well as many of the best songs on Nevermind) to his breakup
with Tobi Vail in late 1990, when a character named “heroine” began appear-
ing in his journal. In the next year and a half he achieved fame and fortune
and married the love of his life—Courtney Love, of L.A.-based quasi-riot-grrrl
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Hole, a dream mate for one of the rare rock stars whose predilections were
monogamous. Yet neither consummation would curb his need for chemical
escape.

Some blame his abrasive, attention-grabbing wife for his drug abuse; she
was so despised by some of his fans that early on there were rumors shed
killed him. Although Love clearly cooperated with Cross, he doesn’t seem
to be her stooge. His accounts of the child-rearing arrangements for Frances
Bean, the daughter she had with Cobain, are highly uncomplimentary, and
he notes that she “indiscriminately ingested” every drug her friends brought
round after Cobain’s death. Just because Cross is straightforward about Love’s
many faults, he’s convincing when he argues that Cobain dragged Love, who
no one would call abstemious, into using more dope than she would have
on her own, and that, by the way, she contributed more to his music than
he did to hers. The official version of Cobain’s heroin addiction described it
as off-and-on, spurred by chronic stomach pain. Cross establishes that this
story was a cover-up. Cobain was a big-time junkie for all but a few stray
weeks of his season in the public eye, including almost all his time with the
daughter he loved. He was a frequent near-op before he died, and if the rifle
that killed him had misfired, the hit of heroin hed just injected might well
have done the job instead. By shooting himself, however, he clarified his
intentions. Kurt Cobain was bound for oblivion. How lucky we are that he
made six records before he got there.

New Yorker, 2001

A Long Short Story

The Go-Betweens

Eleven years after they finally attained major-label status with their sixth
and formerly final album, 16 Lovers Lane, the Go-Betweens’ The Friends of
Rachel Worth arrives bearing Robert Vickers’s tiny, arty, economically self-
sufficient Jetset brand. Yet in America, where their cult was always less sub-



stantial than in Europe or their Australian homeland, chances are excellent
the new Jetset release will outsell the old Capitol one, because the band’s U.S.
base has grown steadily since it ceased to exist. All of their 8os albums are
now in print on Beggars Banquet, three for the first time stateside. And with
the songs and sounds out there—stirred by word-of-mouth, Robert Forster
and Grant McLennan’s many solo and occasional collaborative efforts, and
the indelibility of the work itself—more new fans sign on every year than
old ones check out.

Juicing the story of this great postpunk reunion are the even greater post-
grunge DIY-ers Sleater-Kinney, whose cheerleading after a San Francisco
gig was what set Grant and Robert to recording together again. Although
in their subtle way the Go-Betweens were and remain as crucially male-
female as X or Sonic Youth, the two bands weren't an obvious match, not
just because Sleater-Kinney are natural militants while the Go-Betweens
are cultivated noncombatants, but because their respective musics sound it.
So although the album was recorded in Portland with all three S-K mem-
bers aboard, it makes sense that frontwomen Corin Tucker and/or Carrie
Brownstein cameo on only two tracks. The regular is drum dynamo Janet
Weiss, who replaces the legendary Lindy Morrison. Adele Pickvance fills
the bass slot long occupied by label head Vickers. And Weiss’s ex-lifemate
Sam Coomes plays keyboards—just as he does as Weiss’s bandmate in yet
another of her projects, the postdomestic Quasi.

Sonically, the Go-Betweens don’t resemble Quasi—the Coomes-Weiss
duo is much wilder and much whinier. But the two share a modest sense of
scale. Where in the ’8os, the Go-Betweens still aimed to become stars, they’re
cult bands focused on small songs about manageable subjects. Sleater-Kinney
sound as if they want the world and they want it now; the Go-Betweens
sound as if they want breakfast but could probably hold out till lunch. Even
with the serious pop fans who haunt alt shops and specialized Internet sites,
they’re not an automatic sell. I've played them for people who've loved them
right off—musically, before registering more than a few words. But they can
be hard to explain to the convinced ecstatics and habitual malcontents who
constitute so much of their theoretical audience.

There’s no denying that the Go-Betweens are a bookish taste—if you're
bored by the literary, you won’t get em. But rather than lyric poets, as I once
thought, Forster and McLennan are better conceived as short-story writers,
with the concreteness and forward motion of voices and music compensat-
ing for their imagistic technique and low word count. To quote their signature
line—from “As Long as That,” way back on 1984’s Before Hollywood—they’ve
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“got a feeling, sounds like a fact,” and that’s how their songs work. They don't
go in for the old-fashioned tales that folk-identified bards like John Prine
spin so well. But at their most fragmentary, the Go-Betweens are far more
representational than Sonic Youth or even X, Pavement or even Sleater-
Kinney. So to me they seem pretty firmly in the modern short-story tradi-
tion, the one invented by their fellow interloper from down under Katherine
Mansfield as much as anyone—and attenuated to near intangibility in the
New Yorker and elsewhere by writers convinced, unlike Mansfield then or
the Go-Betweens now, that the quality of one’s narrative art is in no way
diminished by the narrowness of the milieu where it is situated.

Here it might be objected that the Go-Betweens never spread their net
very wide. But at least their characters don't know the Metro-North schedule
by heart. Coming from Brisbane has been terrific for their frame of refer-
ence, as has touring on the cheap and living all over the world among artis-
tic types respected enough to keep their heads up. And a decisive plus has
been their self-image as pop professionals, required by definition to deal in
love songs. Not even McLennan, much the more relationship-centered of
the two, shies away from other subjects—the band’s first stone classic, his
“Cattle and Cane,” nails with typical tenderness another pop staple, a young
man’s nostalgia for his lost youth. But romance has been good to both of
them in any case, and vice versa. Litterateurs rarely do love as much, and
popsters rarely do it as well.

The Go-Betweens romantic complaints abjure bile, raw self-pity, and the
kind of wimp vulnerability gumsuckers with guitars have manipulated to
their own ends since Cat Stevens was an infidel. They’re analytic, they’re
bemused, they’re amusing, they’re emotional within bounds, they’re as kind
as they should be or a little kinder, they’re sharp-tongued when its called
for, and often enough they’re, well, loving—all of which is rendered more
approachable by the flat thoughtfulness of their voices and tunes and more
complex by the well-worked intricacy of their arrangements and song struc-
tures. Beneath the surface, at a level far from unreadable but appropriately
personal, this music isn't so much about love as it is a model of love’s pre-
conditions. It has no equal in pop, and also no equal of any note in the con-
temporary short story, where convention commonly confuses darkness of
worldview with depth of purpose.

None of this is likely to attract ecstatics or malcontents, I know, but per-
haps it clarifies what's at stake for the band’s fans, whose devotion mysti-
fies outsiders. If you can't find Capitol’s career-defining 1978-1990 and its



glorious non-Lp add-ons, let me simply point out that they’ve never made
a bad album and recommend the consensus oeuvre-topper Tallulah, fol-
lowed closely by the consensus runner-up It Depends. The Friends of Ra-
chel Worth definitely crowds into this second echelon. But as is only to be
expected after eleven years, it doesn’t quite mesh the way the Go-Betweens’
true band records did. Lacking that sense of fills and figures stumbled upon
over long performance histories and instantly integrated into the act not
because they were brilliant, which these nonvirtuosos rarely were, but because
they felt right, it seems somewhat one-dimensional musically; especially
on McLennan’s songs, there’s the same singer-with-backup expediency that
straitened his solo cbs, two of which surpassed any of Forster’s on sheer tune
power anyway. And near as one can tell, neither Pickvance nor—surprisingly,
since she’s such a powerhouse—Weiss provides the kind of subliminal cross-
gender input with which steadfast drummer Lindy Morrison and, on the
last two albums, mercurial cellist-and-such Amanda Brown always riled the
band.

One can't be sure in part because, for some timespan or other, Morri-
son and Brown’s inputs were romantic as well as musical, which ultimately
contributed as much to the group’s breakup as the marketplace’s unfeeling
demolition of their star fantasies. A decade on, apparently, neither couple is
talking. So although what’s happened in between is murky, one is tempted
to wonder whether Pickvance (or the female drummer from across the sea
who'll replace Weiss on tour) is Grant’s girlfriend. Certainly the new lyrics
suggest that the two old partners’ life-paths have diverged. Robert is reli-
ably reported to be happily married in Germany, a union presumably joined
after the two years of seclusion sketched drolly in “German Farmhouse,”
one of four Forster songs here that aren’t about love. These are the catchiest
and most fetching tracks on the album, taking up surfing dreams, a fond
and funny envoi to Patti Smith, and a life-swapping fable that when you
think about it may be a love song after all. Comparatively, McLennan’s five
songs seem unevolved, conjuring the image of a single inamorata—willful,
entrancing, a mystery lady brewing love and loss.

This femme fatale cum idée fixe may merely be an artistic creation, of
course, or a conflation of my imagination; to some extent she no doubt is.
But as an old fan, I catch myself thinking, He’s forty-two now—why doesn't
he find himself a nice librarian? I remember too how surging McLennan
melodies like “Right Here” and “Streets of Our Town” would launch whole
Go-Betweens albums into a dimension The Friends of Rachel Worth never
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approaches. And then, to refresh my memory, I play McLennan’s finest solo
album, 1995’s Horsebreaker Star. I note and very much enjoy how smartly the
hooks circle by on their appointed rounds, far more accomplished in their
pop professionalism than the songs on Rachel Worth. I wonder how many of
these clear-cut little gems sprang from his own life, how many from friends
or snatches of conversation or his considerable craft. And then my changer
takes me to “Magic in Here,” the McLennan title that leads the new album.
The arrangement is a touch expedient, as I said. But that’s relative to old
Go-Betweens. Relative to Horsebreaker Star, it’s quirky and homemade and
riddled with pitfalls. “Lovers lie around on tangled knots,” McLennan sings,
describing a dock, and his life, and, of course, this music. It’s a Go-Betweens
album. It’s like nothing else. Except, perhaps, love.

Village Voice, 2000

Generation Gaps

The Spice Girls

I went to see the Spice Girls for the drugs, and I did not score. Since concen-
trated doses of first-crop estrogen will turn any household into a tilt-a-whirl,
it figured that in ambient collective form this uncontrolled substance would
make Madison Square Garden levitate. How could I miss an event that
seemed sure to attract ten thousand twelve-year-old females to the Basket-
ball Court of Broken Dreams?

But as it turned out, my thirteen-year-old date, who rates the Spice Girls
seven on a scale where the Backstreet Boys represent nine-point-five, was
one of the rare attendees targeted by the zit-strip, leg-razor, and lip-wetter
ads that filled the preshow video screens. The modal age may have been
ten, but there were more fans under than over. The standard configuration
was a mother shepherding several little girls, and minors unaccompanied by
adults were just about nonexistent.



What we have here, in greatly accelerated form, is the Michael Jackson
Slide: the tendency of all pop phenomena to lose teen cachet as younger
kids catch on. Which is yet another reason it’s so shallow for the rock hipoisie
to pump the Spice Girls as pure pop. I mean, do Tv aesthetes call Barney
the new Pee-wee Herman? I'm not claiming they’re awful. “Wannabe” is a
classic, there’s a winning sweetness to the necking guideline “Stop” (“I need
somebody with the human touch”), and such prefab butt-twitchers as “Spice
Up Your Life” and the concert-opening “If You Can’'t Dance” are crafty enough
for anyone but alternadrones and sixteen-year-old boys. But Michael Jack-
son the Spice Girls are not.

At least not as musicians, dancers, or writers. Icons, maybe. But the Slide
isn’t helping—I bet Ginger quit because she wanted no part of a kiddie ghetto
that teen advisories like “Stop” address as inaccurately as a tampon com-
mercial. The concert was fun. The very integrated six-man (you expected
six-girl?) band whomped, the very integrated Spice Boys dance troupe leapt,
and Girls/Boys race-mixing was hearteningly thorough, as was inevitable
with the Boys split three black, two white, one Asian. Baby covered “Baby
Love” with her nice warm burr; Scary and Sporty covered “Sisters Are Doin’
It for Themselves” with their nice tough rock. And “Naked” was performed
naked, Girls straddling turned-around chairs whose triangular backs hid
bathing-suit parts.

But for this audience, the Spice Girls weren’t models of female adolescent
autonomy. They were teen dreams for children whose mothers were looking
over their shoulders. Which may be why they closed by topping “Wannabe”
and “Spice Up Your Life” with, what a stroke, “Mama,” as snapshots and home
movies of the Girls as girls looped behind them. I would have found it even
more moving if I was my date’s mama. After that stroke, the encored “Viva
Forever” and “Never Give Up on the Good Times” were letdowns. But the
true show-closer, “We Are Family,” wasn't. All over the arena, sisters little and
big were singing it for themselves.

Spin, 1998
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Ooh, That Sound

The Backstreet Boys

There is a sound that looms large in rock mythology from Elvis and Bea-
tles documentaries, yet is seldom heard live. It’s the sound of thousands of
barely pubescent females screaming for their heroes, their white knights,
their dreamboats. The finest thing one can say about the Backstreet Boys is
that—unlike their forerunners, the New Kids on the Block—they are worthy
of this ecstatic, not-quite-knowing, supernally high sound.

The Backstreet Boys are five ambitious Tampa lads who after four years of
hard work are world-famous. Now eighteen to twenty-six, they can actually
sing and dance even if they ain’t Boyz II Men, and their quadruple-platinum
U.S. debut is lit up by at least two pop classics: “Quit Playin’ Games (With
My Heart),” the most lissome of their many vulnerable ballads, and the upt-
empo summer smash “Everybody (Backstreet’s Back).” At Radio City Music
Hall July 17, the former was deployed to prove that they can too play their
own instruments, albeit less smoothly than their predictably expert and in-
tegrated band. Brian, the guilefully sincere one with the heart condition and
the good voice, manned percussion and sang lead.

Unlike Boyz II Men, the Backstreets rarely flaunt their crotches, rel-
egating occasional bump-and-grind gestures to punky-rappy rebels AJ and
Howie B. Wimpy, sure, but also age-appropriate for a pre-explicit core audi-
ence. That’s one reason the climax is so exciting. It’s encore time, “Every-
body”’s rockin, and the girls know what’s coming. Dreamboat Nick, eigh-
teen and blondly handsome, will ask his world, “Am I sexual?” Close your

eyes and love it—there’s that sound again. Yes, yes, five thousand times yes.

Rolling Stone, July 1998



Tear the Sky Off
the Mother

‘N Sync

At Philadelphia’s Spectrum last July, ’N Sync’s No Strings Attached Tour
felt like the end of teenpop utopia: cameras confiscated, hand-painted signs
seized at the door (“the boys will see them backstage”), and no pretense
that music mattered in a show that was all skits and costume changes. But
two subsequent televised stadium cameos by the group—soul-perfect World
Series “Star-Spangled Banner,” sure-footed Super Bowl “Walk This Way”—
aroused one’s hopes. And at Giants Stadium in New Jersey June 3, a crucial
problem with the earlier indoor show was clear even before the boys had
danced down the two-hundred-foot runway from midfield staging area to
stage proper: nowhere with a roof can hold what "N Sync has become.

The Pop Odyssey Tour’s many nonmusical accoutrements improve dras-
tically on last year’s—hurray for the toy show, the art-directed plays on the
word “pop,” the b&w flick with a not-yet-discernibly-cynical Justin doing a
respectable Chaplin, and, especially, the regular returns to the staging area,
giving fans in the stands something closer to the access they craved. But
access is a chimera in all megavenues, and said fans—among whom, par-
ents and kiddies aside, teenaged girls outnumbered teenaged boys by at least
fifty-to-one—already had something no one gets in an arena: sky’s-the-limit
grandeur and the relaxed if illusory freedom of the open air.

Of course there was music too, and even the unfamiliar songs from the up-
coming Celebrity album sounded fine, although one wishes “Celebrity” itself
wasn't a dig at gold-digging. Fact is, combining a half-black band that knows
its funk with guys who can negotiate our national anthem, the entire "N Sync
oeuvre is beginning to sound classic like Coke—even “No Strings Attached”;
even, Lord, “God Must Have Spent a Little More Time on You.” Bland, sure—
let’s not be silly. But also inevitable, historic, somehow wonderful.

Rolling Stone, 2001

207

ONAS N. *¥3IHLOW FHL 440 AMS IHL ¥V3IL



208

A GREAT TRADITION

The World Is
His Boudoir

Prince

So the superlover leads you into his storied boudoir, details the delights about
to unfold, and then commands you to play with yourself while he answers his
e-mail. Two hours later he returns. You're pissed, frustrated, chafed. Do you
give him a piece of your mind and split? Or lie back and enjoy it?

If the superlover is the Artist Who Once Wrote “1999” and you paid
seventy-five dollars to see him celebrate Good Friday at Irving Plaza with
funk legends Larry Graham (Sly, Graham Central Station) and Chaka Khan
(Rufus, her fine fat self), you shrug and get down. Starting an announced
one a.m. show at ten of three, the Artist instantly gave up the requisite funk,
although most of the songs readily identifiable by name originated with Sly
and Rufus. A fit fifty-one, Graham sang strong and tore it up on bass. Khan
played keyboards and sang harmony, then wailed and scatted through a
three-song, half-hour lead stint. Both, we learned, have albums due on the
Artist’s NpG label. Fancy that.

The Artist saved himself for an encore that lasted as long as the set. A
multipartite, unidentified jam that seemed to be called “Mad Sex” (not “Bad
Sex,” surely) preceded a third Sly tune, “I Want to Take You Higher;” which
climaxed with disoriented extra-special guest George Benson scaring up
a chicken-scratch solo that was neither fish nor fowl. Then Doug E. Fresh
shouted “Who rocks the hardest? / The Artist rocks the hardest” over vamps
appropriated from P-Funk, Chuck Brown, Fresh’s own “The Show;” and the
Artist himself. It was five a.m., yet barely a soul left the building before the

last whomp was through. I know, because I was near the door, checking.

Rolling Stone, 1998



Two Pieces About
Aretha Franklin

1. Queen of Pop

Between March 1967, and July 1968, Aretha Franklin began her long stay
at Atlantic Records with four classic soul albums: I Never Loved a Man the
Way I Love You, Aretha Arrives, Lady Soul, and Aretha Now. This burst of
glory is hardly unparalleled. Beatles-Dylan-Stones erupted just as prolifi-
cally, as would Al Green and P-Funk in the *7os. Only with Aretha, however,
has the eruption been declared an aesthetic standard by self-appointed soul
connoisseurs, most of them white. Even today she’s sometimes accused of
abandoning her gritty muse when she strays from the path charted by Jerry
Wexler’s taste in rhythmic stomp and catchy songs.

Yet although it was unquestionably those Atlantic Lps that turned Aretha
into the queen of all she surveyed, there was nothing ineluctable about her
meld with the white Muscle Shoals session players who defined her deep-
South phase. If this middle-class Detroit matron had a natural music, a con-
ceit her omnivorous career eats for breakfast, it was the gospel she grew up
singing in her famous father’s church and first recorded for Chess at fourteen.
Hosannas to Wexler for bringing her to Muscle Shoals—and then bringing
Muscle Shoals to New York, where “Respect,” “Think,” “A Natural Woman,”
and the rest were actually cut. But by the early "7os he was overseeing the
intimately lowdown Spirit in the Dark and the airily ambitious Young, Gifted
and Black, two rather different records that rank with any Aretha beyond the
titanic Never Loved a Man itself. And soon, despite the renown of the gos-
pel and live albums that are beyond the scope of this discussion, he wisely
concluded that his greatest artist needed “fresh production input’—which
Atlantic proved unable to provide.

So in 1980, Aretha chose a new corporate mentor: Arista’s Clive Davis.
While cultivating the artist-friendly aura that has enabled him to woo and
faithfully support such prestige properties as Aretha Franklin, Patti Smith,
and the Grateful Dead, Davis has also been the crassest of hit men, regu-

larly torpedoing music that hasn't achieved perfect knowledge of the lowest
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common denominator, and Aretha’s eight ’8os albums for Arista aren't
above the hokey, the shallow, or the lame. But with the possible exception
of the Curtis Mayfield-overseen Sparkle, all of them are more felt and fo-
cused than her non-Wexler Atlantics. In addition to two meticulous singer’s
records produced by Luther Vandross, there’s Love All the Hurt Away, just
about the only time old Atlantic concertmeister Arif Mardin ever got Aretha
right, and Who’s Zoomin’ Who?, just about the only time young fusioneer
Narada Michael Walden ever got anything right. As a result, Greatest Hits
1980-1994—which due to Arista’s artist-hostile deletion policy is now the only
place one can purchase most of this music—smokes the fourth disc of Rhinos
Queen of Soul: The Atlantic Recordings. After Young, Gifted and Black, even
her bravest ’yos pop—Mardin’s elaborate orchestrations, the overblown
1973 mismatch with Quincy Jones—was a polite compromise with evolving
fashions no one involved understood. On Arista, her style is “urban con-
temporary; no apologies. She’s going for the gold, and it suits her.

In the ’9os, however, Aretha disappeared as a recording artist. The rec-
ords had been headed downbhill since the great one-dimensional whoop of
1985’s Who's Zoomin’® Who?; 1991’s What You See Is What You Sweat could
have sent her into seclusion on the ineptness of its title alone. Aretha’s ab-
sence since then—which effectively turned her into a historical figure—is
reason to mistrust the eager hype surrounding her new A Rose Is Still a Rose.
So please believe me when I urge you not to be so damn popwise. Big chill-
skis may find the new record airless or cyborgian or whatever stupid stuft
middle-aged people say about drum synthesizers, but for the open-eared it
should stand as permanent proof of the vitality and adaptability of Aretha
Franklin’s amazing grace.

Aretha’s no greater than James Brown or Ray Charles, but she’s crucially
different. Alone among such peers, not to mention mere contemporaries
like Deep South shouter Wilson Pickett or r&b-schooled lounge pros Patti
LaBelle and Gladys Knight, the Queen of Soul is totally at home with up-to-the-
minute black pop. That’s true whether the producer is Jermaine Dupri, Dal-
las Austin, Lauryn Hill, Pufty Combs, Daryl Simmons, Michael J. Powell, the
unsinkable Narada Michael Walden, or Aretha herself, each credited with at
least one of the eleven new songs, or Walden, Vandross, Mardin, and all the
others who got a crack at her in the "80s. So in the end, the achievement of A
Rose Is Still a Rose is as much cultural as personal. Of course she comes in
and takes over this new-jack r&b, which builds off hip-hop the way her funk
lite did off disco. She always does when she’s on. But she also sits back and
takes strength from it.



Remarkably, A Rose Is Still a Rose does its excellent work without Baby-
face, an obvious match whose notable Aretha tracks on 1980-1994 and Wait- 211
ing to Exhale wouldn't be fiftieth percentile here. The procession of standouts
includes Simmons’s “In the Morning,” disintegrating over and over into
a mournful “I don’t wanna be the other woman”; Aretha’s virtuosic “The
Woman,” inarticulate in its wronged pain until she moans and scats the coda
into a show of the pride she brushed by in the second verse; the uncountable
rhythm tracks of Combs’s apparently simple (and apparently unsampled)
“Never Leave You Again”; Austin’s long-suffering yet somehow jaunty “T'll
Dip,” on which Aretha sings barely a scrap of the written melody, impro-
vising the verse and embellishing a chorus hook stated by a multitracked
Debra Killings; and Hill’s equally impressive title cut, whose unaffected big-
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sisterhood underpins Aretha’s most credible feminist outreach ever. None of
these songs aspires to the declarative tunes and pungent phrases of the soul
era. Like so much recent r&b, they’re atmospheric, with minimal lyrics and
hooks that catch only after repeated exposure, and the range of studio help
would seem extreme even in hip-hop, where the too-many-cooks strategy
first developed for divas like Tina Turner and Aretha herself has become
de rigueur. Yet rather than wandering or pogo-sticking, the record plays
seamlessly—she varies producers the way Wexler did songwriters when he
was running the show.

Although the success of this approach does definitely owe the cohesive
sensibility of the new r&b, which can be cautiously samey, earning its own
accusations of soul betrayed, it has its upside in dedicated craft and sweet
emotion—from Babyface and Boyz II Men to the pop-hop of Pufty and the
Fugees, a woman-fed insistence that music isn’t just phony street hustles and
black cNN. But at its heart, of course, is Aretha Franklin's voice—not just the
instrument, which is losing its high end the way aging voices usually do, but
what she does with it. It doesn’t need saying that this voice is at the core of
Aretha’s virtually universal appeal—does even Rex Reed, who once called
her “probably the worst ballad singer I've ever heard,” deny her now? Its
power is so ineffable, however, that no one has ever satisfactorily described
it in words. One reason the sentimental myths that identify her solely with
soul grit, gospel exaltation, and the big beat hold such sway is that they at
least make surface sense.

I'm not about to penetrate this mystery here. But I am going to note the
obvious—that however misguided other artists’ upward gentility may be,
Aretha does it right. For three decades now nothing has been beyond her
reach. Of course she fumbles sometimes—too often. But existentially, she’s
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in command. In fact, as she proved with her Grammy opera stint, there’s
nothing she does right that she doesn’t also do her way. When she’s on, what
defines her magic is that she’s in the music but not of it. All her great per-
formances, even “Who’s Zoomin’ Who?” and “Freeway of Love,” are infused
with suffering, and from “Ain’t No Way” to “In the Morning,” all her suffer-
ing is infused with joy. While Jerry Wexler provided the means, it was her
father’s colleague Martin Luther King who showed her the way. Great God-
amighty, she’s free at last. And no sentient human can resist that freedom.

Village Voice, 1998

2. Familiar and Fabulous

In 1998, A Rose Is Still a Rose proved what it set out to prove: that alone
among her soul peers, Aretha Franklin could skin, fry, and suck the marrow
from contemporary r&b. Her more homogeneous new multi-produced So
Damn Happy also proves what it sets out to prove: that Aretha Franklin’s
voice subsumes petty stylistic details, especially in a moment when so much
r&b goes for the lush timbres and hook-defying swoops and melismas that
dominate her mature style. But on the Radio City stop of her supposed fare-
well tour, she proved something bigger. R&b—kid stuff. Queen of soul—
what else you got? Aretha Franklin was as large as any pop singer you can
name. Larger.

This is not a stupid joke about her weight, although her recent willingness
to be fat in public says all we need know about why she’s so damn happy. It’s a
statement of fact about her presence. Neil Young? Bob Dylan? In-the-house
Bette Midler? Titans and vital artists all. But they don't fill a room like Aretha
Franklin. When she grumped about how Streisand would have “a chalice of
water” onstage and she couldn’t even find a handkerchief, some descried
temperament, but she was merely marking her territory. Maybe Streisand, or
in olden days Sinatra or Umm Kulthum, can claim comparable impact. Me, T'll
wait till John Lennon comes back from the dead. That might be a contest.

Audacity, not spectacle, was key. Anybody with the cash can hire a thirty-
two-piece orchestra including two tambourine players, a bank of local cellists
and violinists, and a Hammond organ. But the unlikelihood that an aggrega-
tion so grand would decline the emoluments of a synthesizer was exceeded
only by the unlikelihood of her opener—not some Atlantic classic or signature
piece from her two-decades-plus Arista run, but “Won't Be Long,” a negligible



r&b-styled number that rocketed to not quite seventy-five on the pop chart
in 1961 as her debut single for Columbia, where her girl-woman explorations
had so much more grace than we used to think. What was more unlikely still
was that it sounded both familiar and fabulous.

What a commanding, magnanimous show. Not just “Try a Little Tender-
ness” and the impressionistic Johnny Mercer-Hoagy Carmichael flight she
never got to do on Sullivan but also the unnecessary young dance troupe
booty-popping to “Hot in Herre,” which you knew she fell in love with on the
radio while cooking up some chicken (when the song resurfaced unexpect-
edly from the pa later, bet money she had steps ready). The gospel show-
piece featuring a young rev from her father’s church with stronger, less ep-
ochal pipes. The way she went out on a vamp-till-done from the faux classic
“Freeway of Love,” during which she introduced Ahmet Ertegun, her gown-
maker, several publicists, and others too numerous to mention. The way she
took her wig oftf when she wanted to let her hair down. Not just “Respect”
and “Think” and “Chain of Fools” but also the single and then the title track
from So Damn Happy, which sounded, exactly, both familiar and fabulous.

And of course her voice, always her voice, all over the glorious concert,
all over the sturdy album. Deeper, yet undiminished. The world still awaits
musicological analysis of its miracles, so metaphors will have to do. Choco-
late mousse cut with liqueur—here Drambuie, there Grand Marnier, when
it kicks Créeme de Cacao. No, my wife says, something simpler—chess pie,
as they call pecan pie without the pecans, or your mother’s cooking, cause
you know therell always be more. Sexflesh, I think to myself, Jimi Hendrix’s
earhole or Sheena Easton’s sugar walls. Metaphorically, I mean it—no aph-
rodisia implied. The reality Franklin accesses is spiritual, philosophical,
metaphysical—the essence of pleasure in all its incomprehensible imme-
diacy. There’s pain in there, can't live without it. But that’s for completeness’s
sake. Like a rose, which when it pricks is still a rose. And so damn happy
about it.

Village Voice, 2003
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Two Pieces About
Bob Dylan

1. Dylan Back: World Goes On

Last year Spy did an amusing item graphing “Dylan is back” claims, often
in precisely those terms, all the way to 1968. The same fiddle-faddle greeted
not only 1970’ winsome New Morning and 1975’s well-remembered Blood
on the Tracks and 1989’s widely heralded Oh Mercy, but many tours and just
about every other album the man put some effort into. So naturally the news
that Under the Red Sky would feature such sidemen as Al Kooper and Stevie
Ray Vaughan got the treatment as well—until the rumormongers heard the
actual record, which met with the mixed-to-contemptuous response I keep
at the ready for all new Dylan projects. Only this time a dis won't cut it for
me. To my astonishment, I think Under the Red Sky is Dylan’s best album
in fifteen years, a record that may even signal a ridiculously belated if not
totally meaningless return to form. Oh Lordy—Dylan is back.

Can't be, of course—there’s nowhere for him to come back to. Although
he’s not as far gone as John Lennon, his moment is, and that’s the fantasy be-
neath the fiddle-faddle—the rock star as cultural hero, the weathervane to tell
“us” which way the wind blows, the messenger who can change the world.
Dylan’s iconic clout has proven more durable than I would have guessed:
watching a house full of scruffy professionals cheer the October 15 opening
of his five-night stand at the Beacon, I was reminded of none other than
the universal icon, Elvis Presley himself. But that cuts both ways. Like Elvis,
Dylan is faced with the insuperable problem of living up to the memory of
a time when, for reasons of history mistakenly attributed to mere genius,
he embodied the dreams of a “generation” Always preternaturally media-
hip, he’s ridden this dilemma with more creative grace than Elvis, keeping
at it for close to three decades now where Elvis barely lasted two. But for
fifteen years he’s been a bad joke more often than not—Renaldo and Clara,
the religious conversions, the crank politics, horrendous product like Street-
Legal and Down in the Groove.



Live, he’s stuck to the same strategy ever since the 1974 rebirth commemo-
rated on Before the Flood, performing a motley assortment of classics and not-
classics with lyrics intact and music damaged, and ever since 1975’s ramshackle
Rolling Thunder Revue the reinterpretations have been miss-or-hit. I say this
as someone who stopped going to his concerts after Street-Legal, three live
albums ago now, and never gave it a thought. For five minutes at the Beacon—
the fanfare cum antiwar dig of a three-guitar “Marine’s Hymn” intro leading
into a hard, tight “Rainy Day Women”—I wondered if maybe I'd been missing
something, but I got over it after the second song, when I turned to one of
the three Rolling Stone critics nearby and shouted, “What was that?” ““Mas-
ters of War;” he grinned. Darn it, I'd almost guessed—the refrain had the right
cadence. Unfortunately, the arrangement had steamrollered the not-so-intact
lyrics as well as the melody, and for anyone who doesn't have a hundred best-
loved Dylan songs on instant recall, it was unrecognizable. No wonder the
West Pointers hed regaled with it the night before had just sat there.

And so it went. A band featuring Saturday Night Live’s G. E. Smith and
anchored by veteran East Coast session drummer Christopher Parker played
hippie songs at postpunk tempos, often yoking them to immemorial rock-
r&b readymades. “Shelter from the Storm” mounted “Bristol Stomp,” “Watching
the River Flow” was tailed as usual by “Dust My Broom,” and neither ben-
efited from the comparison. After an acoustic set that topped an overwrought
“Don’t Think Twice” with its loud-mouthed big brother “It Ain’t Me Babe”—
both of them still women songs, not audience songs—the lyrics got clearer.
But the big cheers came after the titles, when everybody figured out what they
were hearing. Although a raving postmodernist might crow about decon-
structive revitalization or some such, its my middlebrow conclusion that
Dylan’s anti-iconic compulsion to throw melodies out the window creates a
musically meaningless ritual—that far from teaching his loyal over-thirtys a
lesson about change, it panders to a nostalgia of brute physical proximity, no bet-
ter in the end than choked-up reminiscence or middle-aged longing. Dylan
has written a shitload of great songs, and he'll never ruin them all. Good. I'm
more impressed with the Stones’ hyperprofessionalism anyway.

Live, that is—for both acts, the studio is now a separate realm. No longer will
some sparely postfolk John Wesley Harding parry a baroque Sgt. Pepper for
a subculture that has never seen its hero make a foolish move. Their rec-
ords are prestige product, not cultural bellwethers, and while the Stones pro-
mote theirs, Dylan treats his recording career with the same fine disregard
as the rest of his music. At the Beacon, the only teaser from his new album
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was the title tune, which was a highlight, and not merely because—like the
other ’80s selections, almost every one (even Down in the Groove’s “Silvio”)
a pleasant surprise—it still had the tune it was born with. It was a highlight
because out of nowhere Dylan has started making good records again. I re-
main suspicious of the hushed emotion, weary wisdom, and new-age “ma-
turity” of 1989’s Daniel Lanois-produced Oh Mercy. But it gives up a lot of
beautiful songs, and there’s no point denying the commitment signified by
its intensity of craft. And then there are the Traveling Wilburys, a superstar
joke almost as liberating as it wanted to be, whose first album had Dylan’s
spontaneous wit and is-it-rolling-Bob? serendipity all over it. On the brand
new Vol. 3, they sound more like a band; Jeft Lynne and George Harrison
make contributions every bit as welcome and unlikely as “Inside Out,” a ca-
sual jeremiad about things turning yellow that bears Dylan’s oddball mark.
That’s three memorable albums since late ’88. And I contend that the Was
Bros.—produced Under the Red Sky is the best.

History being history, I don’t expect or even hope to convince my “genera-
tion” of this, much less the world. In fact, I wouldn’t swear Dylan agrees with
me—supposedly, he hates The Basement Tapes, so what does he know? As
has been charged, Under the Red Sky’s lyrics do seem somewhat more ob-
scure and sloppy than Oh Mercy’s. But Dylan has been obscure-and-sloppy
since whenever—the anomaly is Oh Mercy’s “focused” writing, to quote Stone
quoting Lanois, who you can bet identifies with the bitterly ironic “Political
World” and the fatally unironic “Disease of Conceit” (and understands “Man
in the Long Black Coat” better than ordinary mortals). Under the Red Sky,
on the other hand, aims frankly for the evocative. It's fabulistic, biblical—
kind of like John Wesley Harding.

But in these postpunk times, one rarely loves a record on literary grounds.
Let Dylan protect the words and fuck with the music—Don Was has his
own program, and where with Bonnie Raitt and the B-52’s his command
of the megapop groove forced a respectful homogenization, with Dylan it
produces an apotheosis. Though Dylan has known great rhythm sections,
his seminal rock records were cut with Nashville cats on drums—Kenny
Buttrey when he was lucky, nonentities when he wasn’t. But setting the pace
on Under the Red Sky is ]. C. Mellencamp’s secret weapon, Kenny Aronoff.
Musically, this ain't John Wesley Harding, it's Highway 61 Revisited revisited,
more on the power of its rock-r&b readymades than of Kooper’s lonely “Like
a Rolling Stone” rip. But the tempos are postpunk like it oughta be, with
Aronoft’s sprints and shuffles grooving ahead like *60s folk-rock never did.
Gives the fables more oomph.



They’re strengthened by the workout, and since I'm a realist as well as
an oomph man, I also treasure their moments of overpowering literalness. 217
When Dylan barks, “They said it was the land of milk and honey / Now
they say it’s the land of money / Who’d ever thought they could make that
stick?,” I credit his outrage without forgetting his royalty statements. When
he moans, “Takes too much skill / Takes too much will;” I believe he’s gritted
his teeth through the bad patches of a long-term sexual relationship even
while suspecting that for him the long term is still measured in months.
And when he thanks his honey for that cup of tea, I melt. But in the end
I value Under the Red Sky most for what it is—an album where narrative
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metaphor is an adaptive mechanism, allowing Dylan to inhabit a “mature”
pessimism he’s figured out isn’t the meaning of life.

When he’s on top of his dilemma, Dylan insists that he’s no prophet, so
the unjudgmental equanimity of this record is a boon. It doesn't scold or
complain—its sole foray into megapolitical cliche, “Tv Talkin’ Time,” is put
in the mouth of some other crank, a Hyde Park haranguer (and has been
praised by reviewers for its outspoken criticism of modern media). Yet the
lyrics are bleak even though they’re also, as he phrased it in usa Today, “in-
tentionally broad and short, so you can draw all kinds of conclusions.” Dylan
seems depressed above all about eco-collapse—about the disappearance of
the landscape he grew up with. In “10,000 Men,” it's a war out there; in “2 X 2,”
men and women march blindly into a stolen tomorrow; in “Cat’s in the Well,”
“the world’s being slaughtered” and “may the Lord have mercy on us all” The
love songs are pained and gnomic—the gorgeous “Born in Time” wouldn't
parse even if hed relieved it of the sloppy-to-obscure “You married young just
like your ma?” The title track is a cyberpunk folk song in which getting baked
in a pie surrenders its accrued nursery-rhyme innocence to the grisly realism
it began with. Even “Wiggle Wiggle,” Dylan’s way of encouraging whoever’s
listening to show some life, winds up with the wiggler vomiting fire.

Through it all, though, the sweetness of Dylan’s tone does him proud.
Apocalyptic though that blood red sky may also be, he’s crafted an affection-
ate elegy for a human race forced to live in a diminished world. Likely it’s
not a return to anything—Dylan is most representative of his “generation”
in his compulsion to move on. But for a man who long ago announced that
he couldn’t change the world, it’s an honorable place to stop off for a while.

Village Voice 1990
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2. Secrets of the Sphinx

In the spring of 1997, shortly before he almost died, Bob Dylan recorded
Time Out of Mind, which upon its September release became his most widely
hailed album since 1975’s Blood on the Tracks. Later that fall—before it was
too late, you might say—he was presented with two lifetime achievement
awards: the lucrative Dorothy and Lillian Gish Prize and later the prestigious
Kennedy Center Honor. He even made the cover of Newsweek like Bruce
Springsteen before him. A public recluse was a celebrity again.

Of course, Dylan hasn’t been a true recluse since Blood on the Tracks—
just an enigma. Time Out of Mind is only his second self-composed album
of the gos after nine in the ’8os, but he tours a hundred nights a year, with
the reward of a cross-generational cult that mushroomed when Jerry Garcia
passed on—a cult for whom his boomer aura is secondary to his ongoing
trek through Americana. Availability hasn’t made him any more know-
able, however; notoriously, he just plays his music and gets out of there. For
Dylan, always prophetic in his aversion to the role model role, this is ideal —
he makes loads of money as a working musician, recording and performing
whatever he feels like, while avoiding all the burdens of stardom except fame
itself. “There’s nothing to say so I'm not going to say anything,” he mumbled
when he materialized, a jowly wraith with a bodyguard, to receive his Gish
in October. “I wish she was still here. I'd loved to have made a movie with
her. And I feel very fortunate to receive this and I'm not sure what I've done
to deserve it but I'm going to try to keep on doing it” That was his entire
speech—quite a long one, for a sphinx.

So for Dylan, the December 1 show at the fifteen-hundred-capacity Ir-
ving Plaza was basically just another gig. If it was deemed historic by the
reawakened bigshots in attendance, that wasn’t because it was a benefit (all
proceeds to Harlem’s Hale House) or “intimate” (Dylan’s normal Manhattan
venue is the three-thousand-seat Beacon). It was because an epochal artist
had almost died, put out a rather good album, and received a lot of awards—
had reentered history, a/k/a the limelight.

And while many professed themselves transported, I'm just impressed
that the show was one of my top dozen of 1997—not up to Sleater-Kinney
or Ornette Coleman, but on a par with Pavement, Cachao, John Prine. Al-
though Dylanheads, who chalk up new live songs like birdwatchers spot-
ting rare flycatchers, knowledgeably and even excitedly discuss the evolving
procession of anonymous studio pros who fill his bands, I say new guitar-
ist Larry Campbell and old pedal steel player Bucky Baxter, new drummer



David Kempner and old bassist Tony Garnier are all just backing musicians,

and backing musicians are called that because they know how to stay out

of the way; I missed organist Augie Meyers, an occasional solo artist who

is, with the obvious exception, the strongest voice on Time Out of Mind. In
theory the kind of skilled journeymen Dylan goes for are at least good for a

great groove, but Dylan is too chameleonlike for anything quite that satisfy-

ing. He wants many different grooves played with competent fervor, and that’s

what he got.

Having brushed a blistering “Maggie’s Farm” with the merest hint of
finger-snapping swing (“for ... Maggie’s”), Dylan also took “Tonight T’ll
Be Staying Here with You” a tad lounge—twice he steered “I can hear that
whistle blowin’” between a sob and a blubber, only to dry off his timbre for
“See that station-master too.” But this illusion vanished as he went spooky-
lonesome on “Cold Irons Bound,” the first of four new songs scattered about
in Dylan’s version of a promo blitz. The heads loved this subtle number;
casuals like me preferred the catchier “’Til I Fell in Love with You,” though
it seemed kind of quiet for a set-closer, and the stark encore “Love Sick”
Also among the sixteen selections were “Rainy Day Women” and “Highway
61, the ’80s rocker “Silvio” (a live staple that rocked harder at the Beacon in
1990), the Reverend Gary Daviss “Cocaine” and the Stanley Brothers “White
Dove,” the callow “Ramona” transformed into a lovely Mexican waltz, and
two from Blood on the Tracks: a stuck-inside-of-Memphis “You're a Big Girl
Now” and, oh yes, “Tangled Up in Blue”

The heads are weary of this one, but as a song it doesn’t quit, and it oc-
casioned the most thrilling music of the night, as Dylan worried a four-note
phrase on his acoustic guitar into a medium-long solo of notable momentum
and detail. On acoustic, Dylan played like he sang, wobbling and cracking
but always rich, eccentric, perversely intelligent; it’s as if when Jerry died he
transubstantiated his old-timey thoughtfulness over to Dylan in exchange
for two or three fingertips. On electric, unfortunately, the leader’s blues-rock
cliches were often indistinguishable from his sideman’s. But whatever he’s
doing he’s going to keep on doing it. Others may attend his next New York
shows to revisit their youths, or glimpse eternal life. I just want to find out
whether he ever borrowed that spoonful of sugar from Eric Clapton.

Spin, 1998
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Ain’t Dead Yet

Holy Modal Rounders

And in all fairness, i must give an urgent WARNING about
Weber. He steals any money or drugs he can get his hands

on. Religiously. Be warned.

Or so said walking songbook Peter Stampfel’s notes to 1975s Alleged in Their
Own Time, the Holy Modal Rounders’ first album for Rounder, the folk label
that had been named after them five years before. In 1979, though, he re-
joined Steve Weber for Going Nowhere Fast, which was released in 1981, when
his old partner came in from Oregon to play a few dates and record a never-
released double-LP. After that, an acerbically dried-out Stampfel would oc-
casionally remember him with a rendition of “Lonely Junkie”: “My past is a
bummer / My futures a drag / I live for the moment / And the moment is
scag” Yet there they were at the Bottom Line last Friday for a reunion engi-
neered by Chicago’s Dysfunctionells.

The fifty-seven-year-old Stampfel looked his age and acted fourteen—
even more manic than usual. Weber, who is fifty-two, looked between sixty
and ninety and acted as if all things considered he was very glad hed re-
turned from the dead. A very skinny six-five, hair and beard completely
white, he could have been a moonshining geezer out of Barney Google,
an effect heightened considerably by the fact that he had no teeth. Seated
throughout, his guitar more fluent than his vocals, he was all arms, legs,
and attitude. When Stampfel sang one he didn’t know, he threw up his
hands and shouted, “I feel so useless!”; when a Dysfunctionell joshed about
a “Theme from Exodus” encore, Weber misheard him and muttered, “Excel-
lence is completely out of my grasp” But he never stopped hamming up a
set that included his “Sea of Love” and “Chitlin Cookin’ Time in Cheatham
County” as well as a “Flop Eared Mule” the two oldsters transformed into
both “Ain’t Dead Yet” and “Over the Hill” Many stayed for the second show.



Weber had cadged a pint of vodka backstage and seemed calmer. Early
on he wandered through a lament about the pills his girl went on after rehab
that messed up her period and now he can’t make her come, but she still
tastes good yum yum. “I made that up on the spot,” he told us. “The wet
spot,” Stampfel chimed in. “The G spot!” Weber crowed.

Village Voice, 1996

How to Survive
on an Apple Pie Diet

John Prine

John Prine and Iris DeMent were seated across from each other at a table for
eight in Michael’s on West 55th Street. Here Bm1 had convened a small party
to celebrate George Strait’s conversion of the obscure Prine copyright “I Just
Want to Dance with You” into a hit that paid Prine’s hospital bills while he
fought oft cancer of the neck in 1998. Prine is a genially impish guy who
wears his grayish-black hair in a long crew cut. He looks his age whether it’s
fifty-five, as he told me, or fifty-two, as the books say, but like so many musi-
cians he doesn’t act it. He has a storyteller’s memory, conjuring details from
years back about anything, and without claiming a monopoly or even seem-
ing immodest, he did most of the talking. Among the topics I recall: Prine’s
collaborator on the Strait song, obsessive Australian-Nashvillian craftsman
Roger Cook; God d/b/a Sam Phillips threatening to kick Prin€’s ass all the
way to the Houston clinic that saved his life; a bar for midgets on Roose-
velt Road in Chicago; Prine’s forthcoming Billy Bob Thornton movie, Daddy
and Them, which generated the title song of his DeMent-heavy duet cover
album, In Spite of Ourselves; how to roast pork with German wine; regaining
forty lost pounds on an apple pie diet; Prine and his late buddy Steve Good-
man’s Kris Kristofferson-brokered courtship by Atlantic’s Jerry Wexler and
Buddal’s Neil Bogart, making them the first Chicago artists ever to sign with
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a major without emigrating first; and—the only time he actually boasted—
his skill at buying shoes for his third wife, Fiona.

Early on Prine pulled out snapshots of his two preschool boys—“Irish
twins” born ten months apart who were honored guests at their parents’
wedding. Theyre his first kids, and he’s officially hooked. Knowing that
happy marriages have taken the piss and vinegar out of many songwriters,
he mused about how he would cope—*I could become a peeping Tom and
write about the neighbors.” But although “In Spite of Ourselves” is his only
new song in three years, he’s too glad to be alive to let that worry him—in
1992, he predicted that the Grammy-winning The Missing Years might be his
last album, only to produce the even better Lost Dogs and Mixed Blessings
in 1995. Before long the conversation moved on to Prine’s dad, a frequenter
of country-music bars who for an extra fifty bucks a month served as presi-
dent of his machinists’ local and always planned to take his boys back to
Kentucky. This impossible dream inspired Prine’s “Paradise,” and Prine told
how his father first listened to the acetate from the next room, so it would
sound like it was on a jukebox. He died young, at fifty-six, shortly after los-
ing a union election.

I glanced over at DeMent, who had silently pumped her fist at the news
that Prine’s dad was a union man. To my astonishment, she was trying to
wipe tears from her eyes without making a fuss. The guy from BmI leaned
over and quietly asked if she was ox. Yes, she nodded, then murmured, “It
was just such a moving story” A minute later, she entered the conversation.
What she wanted to know was how old Prine was when he realized he was
something special. She posed the question in several versions, and Prine
listened up good. But without wasting any false modesty, he never really
answered. This wasn’t something he worried about either.

Afterwards Prine walked DeMent down Fifth Avenue to go watch them-
selves on Conan O’Brien, where the powers that be had liked “In Spite
of Ourselves” so much they didn’t bleep out the dirty words. At home, I
watched too. Unfortunately for Tv purposes, Prine’s voice was less melliflu-
ous than ever. Throat radiation can do that to you.

If DeMent had seemed a bit fragile at Michael’s, at Town Hall two nights later
she bounced out like a trouper, proudly displaying her red thrift-store heels
over the footlights. At thirty-eight, the late-blooming DeMent has grown
into the role thrust upon her by her big, high, Holiness-steeped soprano. But



she’s in the middle of a divorce, and the songs aren’t coming—her unaccom-
panied thirty-minute set included only one that postdated 1996’s The Way
I Should. Her speaking voice was an octave lower than the one she sang in.
Introducing one of the several songs she’s written about her late father, she
told how shed cried at dinner.

DeMent’s performance proved that power doesn’t always require speed.
But half an hour later, Prine burst onstage with rockabilly-looking guitar-
ist Jason Wilbur and balding bassist David Jacques, launched the “Blow
Up Your Tv” chorus of the time-tested “Spanish Pipedream,” and took over.
Even before his voice loosened up he was lit, radiantly explaining why he
was “really glad to be here tonight” Hed become a medium for the glow
I'd heard him describe Tuesday—the glow that surrounds the things of this
world after you've beaten a command to leave it.

Making things glow has always been a Prine specialty anyway. Even at the
beginning, he wasn’t the “protest” singer he’s still said to be: blowing up your
TV was a prelude to throwing away your newspaper, eating lots of peaches,
and finding Jesus on your own. When the Rolling Stone Encyclopedia praises
his depictions of “white proletarian America,” I wonder whether the writer
grew up in a world so rarefied it lacked frying pans, slippers, umbrellas,
knick-knack shelves, and four-way stop signs, to name a few of the everyday
objects that figure on the four terrific albums that got the young Prine not
far enough between 1971 and 1975. Prine is like Bobbie Ann Mason, or early
Barry Levinson, or a Nashville songwriter going for quality (which in fact
is what he’s become). I'd call him an American realist except that often he’s
also an American humorist, which brings out his omnipresent surrealism—
associative leaps from an imagination that's known a normal life’s comple-
ment of consciousness enhancers, although Prine cut down on his drinking
years ago. His realism, his surrealism, and his laugh lines all shoulder the
fundamentally celebratory function of language in love—especially lan-
guage born from the spirit of music. Prine’s adoration of the turned cliche
(“Some day you’ll own a home / Thats as big as a house”) and the newly
minted idiom (lovemaking as “the land of the lost surprise”) transfigures
even such oppressed proletarians as Donald and Lydia masturbating in two
different worlds, or the isolated old wife of “Angel from Montgomery;” al-
though not the Vietnam junkie of “Sam Stone,” which as Prine’s best-known
song has always made him seem more maudlin than he is.

I could quote Prine’s houseful of first-rate work forever, make you wish
you knew him by heart the way I did when he brought out “Grandpa Was
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a Carpenter” at Town Hall, which had me singing “Voted for Eisenhower /
’Cause Lincoln won the war” on the first chorus. He performed for two hours
without sinking below “Sam Stone,” an exceedingly well-written piece, and
there were plenty more where those came from—Rhino’s Great Days comp
barely falters for forty-one tracks, and after that you can go back to Sweet
Revenge or Common Sense, to name just two. Yet between 1980’s Storm Win-
dows and 1992’s The Missing Years, the quality flagged—his only selection
from the period wasn't “I Just Want to Dance with You” but the withering
“Unwed Fathers,” written with Bobby Braddock, one of the many songsmiths
and sidemen who've revved his tune sense since he got to Nashville. Prine’s
fondness for Braddock types is one reason the novelties and cheating songs
of In Spite of Ourselves are a perfect way for him to keep his hand in until his
muse feels as glad to be alive as he does. The other is that he doesn’'t have to
sing so much. His soft-burred drawl is real lovable once you get to know it,
but that doesn’t mean Trisha Yearwood and Emmylou Harris and Dolores
Keane and Lucinda Williams and Fiona Prine and creaky old Connie Smith
and Melba Montgomery aren’t welcome additions to his soundscape.

Yet with all due respect, Iris DeMent cuts every one of these ladies. Her
four tracks on In Spite of Ourselves include two all-time George Jones gems:
BraddocK’s beyond-cornball Tammy feature “(Were Not) The Jet Set” (“We’re
the old Chevro-let set”) and the impossible “Let’s Invite Them Over,” which
had George and Melba spouse-swapping up on the c&w charts in 1964. De-
Ment joined Prine about an hour into his set; reticent on “Milwaukee Here
I Come,” she picked up steam on “Jet Set” and an eye-rolling “Let’s Invite
Them Over” and owned Yearwood’s part on “When Two Worlds Collide”
Then it was time for “In Spite of Ourselves,” where her first verse begins, “He
ain’t got laid in a month of Sundays / Caught him once and he was sniffin’ my
undies” DeMent is rightly known as a good girl. The few sexual references in
her writing are indirect. But she sang those lines with an unflappable gusto
worthy of Loretta Lynn or Belle Starr and topped Prine throughout, as she
was meant to. A good portion of the standing O at the end was for her.

“In Spite of Ourselves,” in which a husband and wife who love each other
to death paint wildly disparate pictures of their marriage, is the comic master-
piece of someone whose family ways have left his bodily fluids intact. Prine
and the band immediately obliterated it with a loud blues and two 1995
copyrights, including the surreal history of a wrecked marriage “Lake
Marie,” a mostly recited flag-waver that’s climaxed his shows since he put
it out. It must be daunting for a songwriter in a dry spell to witness such an
endless catalogue unfold from the wings, even one who almost stole the show.



Returning for the encore, DeMent was subdued on “Unwed Fathers”
and “So Sad,” then perked up on “Paradise,” with all its evocations of father,
struggle, and a transformed past. It was just a show. Shed established that
when she kicked up her heels. But in this kind of music the show feeds off
direct emotion—the vivid joy and complex regrets of people with a new
lease on life, people who cry at dinner. Together, John Prine and Iris DeMent
had established that too.

Village Voice, 1999

The Unflashiest

Willie Nelson

At sixty-five, Willie Nelson is an icon. His headband-and-pigtails could be
trademarked if it was in him to bother, and neither his 1rs run-in nor his
adventures in the marijuana trade will stop the man who toked up on the
roof of Carter’s White House from receiving his Kennedy Center honor
this December—no doubt with more enthusiasm than his immediate pre-
decessor in this modest coup, his longtime Columbia labelmate Bob Dylan.
However suspect, this analogy goes a long way. True, Dylan was promulgat-
ing his songs as a youthcult avatar while the older man was still hewing to
the Nashville system of selling “Four Walls” to Faron Young and “Crazy” to
Patsy Cline, finally cracking the hit parade with a cover of “Blue Eyes Crying
in the Rain” after fifteen years of major publishing bucks and failed record
deals. But as Nelson entertained a solidly middle-class crowd at NewarK’s
New Jersey Performing Arts Center a few weeks ago, what came clear was
the overriding link between these two great American songwriters: both
now earn their livings, and find reason for living, as road musicians. Maybe
if Nelson has a near-death experience someone will notice.

The irritation in my tone is not meant to imply that Dylan is unworthy.
On some objective level, he’s probably more “important” than Nelson. But
not by much—they’re both titans, definitely in the same league. Live and
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on record, I've gotten even more from Willie than from a resurgent Bob in
recent years. So I'm impatient with the cultural politics that transform one
icon into a symbol of eternal life and the other into a has-been. Admittedly,
I was long derelict myself—until a 1996 Supper Club show timed to his fin-
est recent album, the Island debut Spirit, I'd never seen Nelson, and so was
astonished by what was in many respects a standard set. An hour in, figuring
he was about done, I chortled to my wife that he was going to exit without
playing one song from the record he was supposedly promoting. Just then
he ambled into an instrumental I dimly recognized: the lead cut from Spirit,
which he proceeded to run through in its entirety and in order, the whole
album from beginning to end. Then he went on as usual. All told, Nelson
and his companionable little four-piece played for two hours and forty min-
utes that night, performing some fifty-two songs. It was wonderful. It was
also, as I told my diary, “the unflashiest music I've ever seen in my life”

Understandably, the standard bios all strike the same chords: Nashville
and then outlawism, annual Fourth of July shindig and then Farm Aid, con-
cept albums and then off-the-cuft collaborations, the unplanned windfall of
his 1978 classic-pop masterpiece Stardust. Whether or not they note Nelson’s
stint on bass for Ray Price (taught himself overnight, the Virgin Encyclopedia
adds), all they have to say about his guitar is that he plays one. They talk
up his “starker, more modern” writing, so much “more complex technically
than the usual country tune;” while treading gingerly around the “weather-
beaten directness” of his “parched, grainy” or “dry, wry voice” But in concert
it’s different.

The first thing you notice is that he’s some guitarist. Famously, at least
to his fans, his customized Martin has two holes, one cut by the luthier, the
other worn in by his pick. Its sound is resonantly gorgeous, and the chords
he gets from it have no parallel in country—he has a way of timing a dis-
sonant comp so that the beat stumbles in a precise-seeming parallel to the
chord’s harmonic effect. His single lines are just as adroit and unpredictable,
and once you acclimate to his musicianship, you start really hearing his sing-
ing, which beyond all that parched stuff is loud, flexible, strong. Nelson’s
midrange is so nasal that it diverts attention from his phenomenal breath
control, and though he doesn’t lift into high tenor as readily as when he
was forty, he still glides at will into a powerful baritone that locates the true
source of his voice deep in his thorax. What makes this harder to remember
is that his records hardly seem sung at all—they register as half-spoken. Like
all his music, the off-beat phrasing that pigeonholed him as uncommercial
until he fled Nashville in 1970 is distantly informed by jazz, but the effect



he intends is antivirtuosic. He’s going for the intimate clarity of one-on-one
conversation.

That’s the secret of his unflash: he’s an adept of the natural. Amazingly,
the band that backed him in Newark—guitarist-vocalist Jody Payne, har-
monica heartthrob Mickey Raphael, bass man Bee Spears, percussionist
Billy English, drummer Paul English (his kit a snare on a packing case), and
older sister Bobbie Nelson playing piano as if shed learned from the saloon
scenes in a hundred Westerns although in fact she doodles Mozart in her
spare time—has been with him since 1972. These are not the crack shots
Dylan likes to hire—they’re just Willie’s friends, and 150 nights a year they
play together like water seeking its own level. They were on for two hours
and thirty-eight songs—one every three minutes, bang bang bang. Both nights
the simplicity of the presentation had a devotional aura. Not that there was
anything mystical or sanctimonious about a bunch of old buddies playing a
bunch of old songs. But live, Nelson makes it his discipline to avoid not just
pretension but metaphor. In an artist who willingly keyed 1981’s Somewhere
Over the Rainbow to E. Y. Harburg’s dreamy kitsch and 1993’s Don Was-
produced showcase Across the Borderline to Paul Simonss filigreed “American
Tune,” the basic-English literalness of the set list amounted to a statement of
aesthetic principle—or at least an entertainment strategy. In Newark, Nelson’s
mostly instrumental Cole Porter selection was the elegantly laconic “Night
and Day” “City of New Orleans” and “Pancho and Lefty” seemed positively
Shakespearian in their narrative detail.

Nelson has cut lots of rock material, but “City of New Orleans” is as close
as I've seen him get live; although he has a Jamaican album in the can and
correctly credits producer Booker T. Jones as the hidden genius of Stardust,
the only African-American song he performed—both nights—was Kokomo
Arnold’s “Milk Cow Blues” “What I do for a living is to get people to feeling
good,” he declares on the jacket of his out-of-print autobiography, and this
he achieves with instantly recognizable country and pop touchstones whose
meaning can’t be mistaken: “All of Me” and “Blue Skies,” “My Buckets Got
a Hole in It” and “Rolling in My Sweet Baby’s Arms,” “Working Man Blues”
and “Georgia on My Mind? If other people’s copyrights outnumbered Nelson’s
two-to-one at his shows, the model for their simplicity was still the bare-bones
diction and subtle musicality of “Crazy” and “Funny How Time Slips Away; of
“Night Life” and “Me and Paul”’—and of Spirit, buoyed by new songs, suffused
with his guitar, and defined by a drumless variant of his road band.

It is widely believed by people who've barely listened to Nelson’s gos
albums—and since he’s bedded down with at least six labels since Columbia
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ditched him in 1993, this clueless group includes almost everyone outside
his fan club—that they aren’t much good. But in fact the quality has picked
up plenty since that played-out relationship ended. Nelson will never write
a “Funny How Time Slips Away” again, but neither will anyone else. In fact,
most would be happy to match the rejects he pulled out of a steamer trunk for
the new Daniel Lanois-produced showcase Teatro, especially the infinitely
hummable “Everywhere I Go,” which celebrates either a memory or a har-
monica. And on Spirit, the likes of “I'm Not Trying to Forget You Anymore”
and “Too Sick to Pray” break Nelson’s New Age-ish vow to abjure songs
“that can put you into a self-perpetuating mood of negative thinking”—only
to be turned around by the likes of “I Guess I've Come to Live Here in Your
Eyes” and the inspirational “We Don’t Run,” performed at the Supper Club
as a singalong devoid of all exhortation and cheerleading. Spirit certainly
deserves canonical status as much as the overinflated Red Headed Stranger.

And to get down to cases, I also prefer it to another artist’s Daniel Lanois—
produced showcase: Time Out of Mind. Because if Bob Dylan seeks to cap-
ture what Greil Marcus has dubbed “the old, weird America,” then Willie
Nelson is after the enduring, commonplace America. One is as great a mys-
tery as the other.

Village Voice, 1998
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Music from a
Desert Storm

Vestigial since WLIR lost its charm, my tuner got stuck up on a file cabinet to
make room for the cp changer I bought last June, but the afternoon of Janu-
ary 15 I connected fourteen feet of cable and punched some buttons. wBAI1
segued from Stevie Wonder’s MLK tribute to something Arab before fading
into an ecological teach-in. wNEW’s Scott Muni looked disco tuneout in the

>

eye and gave us Marvin Gaye’s “Whats Going On,” followed by Lenny &

>«

Sean’s

>«

Give Peace a Chance;” Stevie Ray’s “Tick Tock,” “Eve of Destruction,’
“The Unknown Soldier;” and “hopes for peace to our soldiers in the Persian
Gulf.” On wBLs that night, Vaughn Harper also sent out “What’s Going On,”
then backed a Dick Gregory routine about “puttin’ the capitalists behind the
United States Constitution” with Bob Thompson’s soul-jazz “All in Love Is
Fair;” a title worth pondering. Later Champagne spun a whole side of the
What'’s Going On album and Jarreau & Crawford’s “Imagine” while listeners
sent “smooth moves to all their loved ones in the Gulf.” What kind of storm
are Vaughn and Champagne into? Not a desert storm, that’s for sure. A quiet
storm, sisters and brothers, a quiet storm.

In the exhausting anxiety of the calm before, I needed radio to tell me I
was part of a demographic wider than wBaArs. On January 15, it did. And
I'm still tuning in. As news of the first bombs hit, Frankie Crocker deliv-
ered an enraged, choked-up “no blood for oil” rap, and in general “urban”
BLS has been staunch—behind “Give Peace a Chance” while “rock” NEw
pairs it with “I Won’t Back Down” and the BBC bans it altogether. But that’s
no surprise—as I learned from BLs, blacks oppose the war in the polls
even now. The surprise is that the pop stations are more unlistenable than
ever—z-100, which refused to air “Nothing Compares 2 U” during its 1990
countdown, displays “The Star-Spangled Banner” daily—while the boring
old progs at NEw keep coming up with stuff, like when night man Dasher
speculated on what else we could do with a billion a day in between Grand
Funk Railroad’s “Closer to Home” and a bone-crunching brag about the
offensive capabilities of the Giant defense. So conventional music media

may be of some use in a censored war. Score one for rock and roll.
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But remember that even in the ’60s, the music wasn’'t as oppositional

>«

as some now believe. With a tip of the cap to the Doors’ “Unknown Sol-
dier,” getting requests and still a mess, the era’s antiwar songs usually came
from folkies, sometimes in folk-rock drag—Peter Paul & Mary, Donovan,
Phil Ochs, Country Joe, and Bob Dylan, who wrote “Masters of War” as a
rock and roller in folkie drag and kept his politics to himself for the entire
Vietnam period. Arriving in 1969, the deliberately soft and general “Give
Peace a Chance” failed to excite older activists—it was a teen hymn, favored
by pink-cheeked newcomers to the protest-march scene. Never reluctant to
exploit hippie retro-nuevo, Lenny Kravitz has yoked a ’60s aura that seems
both militant and warmly idealistic in secondhand retrospect to Sean Len-
non’s tougher, more specific rewrite, and good for him. The new “Give Peace
a Chance” is an anthem where Randy Newman’s compulsively subtle “Lines
in the Sand” is only a work of art, and Sean’s hopes for peace, unlike those of
the supposedly nonpartisan remix of Styx’s genuinely nonpartisan “Show Me
the Way,” aren’t compromised by the working assumption that George Bush
is a sincere statesman confronting a mad beast. (As of now, by the way, both
the Newman, an Americana-style pop song, and the Styx mix—which fea-
tures Gulf dedications and Congressional rodomontade and originated with
Knoxville by Ray Edwards, not A&M—are radio-only.) And among ordinary
potential protesters, smoothly noncommittal moves hit home hardest. De-
spite its lucky “You can reach me by caravan / Cross the desert like an Arab
man,” Oleta Adams’s big black-pop request “Get Here” is summed up by its
bereft title, while Bette Midler’s platinum “From a Distance,” a profoundly
ambivalent song that made a pass at encompassing every contradiction of
faith and compassion in Nanci Griffiths’s austere 1987 version, implies in this
context that incomprehensible wars are better understood close up.

When I say these songs hit home, I mean they hit home here at home.
How music functions among GIs in Saudi Arabia is harder to determine—
there’s no gauging the accuracy of scattered reports this early in the news
blitz. “All we are saying / Is kick Saddam’s ass,” rewrite some grunts on CNN,
and the Boston Globes Colin Nickerson reports that the soundtrack of the
Kuwaiti front comes straight out the *60s. Nickerson believes that Platoon,
Apocalpyse Now, and Full Metal Jacket are why he’s been hearing Hendrix,
Joplin, “The End,” “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall,” and even Edwin Starr’s
“War” blasting out of boomboxes on, thats right, Armed Forces Radio.
Declares a reformed rap fan: “We grunts are the mean green machine that’s
gonna make that King Saddam wish he never was born to breath. We need
real war music from the war movies.” This may not seem to jibe with Public



Enemy’s claim that “a lot of brothers walking around in the fine sand of the
‘Middle East’ have adopted ‘Black Steel in the Hour of Chaos’ as their march-
ing song, according to the letters we've been getting”” But I doubt that every
uniformed African-American goes over to the other man’s music the minute
he gets off the boat. Rap has long since established that in the teeth of kill-or-
be-killed there’s a tonic pleasure to be had from sick jokes and horror stories
about your bad dream of a world. If the Doors can steel a recruit against hard
rain someplace where there’s not enough water to take a shower, why not p?
Why not both?

Public Enemy? On Armed Forces Radio? Well, maybe not—when I
phoned Sergeant Major Bob Nelson, our program director in Saudi Arabia,
the only rapper he cited was M.C. Hammer. But somehow I doubt teetotaling
non-smoker Nelson, who says he would no more permit sex or Christmas
carols in the Saudis’ house than booze or cigarettes in his own, could name
too many others—when he reports that the Navy station in Al-Jubayl likes
“harder” stuff, he means “more country and staunch patriotic” songs, like
Lee Greenwood’s “God Bless the U.S.A” Nelson denies rumors that his net-
work, often the best source of rap and metal near woebegone Stateside base
towns, has run into flak in Saudi Arabia’s urban centers, where decadent
American culture can now be plucked out of the air by any unformed youth
with a radio. Life during wartime means fifty percent of his programming
is news, but during music hours American requests rule—from Creedence
to Guns N’ Roses, he boasted, with lots of overseas dedications, slow love
songs, and those inescapable favorites “We Are the Champions” and “Born
in the US.A”

And if requests aren’t respected, the ubiquitous audiocassette is there to
compete with the airwaves, airwaves like it does on the streets of Anytown,
UsA. Not just in the sand, either—Prong and Suicidal Tendencies were big in
one reconnaissance plane, I'm told, while a recent report that bomber pilots
were mixing Van Halen with radio communications in combat has alarmed
US. Central Command. That’s just the risk you take with a hiply equipped
army. Recruits were urged to bring Walkmen, Sony has donated more, and
those so improvident as to embark for war without personalized music can
take advantage of various giveaway programs. Many labels have proffered
product, and shortly before Christmas cBs solicited public cooperation by
offering a dollar discount for each consumer donation—store-bought cas-
settes only, no parental guidance stickers, and remove inlay pinups please.
The Tapes for Troops program founded by Baskin-Robbins distributor Bill
Frank (c/o VEW, 239 Rubber Avenue, Naugatuck, Connecticut 06670) will

233

NYOLS 143S3A ¥V NOY4 JISNIN



234

MILLENNIUM

accept homemade cassettes as well. Frank told Billboard he was inspired by a
newscast that “showed guys over there listening to Saudi music, snake charmer
music. I thought it would be nice to send them some good tapes”

Well, yes. What American in his or her right mind would settle for snake
charmer music with Public Enemy and Lee Greenwood there to evoke
a home that seems so impossibly sweet from a distance? I'm not being
sarcastic—however hard Franco and Mahlathini hit my pleasure center, I
think it’s puritanical to claim that art should be good for you, and I've always
resisted the world-beat propaganda that it’s every fan’s duty to extend his or
her international boundaries. You like what you like, and although I'm proof
that such an effort can extend the boundaries of your pleasure center, the
strange scales and heavy verbal emphasis of Islamic musical cultures from
Morocco to Pakistan have never done the trick for me. A smattering of rai,
a few sub-Saharans, the first Najma Lp, that’s about it—five Umm Kulthum
albums later, I still haven’t gotten the point, and in the Arab world, Umm
Kulthum was Elvis and Frank Sinatra combined. So just say I've had a break-
through. My account of war music’s other half draws on library research
and two dozen interviews with scholars and music professionals (many of
them Arabs of varying national origins who preferred—sanely, with the FB1
and its brethren on the loose—to remain anonymous). Especially given the
necessary generalization level, I doubt its as accurate as I'd like. But its as
accurate as I can make it. It’s a start. I wish I didn’t believe T'll need it five
years from now.

Since 1904, when recording began there, Arab pop’s commercial center
has been Cairo, although Beirut did pose a challenge in the ’60s and ’70s until
circumstances intervened. Through its music and film industries, which are
closely related—most singers were also movie stars—Egyptian culture and
dialect came to pervade the Arab world. Although the pop-classical dichot-
omy makes less sense in that world than in Europe (or India, or Iran), a
syncretic genre called “Arab song” or “ughniyah” arrived at a common de-
nominator. While striving for a typically catchy pop simplicity of lyric and
melody, ughniyah abandons Arab music’s distinctive three-quarter tones to
accommodate louder, more resonant Western string sections. Each coun-
try has its own stars, who tend toward their own modes, rhythms, and dia-
lects, but slight variations on the Cairo sound have dominated Arab popular
music since World War II. Around the death of Nasser in 1970, however,
less ornate and conservative folk-based musics (structurally and culturally



similar to rock and roll, I'd guess, although few volunteered the comparison)
began to come up. Like the funk-tinged Algerian rai that’s best-known here,
the defiantly working-class shaabi and rebellious young al jeel showcased
on David Lodge’s Yalla: Hitlist Egypt synthesize Western and indigenous
elements—Nubian and Bedouin rhythms and folklore, input from Libyan
refugees, prominent roles for traditional flutes, cymbals, tambourines, and
drums as well as synth and electric bass.

Somewhat less blatant in its modernization than these subcultural styles,
more orchestral yet more danceable than ughniyah, is “the Gulf sound,” said
to be the most commercially potent trend in Arab pop. Different observ-
ers cite different influences—Indian movie soundtracks, Bahrainian pearl-
diver music, Omani trade ties to East Africa, the intricate handclaps of
North Africa. Everyone agrees, however, that the charge has been led by
singers from, of all places, Kuwait. Because it favors more puritanical strains
of Islam, which eschew all music, the Arab peninsula has few classical or
liturgical musical traditions to popularize, and so the Gulf sound’s indig-
enous input springs from lower on the class scale than Cairo’s. But it’s also
crucial that modern Kuwait is wealthy enough to afford experimental leisure
and hedonistic enough to permit it—that it has plenty of recording studios,
although soon enough the stars move on to Cairo and its string players.
According to BBC’s Julian May, it was before a live audience in Cairo last fall
that the biggest Kuwaiti singer, Abdullah Roueshid, introduced an Egyptian-
composed song about Kuwait called “Alla Homma La Ertarag” Soon the en-
tire house was weeping.

Arab pop is a music of romantic travail, of love and loss. Although a
strong punning tradition makes for scandalous double and triple meanings
in small-scale live performance, our democratic ally Mubarak censors re-
cordings vigorously—no sex, no religion, no politics. In wartime, however,
safe topicality booms—paeans to Nasser in 1967, assertions of Arab pride in
1973, songs of national pain during the Lebanese tragedy. Instead of mourn-
ing a lost love in “Alla Homma La Ertarag” (which leads side two of the Al
Layla Al Mohamadia compilation, available from New York’s flagship Arab
record store, Brooklyns Rashid Sales), Roueshid mourned his lost nation
with an astonishing funereal intensity, and he got the monster hit he de-
served. The martial resistance music created in Cairo to be smuggled into
Kuwait is nowhere near as rousing. But while the song’s popularity proves
that some ordinary Arabs oppose the Iraqgis, many don’t. There are vague
reports of signals, calls, and marches emanating from Baghdad as a pre-
lude to war, of an agitprop record called “Allah Akbar” Every day Iraqi radio
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transmitters beam Nasser songs by the late Egyptian matinee idol Abdul
Haleem Hafiz all the way to Cairo, where the notion that Saddam is Nasser’s
pan-Arab successor has plenty of takers—anti-Mubarak puns are plentiful
in folkloric settings. And Paris’s huge Algerian population has made an under-
ground smash out of an ughniyah-style anti-American praisesong called
“Saddam Saddam,” which has been banned by our democratic allies in the
French government.

“Saddam Saddam” is more heard about than heard—I'm still not sure
whether it’s a record or a video, and I don’t know the artist’s name. But I'm
certain it’s by an Algerian rather than an Iraqi, and this is no surprise—Iraqi
pop rarely travels, although there’s more to it than accounts of the soci-
ety’s Orwellian horrors suggest. Iraq has its ughniyah stars—I now own a
Bahrain-recorded tape by Hussein Naameh, who gazes warmly out from the
inset card like a Julio wannabee and sounds blandly indistinguishable from
anything else you might hear while eating falafel on St. Marks Place. Cas-
settes are sold on the street as they are all over the Arab world—Sting and
Bob Marley and maybe even Bon Jovi (although such ecumenicism is pre-
sumably impossible now) as well as Hussein Naameh and Umm Kulthum.
It’s fair to assume that political censorship is absolute, but Iraq has been
more tolerant than Egypt, say, in sexual and religious matters. There are ven-
ues catering to Kurds and Bedouins and Chaldeans and displaced peasants,
and venues where young Iraqis play their own electric music—sometimes
Arabic, sometimes hybrid, sometimes even rock covers. But I've yet to
find anyone who cares about Arab popular music who has much good, or
much of anything, to say about Iraq.

By “popular” I mean commercial product, not “folk” or “people’s” music,
because I've also yet to find anyone who doesn't agree that Iraq has put more
money into its traditional musics than any other country in the Arab world.
As far as I'm concerned, anybody who thinks Saddam ain’t so bad—who be-
lieves Ba’ath anti-imperialism, or gains for women, or improvements in the
standard of living somehow compensates for the regime’s brutal Stalinism—
should take a look at Samir al-Khalil’s terrifying Republic of Fear and think
again. So you can attribute Iraq’s musical activism to vainglory or cultural
bribery or bread-and-circuses or repressive desublimation or virulent
nationalism or megalomaniac pan-Arabism or totalitarian taste without get-
ting an argument from me. And you can mention that Iraq’s musical tradi-
tions would be in much better shape if the Jewish instrumentalists who were
once their chief caretakers—and who ended up nurturing them as Israeli
citizens in an urban folk club called the Cafe Nuh near Tel Aviv—hadn’t been



chased out in anti-Semitic crackdowns, the last shortly after Baathism’s 1968
takeover. Neither point negates what Iraq’s musical activism has achieved—
respect for, and training in, the diverse traditions of a nation that may wave
the glorious name of Babylon in the world’s face but was in fact cobbled
together by the British after World War I finished the Turks. Music doesn't
negate so easy—it can thrive under the most perverse circumstances. I've
heard and believe complaints that in both the folk and classical domains
the reclamation job has sometimes been more vulgar, compromised, and
inauthentic than one might hope. But purists and scholars always say such
things, as they should. Cultural preservation is imperfect by definition. And
it still beats cultural destruction a mile.

“You have to understand,” one Arab told me, near tears. “For us, Baghdad
is like Florence” He didn't add that Cairo was like Rome, or bring in the
Medicis either. He was just an aesthete who hated bombs, and like most
aesthetes these days, he was in despair watching his world explode. I wish
I could spin some grand theory about the political spaces opened up by
the shared pleasures and subcultural energies of this war’s various popular
musics. But not only don’t I see any upbeat endings, I feel like a facile fool
for every time I found one in the past. I can only counsel extreme cultural
humility. Pop optimists who assume rock and roll is on the side of good
should ponder the depressingly mixed evidence while avant-garde pessi-
mists tempted to crow I-told-you-so consider the efficacy of their radical
engagements and disengagements. And any American with the decency to
mourn the Arab lives wasted in this conflict could take a tiny step toward
learning how to make amends by getting to know the cultures being twisted
and pulverized in his or her name. I'd start with Abed Azrié’s Aromates on
Elektra Nonesuch, darkly aggrieved artsongs by an expatriate Syrian high-
brow who clearly deserves a Florence of his own. And Yalla: Hitlist Egypt on
Mango, cheerfully defiant popsongs from two teeming Cairo subcultures
whose instinct will be to hate the usa we were born in for as long as they exist.

Village Voice, 1991
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Ghost Dance

Wednesday there was e-mail from Jessica Hopper of Hyper pr in Chicago,
apologizing for having to tell us where her bands were headed now that cmjy
had been postponed. “Nothing like profound tragedy to make our myopic
punk rock world and scene squabbles seem truly meaningless,” she began,
struggling like everyone else for language that would grab and hold. “We’re
planning to donate the cost of our unused seats out to cmj to the Red Cross
and various rescue funds. It's hard to know what to do, a feeling I'm sure
everyone can identify with” Perhaps it was because I'd learned from Charles
Cross’s Heavier Than Heaven that Hopper was staying in Kurt Cobain’s house
the morning Cobain shot himself (undetected, in a separate building) that
I found her use of the exhausted, inescapable “tragedy” so much more strik-
ing than that of, say, Justin Timberlake, who seemed every bit as honorable
and distraught. I mean, this woman had some expertise—Cobains death
was a profound tragedy too. But the difference in scale is qualitative. Rock
and roll overcame tragedy in Cobain’s music as surely as tragedy overcame
rock and roll in his life. This time, it’s tragedy in a clean sweep.

Talk blues till you're blue in the face, cite all the music we love that has a
darkness to it, and rock and roll still remains a uniquely American reproach
and alternative to what a European existentialist long ago dubbed the tragic
sense of life. Invented by and for teenagers in a time of runaway plenty, it’s
not blues by a longshot, and from Chuck Berry to the Beatles to the Ramones
to Madonna to OutKast, a fair share of its masters have made extinguishing
darkness their lifework. They come in knowing that love hurts and every-
body dies, but they have the inner confidence to remember there’s more to
life, and to prove it. The music’s confidence—in addition to its deeply demo-
cratic form, its African slant on melody and rhythm, and its Cadillacs with
cherries on top—was why rock and roll took over a Europe that was only a
decade past World War II. We were too, of course. But our mainland hadn’t
been attacked by a hostile power since 1814. War had never endangered our
lives, ravaged our world, happened in front of our eyes. Now, as we count
our dead, adjust our expectations, replay those crumbling towers in our

minds, and prepare for horrors to come, it has. Tragic-sense-of-lifers like



to grant the Bomb a crucial role in rock and roll consciousness. I've always
suspected that was liberal rhetoric, that at most ’s0s nuclear fantasies added
edge and flavor. Now I'm sure of it. Our inner confidence, if it’s there at all
anymore, will never sound the same. If I live long enough, T'll finally have
something to get nostalgic about.

Of course, what made the confidence doubly winning was its commonness—
its commitment to music/language at its most vernacular. That’s why the
worst flatline of our president’s Oval Office chat the night of the attack came
when he avoided the King James version of the 23rd Psalm for one of the
Business Writing 1 translations that palliate well-heeled fundamentalism all
over suburbia. “The folks who did this” was mind-boggling enough. But
how could even George W. have imagined that “You are with me” would
get anyone’s heart beating like “Thou art with me”? Just when we needed a
jolt of moral certitude, the glad-handing frat boy grayed out like the policy
wonk we wish he was. We vernacular fans can see the connection between
“the folks who did this” and the hard-wired rootsiness that afflicts a gamut of
sloppy thinkers from Pete Seeger to Lee Greenwood, just as we can connect
“You are with me” to L.A./Stockholm megapop. And I hope we sense that
in this time of unprecedented trouble, the long-impacted grandeur of “Thou
art with me” is the kind of vernacular we need. As a Bible-believing Chris-
tian turned convinced atheist, I never miss a chance to shout that rock and
roll is secular music. But that hardly means it doesn’t have religious sources
or express religious feelings. I know, religious feelings got us into this hell.
And T can now guarantee that there are atheists in the valley of the shadow of
death. I doubt there was anyone without religious feelings last week. Death is
every atheist’s window on the eternal.

I hadn’t yet pinned this down Tuesday when I finished retrieving my
daughter from school in Queens. But I already knew I wanted to begin my
next show on the Voice’s fledgling Web radio station with the atheist’s hymn:
from “God is a concept by which we measure our pain” to “I don’t believe
in..., John Lennon’s “God” summed up a mood, and for Carola and me
that was reality. Soon I figured out where I'd end, too: with Sufi shaikh and
Istanbul medical professor Oriij Giiveng chanting “Bismillah ah-Rahman,”
one of the names of God. But though devising a playlist was the only way I
could think of to pretend I had a use in the world without confronting my
own inanity, finding the right songs was a lot harder than it was during the
attack’s geopolitical cause and cNN forerunner, the Gulf War. “What’s Going
On” seemed way corny, and “From a Distance,” unfortunately, was no longer
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an apposite metaphor. This was a time for some of the rage music that I love
as art and rarely need in life. Punk for sure, “Hate and War,” but before I even
got there I was on the only metal band I care for deep down, Motorhead.

“Bomber” is a classic piece of hard rock power-mongering, identifying
with the thing it loves and hates: “Scream a thousand miles / Feel the black
death rising moan / Firestorm coming closer / Napalm to the bone / Because
you know we do it right / A mission every night / It's a bomber / It's a bomber /
It's a bomber” But it doesn’t vaunt itself the way metal usually does—it’s too
fast, too crude, too prole. And though the poorly read might get the impres-
sion Lemmy thinks napalm is cool because he too attacks every night, he
doesn't—the only reason Motorhead fans don’t know he’s written as many
antiwar songs as Bruce Cockburn is that they’ve never heard of Bruce Cock-
burn. I prefer Lemmy’s because he understands the attractions and uses of
violence better than Cockburn—whose greatest moment, to his undying
credit, expands on the theme “If I Had a Rocket Launcher” The same goes
for a lot of loud rock and roll, where what’s praised as sexuality is often sub-
limated aggression. But that didn’t make my song hunt any easier, and casual
listening, to escape or find solace or get some fucking work done, was a
trial—most records I could hardly bear to play. Everything lacked the proper
focus and gravity. Everything seemed too sure of itself.

As the trauma recedes, my ears are coming out of their shell some. So
I suspect it will take more than one unspeakable catastrophe to destroy
the aesthetic I've made my calling, and wish I had faith there won’t be an-
other. But for all the solace I've derived from other people’s nominations—
Joy Division, Neil Young’s After the Gold Rush, and especially the Ramones’
class-proud Too Tough to Die, a favorite of missing firefighter Johnny Heff,
known to his fans as punk rocker Johnny Bully—the record I've played like
a teenager is one I ransacked for my show that first night. I wanted a victory
song, which in rock and roll too often means a plodding march steeped in
the European triumphalism metal takes from the symphonic tradition, and
I also wanted a reconciliation song, a rebirth song. These cravings weren’t ra-
tional; maybe I should have known better. But I felt compelled to locate my
copy of Alpha Blondy’s formerly nutty “Yitzhak Rabin.” And in some crevice
of my memory, prised open perhaps by the artiste’s Rimbaud-worshippin’
penchant for desert mysticism and other Islamic Bs, I zeroed in on Patti
Smith. And that’s how I got to Easter.

Amazon bestseller Nostradamus has nothing on Easter. The booklet says
“Till Victory” is about “the destruction of the machine gun by the electric
guitar;” and I hope that’s a prophecy. Meanwhile, an anthemic melody, one



that like all great Kaye-Kral-Daugherty reclaims European vainglory as
Americanese vernacular, channeled my rage into “Take arms, take aim,
be without shame” and “God do not seize me please, till victory” After the
Springsteen-styled hit that seems so beside the point now, “Ghost Dance,’
a Plains Indian chant meant to resurrect anyone’s forefathers, segues to the
minute-and-a-half spoken-word “Babelogue;” where I was amazed to hear
Smith ranting “In heart I am Moslem; in heart I am-an-am-an American”
before launching the fierce and no longer suspect “Rock N Roll Nigger” And
only later in the week did I register “25th Floor,” an unhinged rocker about
fucking in a men’s room high above Detroit: “Oh kill me baby / Like a kamikaze
/ Heading for a spill / Oh but it’s all spilt milk to me” It spills into another rant,
about shit and gold and alloys and “all must not be art,” and also “the transfor-
mation of waste” repeated like a mantra. Great song. It’s aggression changed
back into sexuality, it's “some art we must disintegrate,” it's the music I'll take
away from the death of the World Trade Center and God knows what else.
It’s a transformation of waste. It’s a dream of life. It’s a small thing that will
have to do.

Village Voice, 2001

The Moldy Peaches Slip
You a Roofie

The concrete details of a vivid emotional experience have faded, and my
notebook is only so much help. But this much I know. On September 10
I spent several hours with the Moldy Peaches and (was it?) twenty kids
between the ages of one and twelve. We were in the house where Kimya
Dawson grew up, the house where she still lives at twenty-nine, though God
knows she’s been around. It’s a small house by the standards of Bedford Hills,
a leafy hamlet an hour north of midtown—a family house, built by Kimya’s
great-grandfather. And from seven in the morning until six or so at night,
the four rooms on the first floor are devoted to the family business: a fully
licensed daycare center. Even Kimya’s systems analyst dad joined on about
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a decade ago, thus occasioning one of the day’s many remarkable sights—a
man over fifty changing the diaper of a toddler not his kin.

Kimya’s twenty-year-old partner Adam Green, who grew up in neighbor-
ing Mount Kisco, was at ease, and I enjoyed the kids a lot—the pictures two
of them drew me are on my office door. But Kimya—dressed in unlaced
platform sneakers with unmatched socks, Bermudas that showed off the tat-
toos on her ample calves, a T-shirt I don’t remember, and her big poofy
yellow Afro—was in her element. She spent a fair portion of the afternoon
buried in children as she mediated disputes or praised art projects or doled
out turns on the guitar. At the same time she and Adam told their story.
The generationally separated distant acquaintances got close in 1994, when
Kimya went to work at the Mount Kisco record shop, Exile on Main Street,
after dropping out of Olympia’s Evergreen State College in a dispute over
sexual harassment protests. She would drive her young friend to the city for
shows and they'd hang out in his basement making music. There was a “Little
Bunny Foo Foo” seven-inch in 1996 and an eleven-song demo in 1998, with
the rest of what turned into their eponymous debut cut in 2000, after Kimya
had done another residency in the Northwest and quit drinking. Kimya and
Adam have both recorded solo albums; the Moldy Peaches—occasionally
still a duo, more often now a six-piece filled out with their antifolk buddies—
is for the songs they write together, most often contributing alternate lines
in turn, as in a party game William Burroughs might have invented for Peter
Orlovsky.

It was raining, so the fluorescent plastic vehicles and swing sets and play-
houses in the yard went unused as kids crowded indoors. Adam and Kimya
played me the antifolk anthology theyd compiled, due out from Rough
Trade early next year, discreetly skipping the occasional dirty word and the
track that begins with the nipples of the female singer’s girlfriend poking out
of the Mediterranean. But it was hard to carry on a coherent interview, so we
went for a tour of sleepy Bedford Hills and happening Mount Kisco. I took in
the big secluded place where Adam used to live—his shrink and prof parents
now have an apartment in Manhattan, as does he—and was deeply impressed
by the greensward surrounding the public schools theyd attended. Eventu-
ally we returned to Kimya’s, where her mom bid farewell, warning affably,
“Today we let you work. Next time we're gonna make you play”

Some may see the Moldy Peaches’ childishness as icky affectation. But while
there’s no arguing with squeamishness, an affectation it clearly is not. It’s



deeply embedded in someone who has spent the better part of thirty years
waking up in a houseful of kids, who as a twenty-one-year-old dropout from
one of the most permissive colleges in civilization could establish a fruitful
creative relationship with a superbright thirteen-year-old wiseass. (Adam’s
parents sent him to study film at another progressive bastion, Emerson in
Boston. He didn't last a term. “I don’t even care about film. I care about mov-
ies, not about film. And I don’t even care about movies.”) Thus the Moldy
Peaches’ penchant for performing in costume—traditionally, sailor or Peter
Pan for him and bunny for her, although at the Mercury Lounge Thanks-
giving Eve Kimya thanked her Aunt Patrice for her new designs, including the
cape that had Adam zooming about like Captain Marvel Junior—grows out
of a lifetime of dress-up; they even record in costume. Thus a seven-inch that
went: “Little Bunny Foo Foo / Hopping through the forest / Scooping up the
field mice / And bopping ‘em on the head” Thus songwriting as party game.

And thus songs that hang growing up upside down till it shows its under-
pants. Some capture an innocence unknown to N Sync: “My name is Jorge
Regula / ’'m walkin’ down the street / Ilove you / Let’s go to the beach” Some
unleash the id with an intimacy that could make Macy Gray blush: “Tried to
buy your love but I came up short / So I fucked a little waitress in return for a
snort” This is if-it-sounds-good-say-it music, played and sung with a pretty/
noisy imprecision that transcends the gap between folk and punk like noth-
ing since The Velvet Underground, which had the advantage of not knowing
the gap existed. Its lyricism is heartbreaking—so tenuous, so vulnerable, so
palpably subject to change. But the same record is also funnier than “Love
and Theft.” First time through I merely felt privileged to reaccess the punk
miracle. Fifty plays later I think I've never heard anything like it, though
there’s some Jonathan Richman in there and some might cite Beat Happen-
ing. To me, everything cloying and manipulative in that defunct piece of
in-group politics seems effervescent and loving in this cult band a-borning. I
hope they can do it again, forever and ever. But I'm not innocent enough to
think anything so young can last, even till the next record.

I could be wrong. Packaged with demolike black-and-white art and hand-
printed track listings, The Moldy Peaches has the look of a single spontane-
ous outburst rather than something recorded over four years, and though
the older songs include the opening “Lucky Number Nine” (first words on
album: “Indie boys are neurotic”), and the essential “D.2. Boyfriend” (about
being yourself in junior high so you can be as cool as Kimya later), the recent
material is what stands out. It’'s where they leave their id showing: “Who mis-
took the crap for genius / Who is gonna stroke my penis” (thats Adam-only,
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simultaneous with Kimya’s “Who is dancing on the ceiling / Who is gonna
hurt my feelings”), or “You’re a parttime lover and a fulltime friend / The
monkey on your back is the latest trend,” or their cover-stickered rock and
roll singalong “Who’s Got the Crack™: “I like it when my hair is poofy / I like
it when you slip me a roofie / I like it when [pregnant pause] you've got the
crack” But it also includes the guileless “Jorge Regula” and the Kimya feature
“Nothing Came Out,” where all she wants is to maybe spoon and she needs
to get drunk before she can admit it.

Another 2000 recording is their punk apotheosis, a loud and distorted
if not crack-pated generational war cry called “NYC’s Like a Graveyard”
It yells its resentment at rock stars double-dating, yuppies getting married,
bar-hopping hippies in twelve-step programs, “suckers and fuckers and
stupid retards”—all “corpses” even if they “like the way I play my guitar” “All
the tombstones skyscrapin]” they observe. “If you hate me go on hating,” they
dare. “New York City’s like a cemetery,” they conclude. They used to climax
their set with that unintentionally prophetic judgment.

I love the Moldy Peaches for how they play—not their instruments, noth-
ing so sublimated, just play. They’re not afraid to make a mess because they
know life is a mess anyway, and although the mess can be painful, some
inner confidence lets them fool around with it. You could attribute this to
their privileged upbringings, I suppose. But if it were that easy Exile on
Main Street would be Tower, and anyway, not only does Kimya come from
service-sector people on the poorer side of town, she’s black, albeit lighter-
skinned than either parent. I just figure that growing up, they both main-
tained contact with their outer child, who was never scolded for touching
his or her wee-wee and lived to tell the tale.

I met them on a Monday. On Tuesday the planes came. On Friday the
band had a gig at the Merc, and I actually thought they might show, but in-
stead Kimya invited everyone she knew to a Saturday barbecue in her back-
yard. My family and I stayed home. It was a month before I had the guts to
play the album again—I4d loved it so, and I was afraid it would seem too
small, too self-involved. It didn’t. It seemed huge.

Halloween they capped a month-long tour with their friends the Strokes
at the Hammerstein, adjusting nicely to the big stage. Where at the Merc
they were sometimes too cute for comfort, here they were fast, loud, and
tricky within a deliberately simplistic framework. They didn’t “rock,” they
bashed. I could hear fans up front shouting “Jorge Regula” back at them.



Three weeks later they hit a packed Merc still bashing. It still suited
them, too, as did the new song in which Kimya invites the world to lick 245
her pussy. Someone requested “NYC’s Like a Graveyard.” “It’s no fun to play
anymore,” Adam muttered. But I wouldn’t put it past them to change their
minds, if they last.

Village Voice, 2001
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Attack of the
Chickenshits

Steve Earle

Extry, extry: “Nashville Ex-Junkie Makes Nice to Traitor, Is Picked On by
Nashville Talk Show Host!” That’s what I call dog bites man. And also what
I call great hype. I don’t think Steve Earle wrote “John Walker’s Blues” as a
publicity stunt. I think he wrote it as a politically inclined guy with an idea
for a song. But that doesn’t mean he minds whatever attention he gets out of
it. He’s an artist, folks. Artists are supposed to get our attention.

There’s been a fair amount of it, too. After all, as the executive editor of
AlterNet learned by interviewing a shrink: “Meaningful art helps people pro-
cess and digest experience and move toward catharsis” But is the song in
question, how you say it, meaningful? To find out, an Ap staffer in Nashville
checked with a “popular-music scholar at Middle Tennessee State University;
who obliged by comparing Earle’s attempt to get inside American Al Qaeda
combatant John Walker Lindh to Woody Guthrie’s “Pretty Boy Floyd,” Bob
Dylans “Hurricane,” and Johnny Cash’s “Delia’s Gone” Somebody might have
mentioned that Guthrie and Dylan, at least, seem to like their subjects a lot
more than Earle likes Lindh. But at least the scholar didn’t say “John Walker’s
Blues” was as good as those other songs. So peace be upon him.

Fact is, we're deluged with meaningful art, the tide’s been rising for
months, and Earle’s Jerusalem is neither the best nor the worst of the stuff
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that’s made it to shore. Nor should anyone pretend that this tiny brouhaha
is costing Earle play he didn't relinquish voluntarily years ago. Even on
1986’s Guitar Town, back when he could pass for a Music Row comer com-
peting with . .. Dwight Yoakam? (John Anderson?), he was uncommonly
class-conscious, and by 1988’s Copperhead Road his albums were breaking
AOR rather than country. In 1994, much mayhem later, his heroin addic-
tion completed his radicalization by landing him in prison, which is more
than you can say for most heroin addictions. He emerged a thoroughgo-
ing leftist with a specialty in capital punishment, and though he did most
of his jail time in a rehab center, nobody writes better about prison: “Over
Yonder” on Transcendental Blues, “Ellis Unit One” on the USidetracks odds-
and-sods, “The Truth” on Jerusalem itself. Earle identifies with any unlucky
asshole who makes the wrong choice in the wrong place at the wrong time.
Poof, he’s John Walker Lindh.

Scaremongers notwithstanding, Earle doesn't glorify Lindh and also
doesn’t compare him to Jesus—merely illustrates the poor sap’s mania by
having him compare himself to Jesus (who is, after all, one of Islam’s proph-
ets). In fact, the song is so measured and literary I find it hard to believe the
brouhaha will reach Wal-Mart when the album is released September 24.
But I do wish I knew something about Lindh that suggests he was ever far
enough gone to claim Jesus—much less that he was driven to jihad by “soda
pop bands” on mTV. Such problems often come up with Earle. He’s gifted,
but he plays it fast and loose. So I also wish I was sure he meant it when he
says: “I'm nervous, not for myself, but I have taken some serious liberties
with Walker, speaking as him, in his voice” Because while “John Walker’s
Blues” is salutary just for putting flesh on Lindh’s humanity, it’s more limited
and self-interested than the free-speech claque wants to admit.

As is occasionally noted, there’s another song out there that enters the
mind of the Muslim Other, and it is indeed significant that the scaremongers
never mention it. Although Bruce Springsteen isn't quite as staunch a left-
ist as Earle, the size of his following makes him a much bigger threat to the
right. Nevertheless, The Rising is such an unequivocal act of patriotism that
for the moment the chickenshits are leaving him alone—such an unequi-
vocal act of patriotism that the surpassing gentleness of Springsteen’s imper-
sonation of a suicide bomber arouses no suspicion. Or maybe “Paradise” is
over their evil heads. It’s a mysterious song, and although I'm no mysterious-
ness fan, a far stronger and deeper one than “John Walker’s Blues” Where
Earle lays out Walker’s confusion, Springsteen gets inside his protagonist’s



spirituality, warmly and sympathetically—and then pulls the plug, with the
paradise that’s a holy goal in the beginning a vacant mirage by the end.

If these value judgments seem irrelevant, critical bean counting just
when people are digesting experience and moving toward catharsis, please
remember that good songs generally enhance understanding better than
flawed ones. So I prefer not only “Paradise” but Toby Keith’s “Courtesy of the
Red, White, and Blue (The Angry American),” with its truthful and jovially
vindictive “Soon as we could see clearly / Through our big black eye / Man, we
lit up your world / Like the Fourth of July,” and Alan Jackson’s “Where Were
You (When the World Stopped Turning),” with its truthful and chillingly
complacent “T watch cNN but I'm not sure I can tell you / The difference in
Iraq and Iran” They’re more evocatively written and more coherently con-
ceived. As the profiteers who run this country plot their oil grab in Iraq,
even we leftists who believe the U.S. was morally obliged to invade Afghan-
istan had better recognize that these are dangerous works. But that doesn't
make them any less engaging or revealing, and denying their power won’t
make it go away.

While Jerusalem is as clearly a response to 9/11 as The Rising or the two
country songs—and maybe more so than my cathartics of choice, Sleater-
Kinney’s One Beat and the Mekons’ ooor!—it only deals directly with the
Al Qaeda attacks and their military aftermath in “John Walker’s Blues” and
the climactic title song. Yet it’s the most topical record of the bunch, front-
loaded with references to assorted tyrannies of class—HMOs, maquiladoras,
immigration barriers, escapist media, the assassinations of JrFx and MLK if
they count, and of course the prison system. With Earle slurring his drawl
more pointedly than usual and Will Rigby’s drums front and center on the
rock tracks and breaking out of the quieter ones, the material works up a
pretty good head of consciousness, and because his arrangements travel so
light, they generate more musical get-up-and-go than The Rising’s weapons
of mass reconciliation. A good thing, too, because the music helps patch over
all the stitches Earle drops.

Does the man really think the daring young president of the Cuban mis-
sile crisis would have finessed Vietnam? That we're all criminals inside? That
caper movies, girlie pictures, and silly love songs distract us from our higher
calling? Does he know the Constitution favored the propertied classes
more in the good old days than it does now? And while we understand that
Emma Goldman and Abbie Hoffman partake of the usual lefty virtue-by-
association, what the hell is Aaron Burr doing among the patriots in his
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inspirational liner notes? Burr was the prototype of the profiteering politi-
cian. Is this some meta-ironic traitor joke?

If so, I wish Earle had expended his tiny store of subtlety someplace
else. I wish “John Walker’s Blues” was as complex as “Paradise,” that the all-
things-must-pass of Earle’s “Ashes to Ashes” cast as cold an eye on banality
as the Mekons’ “Stonehead,” that the only perfect things on the whole rec-
ord weren’t consecutive love-in-vain songs by a guy whod been married six
times as of his last bio. But you know the drill—it’s ill-advised to seek politi-
cal wisdom from a pop musician unless that musician happens to be named
Linton Kwesi Johnson. They’re artists, folks.

But for just that reason, their misconceptions and imprecisions don't al-
ways do them in. Certainly they don't here. No doubt Earle wants to con-
vince America to end the death penalty and hate the rich, but on this album
those specifics are means to a broader end: being a musical leftist, period.
As is known to anyone who reads the press kit, the seeds of Jerusalem were
planted by the president of Earle’s label—and no, Sean Hannity or is that
Tom Vanderbilt, not to make a quick buck, how dumb. Danny Goldberg is
just a lifelong civil libertarian who likes to stir up trouble. I haven’t asked
him—which I could, we talk once in a while—but I bet I know what he was
thinking.

What has been the chief domestic casualty of this war on terrorism that
keeps changing its spots? The Bill of Rights as exemplified by political dis-
sent, most believe. How to fight back? Exercise the right to dissent. That’s the
joy of this record, which, with a crucial push from drummer Rigby, gives off
a sense of freedom and defiance that’s rock and roll, not protest music. This
artistic effect is made possible in part by all the play Earle has relinquished—
by what might be construed as his ultimate political ineffectiveness. The Ris-
ing is dragged down, with a few magnificent exceptions, by the overburdened
emotions and conceptual commonplaces of the great audience that inspired
it. Jerusalem travels light and gets where it’s going.

Its final destination is the best, too. Where all its other political songs are
embittered, “Jerusalem” doesn’t have the stomach for bitterness. It watches
Israelis roll their “death machines” over “the ground where Jesus stood” and
asserts without the slightest justification that this too shall pass—not in
the all-things-must-pass sense, but in living time. On The Rising, that prom-
ise would sound like a big lie. Here Steve Earle is just expressing himself.
Here a hymn to hope is what free speech is for.

Village Voice, 2002



Facing Mecca

Youssou N'Dour

Youssou N'Dour’s dignified, devotional Egypt is his boldest album since he
formed Etoile de Dakar twenty-five years ago. Its sacral chants and Cairo
strings are further from the beatwise declamations of the mbalax he invent-
ed than the rock respectability he pursued under the auspices of Amnesty
International in the late 8os and early ’9os. In a world where “world music”
still signifies indigenous styles redecorated to entice Euro-American buy-
ers, Egypt is designed to tell us that there are more ways to recontextualize
a tama drum than are programmed into Jean-Philippe Rykiel’s philosophy.

N’Dour is a long-standing cosmopolitan. His American star has only
risen since he took his act to the tastemongers at Nonesuch. But he is also a
Muslim, and, thanks to Bush-Rumsfeld-Wolfowitz Inc., determined not to
let anyone forget it. So on March 7, 2003, scheduled to undertake the most
extensive and expansive American tour of his life, N'Dour did a startling
thing: he canceled. His explanation of why he couldn’t appear to sanction
Washington’s impending attack on Baghdad, a remarkably nuanced state-
ment for a musician, deserves to be quoted in full:

It is my strong conviction that the responsibility for disarming Iraq
should rest with the United Nations. As a matter of conscience I question
the United States government’s apparent intention to commence war in
Iraq. I believe that coming to America at this time would be perceived
in many parts of the world—rightly or wrongly—as support for this pol-
icy, and that, as a consequence, it is inappropriate to perform in the us
at this juncture.

I understand that there are many in the us who do not support the
idea of their government initiating war in Iraq at this time, and I offer
my greatest respect to them. I also regret the difficulties this causes those
who were to present my concerts in North America and those who were
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looking forward to seeing me and my band. This tour was over a year and
a half in the planning and was the greatest commitment I had ever made
to performing in the us.

It is my fervent wish to return to the Us in better times. But I find it
impossible to imagine playing concerts in America when such grave is-
sues are confronting all the peoples of the world.

The idealism of N’'Dour’s gesture plus the subtlety of his analysis estab-
lished him as a rock star in a grand and endangered tradition—the gravity
with which he throws his weight around is more Bono or Springsteen than
Dixie Chicks or Beastie Boys. Granted, his act of conscience was directed pri-
marily at his African fanbase, which he tends prudently and loyally. He knows
he’s marginal here, knows most of his American audience was already con-
vinced that attacking Iraq was a terrible idea. But the cancellation brought
home our structural complicity in a war we failed to stop. And it showed us
just how broad a wedge our rulers were driving between true American de-
mocracy and Islam’s embattled humanists, without whom crusade-vs.-jihad
will turn into a geopolitical nightmare capable of wrecking the rest of our lives.

His convictions lived up to, N'Dour visited briefly last fall and will return
in a few weeks. Don’t miss the chance to be transported by his latest Great
African Ball marathon, set for Roseland July 9. But Egypt leaves no doubt
that hes traveling on his own term